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hat is a soul?’ I float upwards, my mind slowly becoming aware of the outside world. My eyes feel stuck together with glue and my body feels like it’s made from lead. Every single neuron in my brain is looking at me accusingly while generating the mother of all headaches. I blearily blink away the foggy film that is turning my direct environment into an opaque blur and wonder what all the racket is about. An infernal noise is blasting through my aching head, making it impossible to think. I also feel weak, sick, and tired. Why does my body feel like I just went on a hundred-year bender?

I manage to sit upright, feeling soft grass beneath my hands. I then recognise the noise around me as the chirping of birds. I blink some more and look around to see where I am.

The sight before my eyes completely contradicts all my expectations. I’m in a valley with the occasional cluster of trees located between towering mountains. Actually, these mountains are tiny lumps of rock sticking up from the ground. Compared to towering behemoths dozens of kilometres high that I’m used to, these things are tiny. These mountains look like the Alps, a couple of kilometres high at most. Birds sing from their perches in the branches, and I see some bunnies and squirrels scurrying around.

I scratch my head as I wonder why those animals are advertising their own whereabouts by making all that noise. Even common birds should know better, right? Be still, stupid animals! They are just begging to be eaten.

I look around for a bit more, taking in the environment as my brain starts back up. Then memories come crashing back into me. A life filled with fighting, sneaking, hiding, and running resurfaces into my mind’s eye. I flop backwards, staring into the sky, splayed out onto the grass, as I process my sudden shift in personal power and circumstance.

It takes me a while to process the fact that I’m thinking at a snail’s pace. I feel like I have been downgraded from a modern computer to a punch card machine.  Yeah, that would be an accurate description for the feeling I’m having now.

My brain recalls past events with pondering slowness. Around a thousand years of adventuring culminating in an epic standoff versus half the Cultivation World. This all happened on top of a mountain in the wilderness. The ending seems very off to me. I should be in a higher realm right now. Dense qi and rich power should be all around me. The lowest huts should be made from precious and rare materials costing millions.

And does it smell bad. A rank odour is in the air. I sniff and notice I don’t detect it via my nose, but from my energy sense. I haul myself in a comfortable sitting position and close my eyes. I focus my sight inwards, only to find nothing there. Instead of a self-built foundation made of surging qi and raw information I see nothing. Training my senses outwards I retch at the energies in the air.

I’m used to an energy called qi. Qi is pure potential, a collection of possibilities that can be influenced by the mind. This energy has all kinds of themed variations. The middle of a volcano contains fire qi everywhere. Deep in the ocean, abundant water qi is mixed with the regular stuff.

Instead of this single energy with a lot of different flavours, I sense loose layers of power intermingling. This world has all sorts of energies swirling around each other. The majority of the energies have a dark feeling to them. It’s as if the entire planet is filled with beings a good deal more ominous than the despotic, mass murdering, cultivating psychopaths I’m used to.

I rub my eyes as my headache worsens. Sensing this power in the air seems to be taking up my small stock of mental energies. I stop trying to grasp at my environment with my mind and focus on the material world around me.

I see some bunnies stalking a squirrel. One of the birds I spot has fierce talons that look bloodstained. An oversized furry bug is munching on what seems to be a carapace-covered mouse. I ignore the discrepancy in fur, scales, and feathers for now. Squirrels can have feathers and bunnies are free to be as naked as they like.

I keep blinking my eyes, hoping something is wrong. Do I need glasses? All my senses are dull, and I can’t smell anything except for some earthy tones and that filthy energy. My body feels heavy, my mind slow.

A different world again, huh. At least this planet isn’t wholly mundane. It might not be qi, but there are some energies in the air at the very least. I ponder the changes and what they mean while I watch a group of brown squirrels surround an unaware rabbit. They pounce and tear the little thing to shreds. I’m certainly not in Kansas anymore.

I keep trying to form theories about what might have happened. The mental slowness I’m experiencing is worse than a downgrade from a modern workstation to an analogue calculator. This is like working with a physical file cabinet. Each thought is like opening new drawers instead of using an advanced search algorithm. I want to cry.

Trying to distract my mind from its slowness, I inspect my body. I’m still wearing fine underwear, rough-spun, dark brown pants, a dark grey tunic, and leather shoes. Humble and unassuming attire wholly unfit for a cultivator at the top of the food chain. I run a hand across my arms and legs, finding that I still have the same lean build filled with tough muscles. A body made for swimming or running long distances more than a bodybuilder’s physique.

Lacking a mirror, I can’t inspect my face. I run my hands over it instead. I’m certain I still have the same moderately handsome - if a bit long - visage I’ve always had.

My right hand is still adorned with a simple black ring, much to my relief, one of the few treasures I kept. I’m not a fan of building my fighting style around a physical object, but that doesn’t mean I will ignore the usefulness of a storage tool. I mean, dependency on a material item like a sword or spear means I would be crippled if shit truly hits the fan when I don’t have it.

As I toy with the spatial storage ring on my finger, I ponder what to do now. I can’t access anything inside; I’ll need qi to open it, which I lack at the moment. Finding some form of civilisation and stalking unaware peasants seems like a good idea.

There must be sapiens roughly similar to me nearby because the animals all avoid me. Behaviour like that isn’t common in wild animals untainted by human contact. Looking at the reddish spot where the rabbit used to be, I can only count that as a blessing.

I stand up and almost fall on my face. Firming my wobbling knees, I take a careful step. The grass under my feet gives way under my leather-shod feet, and I start walking.

I find myself in a long valley nestled between white-capped mountains. I don’t see any visible roads, so I choose a random direction and do what I’ve done for the past thousand years – adventuring and exploring.

Five minutes later I stop to catch my breath. I’ve found myself back in a mortal’s body. The footwork that an hour ago propelled me hundreds of metres with the smallest step is now a weird form of jogging. The energies I used to match with my walking or running rhythm are entirely gone.

“This truly won’t do. I’ll die of overexertion at this rate, fucking hell.”

As I mumble some more curses under my breath, I decide to walk towards the mountains. There ought to be a cave to do some experiments in. Sitting out in the open is a one-way ticket into some fluffy animal’s stomach, I reckon. The closest mountainside has its foot obscured by dense patches of trees. Wary of the murder squirrels I choose the other wall of mountain to inspect.

Ten minutes later I stop once again, my slower pace has kept me from falling over, but I’m starting to feel hungry and thirsty. Frustration is building inside me; yesterday I could go years without food or water. Now a small stroll leaves me famished.

Taking a closer look at the trees, I conclude that I don’t recognise any of them. They all have weirdly asymmetrical leaves with bark that seems brown but shimmers blue under direct sunlight. No fruits are in sight, and with my current body I don’t think I’d be able to catch any of the nearby animals. I look wistfully at my ring once again.

“This is an opportunity, a challenge!” That’s better. No point in moping about things I can’t do anything about. It’s better to see this as a challenge to overcome. Saying it out loud doesn’t make it any more real, but it feels like it a little bit anyway. I’m halfway to the mountain face now, and I start to see some smaller rocks adorning the steeply rising slope. I think I spot a cave in the distance, but with my current sight, it might as well be a bear or something.

Half an hour later I have inspected every plant, tree, shrub, and animal I have come across.  I’ve concluded that they are all distinctly unknown and alien to me. This is the second time this happened, so I just accept it numbly instead of freaking out about it like the first time. Luckily, I was around ten years old back then, so I played the traumatised child card to the fullest. My current physical appearance should be around my mid-twenties, so that’s less of an option now.

The black thing at the foot of the mountain has also come into sight, and I can confirm it’s indeed a cave. I don’t spot any large tracks around the entrance and am pleasantly surprised by a small stream making its way down from the mountain and into the cave. I drink my fill, once again noting the total lack of recognisable energies in the water. At least I’m not thirsty anymore. My thirst quenched, I make my way a few metres into the cave and sit down.

Closing my eyes once again, I start to focus on the energies in the air. It all feels rather alien to me. Instead of a film of qi that permeates everything, there is a swirling mix of different colours intertwined. A lot of dark and sinister feeling power seems to hang in the air, making the lighter shades hard to pick out.

I know that the average population of a planet has a significant influence on the energy state of said planet. I suspect that there are a lot of fellows here with less than clean souls. A person who murders a lot has a chilling, murderous aura; a healer has a comforting feeling aura, etcetera. If a couple billion people emit the auras of total bastards, it’s going to influence the global energy ecosystem of a planet or plane.

Focusing on the swirling mass of colours at the edge of my vision, I start to recognise different types of currents. Then an idea hits me. These flows of energy feel fainter and hard to grasp than the qi I’m used to. What if this power is of a lesser rank, somehow? Maybe I could cobble them together and form a type of energy more suited for my use?

A sneaking suspicion in the back of my mind keeps nagging me that it is not qi but some other form of energy. Could it be psy power? Maybe mana? Do I want to become a wizard instead of an immortal? I reject that idea for now. I don’t know shit about this world’s magical system, if it exists at all. Using qi techniques is all initiated internally. Magic is cast externally if the various fantasy stories from Earth are to be believed.

I focus on separating the various types of flow from each other. My influence on them is non-existent. No matter how much effort I put in, they just ignore me and continue flowing by. The amount of energy in the air seems to be slightly higher than what I’m used to, if you combine all the different types. I could be wrong about that though, with my senses being as stumped and muddled as they are right now.

A weird combination of trepidation and excitement starts to fill me as I realise that I will have to learn a lot of skills from scratch. As I feel these two emotions, I notice two types of energy that move in a slightly different manner.

“Haaah, don’t tell me it’s based on emotions and feelings?” I know a few cultivation techniques that are emotion based. It tends to unhinge a person in the long run, even if the earlier stages are a bit faster. I’ve never met a sane top tier cultivator that cultivates based on excess or limited emotion.

I suppress my inner turmoil, calming myself. The influence disappears like it was never there. I think of a few faces that I would like to punch, anger boiling from my gut and filling me. A stream of green glowing power diverts its path and swirls around me. Although I claim it’s a green glow, it can’t really be classified as such.

My previous experiences with these types of energies have given me great insight and sensitivity in such matters. These skills seem to be untouched by the abrupt transfer to wherever here is. The green glow is barely there, more like a minuscule pinch of green powder spread over an entirely white page. I recognise the wood element energy for what it is anyway.

Excitement fills me as I start to realise on what fundamental laws this world operates. The fact that the green energy dances away and a red energy starts to hover over me confirms my theory. Once one gets powerful enough, these type of laws don’t mean much. Firm belief overrides any faint influence from the universe, but it is a major help in the beginning.

I calm myself once again and start to feel any emotion I can think of. Hate gives me fire, but so does joy. I take a closer look while trying to feel two things at once – happiness and hate. Then I realise the difference; one is darker and menacing while the other is filled with warmth.

Anger gives me a rotting wood energy while any form of empathy gives me a small trace of life-giving green. I continue to cycle through all the emotions I can think of. Wanting to become stronger gives me more wood, and worrying over my future makes a yellow energy respond to me; found earth! Thinking it’s all too much and wanting to give up makes a grey energy rush over. Feeling scared by this new and unknown world causes a blue flow to come looking for me.

Half an hour later, I have a grip on what emotion influences what type of energy. One thing I notice is that the negative energies seem to be a lot more abundant. Happiness gave me a minuscule trickle of warmth while apathy and despairing worry flooded me with a darker grey and brown energy.

Now comes the hard part – trying to combine them in equal measure. My current hypothesis is that smashing them together will give me a higher-level energy that is easier to work with. Emotional cultivation is a minefield I mean to stay away from. I really don’t want to use these powers in their current form.

Imagine being an angry fire mage, fuelled with endless rage. Once you meet something that scares the crap out of you, all you’ll be left with is useless water energy. Rather unpractical. I don’t think I’ll be joining a magic sect or school anytime soon if emotions are used to cast magic. Crazy people everywhere. My worry and apprehension about hair-trigger explosion mages cause earth and water energy to surround me in my pondering.

The first step will be training the control of the elements without feeling emotions. There must be more to magic than just feeling feelings really hard, but I can’t really think of what. My brain systematically ponders the problem and I miss the days in which I could just automate a piece of my mind to slowly and systematically work through the problem like a computer. Running thousands of scenarios on autopilot while you are enjoying a walk is a luxury that I sorely miss.

I walk in a circle as I try to categorise what emotion influences what energy and why. Always think of the why.
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Ifeel an itch. An itch that can only be scratched by going somewhere new, somewhere fun and exciting. If there is one thing that I love about cultivation is that it’s rather easy to find something interesting and entertaining. Arrived at a new village? Just spread yourself through the environment and make a mental map of all things unknown. Then go look at the things you don’t know.

A new type of plant can be a research project for multiple years. Once your senses get sharp enough to see the workings of individual cells, studying something becomes a lot more hands-on and interesting. Well, it’s relatively interesting for me; your results may vary.

I have a wry smile on my face. Being bored and very emotional don’t seem to go together very well, but I’ve been sitting in this cave for about ten hours while trying out my control over the energies around me. Wait, that’s not correct, I decided to call these energies mana for now. I think that breaking qi apart gives you mana, and combining mana gives you qi. At least, I really hope so or else my last few hours of effort would have been in vain. I sigh and continue practising.

I flip a switch in my mind and rage boils through my body. Unbridled wrath fills my every cell, clouding my head and limbs. Faint dark green mana gathers as I hold out my hand. I force it into a ball just above my palm, trying to coalesce something.

Matter has states; solid, liquid and gaseous, with plasma just off to the side of that triangle. Currently, I’m attempting to condense the green gas into a liquid or deposit it directly into a solid. I keep up my anger for five minutes, feeling arteries pop up all over my head as a result of the required effort. The green gaseous ball is a more opaque now, but I don’t think there is enough to condense it into anything.

With another deep sigh, I let the emotion go. The ball disperses immediately, not leaving a trace. All this emotional roller coasting is leaving me mentally drained. I look outside the cave, and the trees and grass seem a little less colourful, a little drabber. With tired eyes I give in to despair, a horrible knot forming in my stomach. I imagine a bleak future, a hopeless prospect without a shred of love and warmth. Deep red wine-coloured wisps gather above my hand and I give it a twist.

Brute force coalescing techniques don’t work, so I try something different. I spin the gas above my hand and focus on the centre. I imagine a little sphere of stillness above my hand while I command everything around it to spin and twist.

“Why do I bother? It isn’t going to work anyway,” I mutter as I let myself sink a little further into this temporary depression while speeding up the small tornado forming before my eyes.

This method seems to work better than just gathering it in a passive manner. I don’t dare think that aloud though, afraid to break my control. Maintaining a bleak-minded state is easier than maintaining a roiling rage. As soon as a strand of red energy is rotating fast enough, I pull it into the centre sphere. Pressure keeps building as I imagine the ball unbreakable, never cracking, and able to withstand immense pressure.

Another minute later the strands don’t go fast enough to penetrate through the pressure in the sphere, so I give the small cyclone another push to speed it up. Focusing intensely while feeling like the biggest and most useless sack of shit ever, a quarter of an hour passes by.

A small shake wakes me from my despairing daze. The tornado above my palm is half a metre wide now, spinning faster and faster. I feel a headache coming on from the energies swirling around my body, but I keep on twisting it even more vigorously. It gives another shake and collapses, the cyclone exploding inwards and outwards at the same time.

I blink my eyes from the blast of red and look at my palm. A small bead of dark red glass is laying on my palm, the size of a pin’s head. I feel a slight resonance with the little thing, an aura of despair and heat wafting towards me. A smile splits my face and I start to laugh. I hold my stomach as I feel my belly muscles cramping up.

Feeling a lot better without the previous self-imposed state of clinical depression, I decide to love the world. A warm feeling, followed by bright red colours, surrounds me as I place the little bead beside me and I hold out my hand again, a small bright red tornado forming just above my palm.

The bright red bead forms with a bit more effort than its darker counterpart. I go through the same process with the other emotions. Bright, positive mana takes about three times longer to form beads as negative feelings, making me worry about the state of this world once again. Using this worry to make a dark green earth mana bead allows me to make a small sphere in just five minutes. Being completely content to be here, now, in this cave gives me a bright green one.

Grief for all that I have lost and iron discipline give me a dark and light grey metal orb. Scaring myself shitless followed by an intense desire to go do something - anything - gives me two water beads. Cursing out loud in a blind rage resulted in a dark green wood sphere. A desire to better this world, to go use that angry energy constructively nets me the last one of the set, a bright green bead filled with nature’s life.

Ten little spheres lie in my hand, each having a slight internal glow. Now for the rest of my plan. Keeping only the two wood beads, I let them touch, slowly pushing them together. Honestly, I’m just winging all this. Any proper scientist back on Earth would have an aneurysm where he or she to witness my scientific working method.

It’s almost a pity that belief has a major influence on whether something works or not when you’re talking about mystical and magical subjects. Proper testing procedures or not, it seems to be working. Slowly the two opposing yet similar energies merge and calm each other down.

I take a closer look at the small green ball. A feeling of… shouting? I start to suspect the little information I still remember about ancient Chinese medicine is messing with my experiment. Let’s go with the flow then, wood represents birth, fire represents growing, followed by earth for transformation, metal for harvest, and water for storage.

I might remember it wrong, but there is an instinctive feeling that it just might work. It won’t be the best method, but I can always start over again later. Humming to myself, I push the rest of the pairs together.

Five little colourful beads are laying on my palm. Looking closely, I can see the dark and bright mana swirling through each other, like metallic paint. Now for the tricky part, the recombining of the elements into pure neutral qi. I’m still missing quite a lot of essential elements. Lightning is nowhere to be seen, nor are light and darkness. I also haven’t found air yet. I think about the thought process I’d have to go through in order to improve my current work, and I decide to ignore it.

I stare resolutely at my palm and make a fist. A minor explosion occurs, with me barely able to hold my hand closed. Enclosing it with my other hand, I give it a squeeze. The ball of energy in my palm is fighting back now, somehow refusing to combine. I empty my mind. Then I take the concept of an empty mind and let it fall into oblivion. Then I let the oblivion fall away.

This continues for a while, stripping layers of my emotions until I reach a truly empty mind. Not thinking about not thinking is harder than it seems, and I thank the past me for having the patience to perfect this method of meditation.

With massive hunger pains, I stir awake. I’m still sitting inside the cave, still staring at my balled-up hands. Light seeps in through the cave opening, signalling a new coming day. I open my palm and look.

A white orb around two centimetres in diametre lies on my palm. A familiar feeling emanates from it and I quickly throw it into my mouth. No need to let a - I’m assuming - completely unknown energy signature be broadcast everywhere. I nearly cry as my energy starved body starts to absorb the formed qi. This energy I know intimately, the vibrancy of life and death combined into pure potential.

I can’t help but smile as I guide the energy through my stomach into my blood vessels. The arteries first, along with the oxygen-starved blood, get to enjoy a proper dousing of qi. Slowly I follow the trickle of white gas through my blood vessels, only interfering when it reaches my heart. Here I stop it while pondering what path to take.

There are three core hotspots in the body. A standard, boring cultivator gathers qi at his dantian, just behind the navel, in order to form a qi centre there. The dantian is a fine gathering spot, best for a combination of body and technique fighting, basically a magic swordsman.

The heart is another possible gathering point; this is the better spot for any type of body cultivation. Then there is my favourite, the barely used braincore. I discovered this core location by accident, but I have fallen in love with it since. Cultivating my brain has allowed me to develop powerful magical and psychokinetic abilities using qi. It’s also hilarious if nobody knows you gather all your energy there and people keep stabbing you in the stomach to cripple or kill you. Simply pretend to be severely crippled; crawl away and you’re right as rain after some healing!

Stopping the chuckle from escaping my throat, I keep the qi at my heart until it has all gathered. A pitiful amount, but I feel my hunger receding as my body gets a less substantial nutrition source. When all is gathered in my heart, I simply shove it through the aorta into both my carotids. Done.

All I need to do now is prevent it from escaping. I smile wildly as I feel my mind clearing up, thoughts flitting by faster and clarity returning to me. I feel the strands of qi gathering at my brainstem, the same place I held all my energies before. Plans spin through my mind as I gain back a fraction of the calculating power I’m used to.

I pour my full attention into the spot, trying to get the qi to take on a single, unique aspect – that of me, that of an empty canvas or a blank book containing endless potential knowledge.

Half an hour later, the qi settles into place, gathering in a small area in my brain stem while some strands keep going through my bloodstream, subtly cleaning and improving my body. I notice it’s not really cleaning anything, just strengthening. My passing through multiple universal boundaries did a number on my physical form and totally wiped away any trace of qi in my body, but there are no impurities.

My smile widens into a grin as I realise that the previous cleansing of my body in preparation of ascension was not undone. In other words, my body is operating at peak condition. No useless waste materials or acids are in my system; no unnecessary chemicals, metals or macromolecules are present. Gaining back my power base should be rather quick.

I stand up, assigning a minor portion of my mental faculties to the gathering and combining of more mana. The slight haze that comes from lessened thinking power should be compensated for by nightfall as my braincore eagerly starts generating qi from mana.

Taking a deep mana-filled breath causes the murky mix of power to enter my veins as I breathe out stale air. The mana then gets guided through my heart to my head, where it gets sucked into my core. Feeling my mind grow with each breath is as addicting as ever. Cultivation is truly the best drug.

It’s a small start but gaining more power will allow me to gain even more power. You need money to make money, and you need power to gain power. It’s a long road. I had thought that the first step would finally be behind me, but maybe I can start over and build something even better this time around?

The feeling of dread I had when I woke in the random valley lifts. A planet filled with negative energies can mean one of two things. The gods or higher beings here are doing a bad job, or the general populace is evil as shit. Maybe both. It’s less of an issue now that I’m gathering strength once again.

Stepping out of the cave into the sunlight, I stand still to bask in the sun. An agonised shriek shakes me from my revelry as I watch a cute little bunny being eaten by an even cuter little fawn. I just ignore them, especially the half eaten but still alive cute squirrel that the bunny was munching on before its fateful encounter with a Bambi from hell. Suppressing a shiver, I turn to my left and keep walking.

I also ignore the fact that every animal so far seemed just slightly wrong. Instead of fur, some rabbits have fine scales. I see that the fawn has feathers sprouting from its body here and there. Nope, let’s just ignore that for now, especially that naked badger with scabs all over.

The valley is filled with grass, shrubs, and trees. Sloping fields filled with clustered trees spread out before my eyes, painting a peaceful and picturesque scene. I feel my mood lifting as I return to what I love doing, wandering aimlessly and looking for interesting stuff.

I find something moderately interesting after an hour. A mud road crosses my path as I’m about to leave the valley. Cart tracks, along with other unidentifiable traces of civilisation, give another boost to my mood. Planets with an ecosystem but no intelligent species do exist, but that would have been extremely boring. I take an arbitrary right and follow the road, curious where it’ll lead.
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The woods are growing denser the more I walk. I’m strolling along a totally deserted mud road without seeing any indication of civilisation, apart from some barely visible old tracks. There is not a single soul in sight. Taking a right was a good idea because the mountains have been growing less and less pronounced, sheer cliff faces giving way to sloping hills.

The road is surrounded by trees on both sides, giving me some pleasant shade to walk in. I see a light at the end of the foliage tunnel, and I increase my pace to see what the woods will give way for.

A truly breath-taking view greets my eyes. The road winds itself further into the distance, a little village visible a couple of hours by foot down the road. Beyond that the grasslands stretch out into perfect flatness, the hills giving way to green grazing grounds, with the occasional copse of trees.

A super tall spire is visible, sticking up above the horizon. That must be the first big town or city I will come across. It’s obviously not a natural formation; the immaculately straight tower must be kilometres high. I think it will take me a few days of walking to get to it, at the least.

I slake my thirst on another stream I come across, but food is an issue. Then I remember my ring. Food is not an issue. It is filled with useless but interesting junk, which includes dishes from all over my previous world. With a slight tinge of pain in my heart, I think about the many treasures I had to sell or trade in order to collect the massive amount of lightning metals. There’s also a secret in the ring, but I won’t be able to access that part for a long, long time.

By the way, I know that the Cultivation World had a name, I just never bothered to ask. I’m sure it’s not much better than the unimaginative “Earth.” I gather a bit of qi in my hand and access the ring.

I can’t help but frown. Food is an issue; the qi I currently possess is just enough to bring out an apple. Then I’d be totally empty. My total qi has doubled since I left the cave, but even doubled, it is of no use. Two grains of sand worth of qi are useless when you’re used to entire mountains of it. Rubbing my temple, I think of what to do.

Temporarily setting up camp in the woods seems like a good plan, followed by some light hunting and a lot of stalking. Want a tip for blending in? Blending into a society that’s totally alien to you? A society that’s built from the ground up on fundamentally different values and languages than those you’re familiar with? Do a lot of stalking.

When I first came to live inside the ten-year-old body of the previous owner, I did a lot of stalking. Languages were alien to my ears; it took me a few years to be able to hold even the most basic of conversations. The villagers saw me coming back covered in blood and alone, and assumed trauma made me stop talking. I just blankly stared, trying to imitate shock victims I’d seen in war movies.

It worked and they left me alone to integrate peacefully. Since then I have picked up a few tricks here and there that should prove helpful in hastening this process for yet another world.

Woods spread down the sloping hill on my left towards the village, and to my right is a rockier area where shrubs are the biggest plants. I set off towards these woods to start a camp and begin my creepy stalker mode.

As I enter between the towering trees, I decide that I have just enough qi gathered to start some experiments. The most important trick I want to try is spiritual sense. Every sect used to have a different name for this phenomenon, but spiritual sense is the best descriptor in my opinion. Heavenly Sight, True Viewing, God Sense, it doesn’t matter how you call it, it’s all about using the qi outside of your body to increase the range of your senses.

Deciding that I have deep enough into forest not to be disturbed, I separate a quarter of my total energy and guide it to my mouth, which I let flow outside. A sphere a few metres in radius gets a slight qi saturation, allowing me to feel the shape of everything in its reach.

Closing my eyes, I stand still as the nostalgic feeling of absolute knowledge about the environment returns to me. The amount of qi you pump out determines the amount of feedback you get. For example, a scouting sense is as thin as possible, covering an immense area with little qi, but only allowing one to be able to sense vague shapes.

Studying artefacts requires one to saturate the environment around said artefact to the maximum. Some advanced objects can only be truly comprehended by pouring absurd amounts of qi inside them.

This scouting sense was the responsibility of a sectioned mind process previously, but now I control it manually for greater effect. Shaping the energies into a beam two metres across and around 30-metres long, I swirl it around me, sweeping my direct environment. A flood of data surges in my mind like a biological radar screen, the shapes of tree trunks, life signatures of small animals, and the outlines of dense undergrowth are all clear. As I keep the beam spinning around me, I travel deeper into the forest. A few hours later I notice a burrow filled with a single fat rabbit.

The first stalking victim has been found! Slowly making my way over to the burrow, I focus my senses on the creature. I make note that this animal is the first one that seems normal to me. An ordinary, fluffy rabbit lacking any scales, feathers, or other odd features. On closer inspection the rabbit isn’t fat, just pregnant. A tree next to the burrow seems slightly bigger than the rest and has slightly higher mana concentrations than its brethren; camping spot found! I’m on a roll, two objectives right next to each other.

As I stop patting myself on the back, I notice that my qi reserves are slowly dwindling. Keeping perfect control of qi outside your body is really hard, and some leakage is unavoidable. The prospective momma rabbit isn’t going anywhere, so I refocus my qi, gently sending it into the tree in order to have a conversation. It goes a bit like this:

“Hey tree.”

Bewildered feelings of confusion.

“I know, I know, talking isn’t something you’re good at, right?”

Vague feelings of indignation.

“Hah, you got me there. I would absolutely suck at standing still all day and living on just water and sun. You’re doing a much better job than I ever could!”

Faint feelings of pride. Is that a bashful emotion? I swear this tree would be blushing right about now if it had capillaries in its woody visage.

“You know what would be even better? Being hollow inside, it’s all the rage with the trees in the next forest over.”

More confusion and slight disgust. This is one sassy tree.

“I guess you’re right; I don’t think you could even do it. Only the oldest trees over there can accomplish it anyway, a shame.”

After I sense an even bigger feeling of indignation, I know I have the tree in the palm of my hand. A true lady tree killer is what I am. As I continue to converse with the woody perennial, I coax and seduce it into following my plan, giving me a roof over my head. Using my qi, I show how sexy it’ll be with the hollow shape in its trunk. I make up some impressive statistics and images that show the many benefits of sheltering me. The poor soul is quickly overwhelmed with my flawless reasoning, and I help guide it with my qi.

Sacred, secret ancient art my ass – stupid Ancient Grove tree hugging hippie sect. Months of planning in order to break into their best-protected vault and the secret manual is just a shitty conversation guide.

While I’m sighing to myself, the bark slowly gives way as the power-infused wood shapes into a small chamber, just enough to sit in. Ignoring the groaning of a four-metre wide trunk changing its internal structure, I wipe the splinters and dirt away. Temporary home found; let’s first recover my qi with some active meditation while keeping an eye on the rabbit.

Human foetuses get a soul fairly early on in the pregnancy cycle, but most animals get a small one at birth. This highly pregnant rabbit should be the perfect subject for some research into the laws governing this planet.

An hour later the sky above me is turning various shades of pink and orange, and mama rabbit settles down. Instead of fussing about with the fur-laden nest she lays down on top of it. I increase the amount of qi focussed on missus rabbit to half of my total, allowing me a faint glimpse of her soul.

The first soul I’ve seen in this world and it’s quite a shocker. Pitch black; absorbing light like a greedy black hole; it sits in the rabbit’s brain. My qi should not be quite dense enough in order to sense souls, but I get a vague impression of it anyway.

The world is usually all shades of grey, but this little bunny has a heart and soul blacker than pitch. The babies she pops out are naked, small, pink and blind. As they take their first totally independent actions a soul nestles in their bodies. A perfect balance of grey, as all new-born souls are. Neither evil nor good, new souls tend to just exist. Once higher functions like instinct and will come online, the colour should change to match the temperament of the creature.

At least, that’s how it should be. The sickening amount of dark tinted mana in the air visibly corrodes the lighter parts, turning them darker before my very eyes, although extremely slowly. They should be completely black like their mom after a few weeks. This shocks me to my very core.

A quick inspection of my own soul realm assures me that my soul is still as grey as they come. With relief in my heart, I settle my shaking body. Automatic soul adjustment to the darker side of things, this is immense. I don’t know who is responsible for managing this planet, but they are doing an absolutely shitty job. Babies of sentient and self-aware species are grey until their teens when enough information and life experience have settled into the kids to allow them to make semi-well-informed decisions.

Evil done in ignorance is not evil from the doers’ perspective, and perspective is all that matters in the universe. The vilest being I have ever seen had a soul as white as snow. Simple ignorance and a lack of knowledge about the world allowed this child to do horrific acts without a single blemish on his soul. Ironclad, unshakable belief in one’s correct path and course of action is just as wrong as wilfully committing evil acts.

Still slightly shaking I ponder the meaning of this. Do sentient babies get their souls turned dark automatically too? A soul colour is not the main indicator of a person’s willingness to inflict harmful and meaningless actions, but it’s a good guideline.

Through observing many people over my various lives, I have noticed that only empathy gets influenced by soul colour in any meaningful way. A being with a pure white soul has a near-psychic ability to put themselves in the shoes of another. A perfect black soul has little thought of any other than themselves. This once again could be my biased views taking the forefront, I tell myself.

Soul measuring devices are a concept that contradicts its very self, as you need sentience in order to observe the soul. As there is no way for any sentient being to be perfectly impartial, empirical science is impossible on this subject.

Is it a self-sustaining process or a vicious cycle? Metaphorical powers such as light, darkness, good, and evil usually keep themselves in check by constant attrition of the opposing forces. This diminishes the battling power of itself, so it usually balances itself out in the end. At least, that’s how it’s supposed to work. This dark energy might just have started out as a slight imbalance that grew exponentially. I ignore the earth mana dancing around me as I continue to worry.

“This won’t do. My beautiful and useful tree I’m sorry but I have to check something out.”

As I feel shock emanating from the brown and blue barked tree I stand up and walk towards the direction of the village that I saw earlier today. Standing in the same spot for hundreds of years and doing nothing but grow, only to have some guy forcefully start talking to you and leave right after must be quite the experience.

I walk away from the tree while worry gnaws at my guts, my emotions just not calming down after this discovery. Forcibly trying to clear my mind I focus some qi into my leg muscles, instantly running at Olympic speeds while zigzagging through the forest.

Half an hour later I observe a cosy village, while trying to keep my lungs in my body. I have not felt these levels of exhaustion for a few hundred years, but I’m thankful for the distraction. The treeline ends about fifty metres from the nearest hut. As I sneak through the underbrush, I thank the sun for creating lengthening shadows around me. I avoid the people walking around as I sneak towards the nearest house.

Keeping my breathing in check I spread my spiritual sense through the wooden wall. A single person is inside, cooking. Focusing on the person’s head a ball of blackness stares back at me. Suppressing a shiver, I creep to the next house, only to find two adults and a child. Two pitch-black souls and a dark grey one. Are my senses fooling me? Are soul laws so different here that I’m simply interpreting things differently?

Realisation hits me. A total unknown phenomenon is staring me in the face and I’m worrying? I had trouble finding new things to learn in the previous world, so now something unknown hits me from left field and I’m acting like a worried pansy? I crawl through the entire village, scanning the inhabitants of every house. Around thirty wooden houses with an average of three and a half inhabitants and one stone building with seven people in it nets me only dark or black souls. In a daze I crawl back to the woods, walking through the forest back to my tree.

How did this happen?

An entire world filled with dark souls?

Are there even any gods here?

A massive black energy generation phenomenon?

A self-sustaining expanding imbalance?

Thoughts swirl through my head as excitement replaces worry. A new world to explore, new theories to formulate, and new dishes to taste! I reach the tree and sit down. My excitement gets a slight damper as I notice momma bunny eating one of her young.

With a bloody cute little maw, she just munches on the legs of one of the naked pink creatures. The little baby bunny keeps on suckling, not having the energy to fight back. There are just three babies left; blood stains the only indication that there were more. As I force more qi into her mind I try to analyse what hormones are causing this behaviour.

My mood further darkens as I only feel a sense of laziness. Too lazy to move a few metres to eat some grass so she just eats one of her young? Normal bunnies do this too, but not often, and then it’s usually a result of neglect or a dietary deficiency. This bunny is perfectly healthy, just too bored to bother otherwise.

As she finishes her current meal and starts nibbling on the second-to-last healthy youngling I feel my stomach churn a bit. Wait, no that’s just hunger. Not having eaten anything since coming here I suddenly feel quite famished. It seems that this world is also one where might makes right. Let’s exercise that right now.

Standing up I position myself above the burrow, focussing qi on my fist. I aim a lazy punch to the ground. The earth splits as the qi shoots forwards when my fist stops. A latticework of qi shaped into the form of a shovel shoots through the ground and I decapitate the fresh mother. I retrieve the bundle of qi and reach into the hole, gently putting the last young on its mother’s body. I pull the two warm bodies from the earth, leaving the head along with half of a chewed-up youngling in the ground, as the hole collapses.

Standing there with a bunny corpse and a freshly born bunny baby, I start thinking about what to do. I notice that the foundation of my new power base is rather unstable. Putting all my qi into a shovel shape and moving it outside my body was a lot more draining than I thought. I need to work on firming my foundations.

Also, I’m hungry and am holding a relatively large piece of fresh meat. I regain a bit of my smile as I think about how ethical it is to burn wood in a cooking fire while talking to a tree.
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“What is a soul,” I say to the small naked rabbit sheltered in my cupped hands. “That’s the first thought I had when I ended up here.”

I sit down and rest my back against the tree’s interior. I poke the fire while putting the rabbit on my lap. The little animal looks like an oversized pink raisin, it’s ugliness somewhat countered by the cute way the little critter is wiggling its nose and nuzzling my hand. I stare into the fire for a bit, wondering how I should tell this tale of mine. I have found that reasserting oneself is a rather crucial habit to have when you get to my age.

“I’m like over a thousand years old, ya know. You’re not even an hour old. That makes me…,” here I pause to let my slow brain crunch the numbers, “…ten million times your senior. So follow proper etiquette and obey me, your granddaddy, okay?”

I stare down at the little pink thing some more. I stop poking the fire and scratch it between its ears, infusing a bit of energy into the critter as I do so. “Right, but I should start at the beginning, no?”

Nodding to myself, I start telling my - literally - captive audience a story.

“My name is Drew Lian and I’m a cultivator. Not one of crops and soil but one of my own body, or rather my mind.  It all started when I died on Earth. My last memory is of sitting in my pride and joy, the massive library I built throughout my life.

“Then I guess I died, because next thing I know I’m some young kid whose parents just got killed. A little shit of a young master had been torturing us three for looking at him a bit too long. That’s just something that happens when a simple mortal annoys a cultivator; stuff like that was pretty common. Life was pretty shitty for common folk in that world.”

I shrug in a helpless manner as I relive the constant atmosphere of dread that kept the entire village docile and empty-eyed. Life for mortals under the heel of non-benevolent and all-powerful cultivators is just not great.

“The little asswipe eventually got bored and left, telling me how honoured I should be that my lowly life had been of some use to the mighty him. Anyway, it took me a while to bury those two unfamiliar humans; my body felt the familial relation and I couldn’t just leave them there to rot. I then made my way back to the village my body hailed from and laid low for a few years.”

I shift into a more comfortable position, patting the tree I’m leaning on while feeding the little rabbit a blade of grass. I look up and see that the big rabbit carcass hanging above the fire is nearly done. The few roots I find also smell tasty. I wipe the drool from my mouth and start eating, continuing to talk to myself and the rabbit in between bites.

“So, I found out my parents had been simple farmers. I lived in the shadow of the Black Turtle sect, a low ranked group of bandits that lucked into finding a cultivation technique. That place was filled with zealots, maniacs, and idiots. Their hobby was sitting in a room all by themselves while absorbing this energy called qi whenever they weren’t too busy with killing themselves or us.

“Life in that village was pretty bad. Think of a ruthless slavery dictatorship,only with less happiness and smiles. I’d have loved for something as convenient as receiving the memories of this body’s previous owner, but that didn’t happen. Instead, it took me years before I learned the language while playing the traumatised child. Some of the elder folk in the village took pity on me and taught me to speak, read, and write the local language. I’m still thankful for that old geezer.

“My period of laying low came to an end when I came across the corpse of one of these cultivators. I was sixteen at the time, too old to get into any sect. Without a special body constitution or other mystical affinities, I would’ve been stuck with the scrubs in the outer court anyway.

“I looted the dead sucker and found an ‘introduction to cultivation’ manual, a few pills, and a talisman or two. The corpse must have gotten poisoned, escaped, and succumbed to his wounds a few kilometres into the forest bordering my birth village.”

I pause to throw some more wood on the fire. The flames lick at the wood as I reminisce about times long past. I briefly question my own sanity. I’m sitting in the middle of a forest, resting inside a partially hollow tree while enjoying the flames that come from burning said tree’s very body; and I’m talking to a day-old rabbit kit while leaning against a tree I’ve had an actual conversation with.

“Right. The initial cultivation method I found was the Black Bone first stage manual. It instructed me to infuse my body with qi of certain elements. Starting from the bones, tendons, muscles, inner organs, and finally skin, my body would change into the colour of my chosen element.

“I didn’t like the idea of having to restrict myself to a single element even back then. Instead of blindly following the complicated diagrams and chants, I read the manual and tried to understand it. I got the gist of what it wanted me to do and then made up my own method.

“From then on, I tested every manual I came across and tried to learn the fundamentals behind what makes the method special. I then followed this up by experimenting with the basics I learned from it. I used the fundamental tenets of science from Earth to create my own understanding of the concept of cultivation. Observe and experiment. Look at something happening and wonder why.”

I stare the little rabbit in its eyes as I say this last part. I then wonder why it has its eyes closed. Bunnies are born blind, but I’m pretty certain this one was peeking through a crack between its pink eyelids not minutes ago.

I sigh deeply while licking the fingers of my free hand clean. This isn’t really about telling it the story, honestly. Pretty massive changes just happened, and I tend to get a bit unhinged whenever I lose grip of my roots and past. So, I’ve made it a habit to occasionally go through my entire life when I feel unlike myself.

I look around the dark forest. Each tree and leaf I see is unfamiliar, their shapes weirdly angular and their colours slightly wrong. I put both hands around the little sleeping critter and sink into meditation myself, going over the rest of the story I had planned to say out loud.

Thinking back to the true start of my journey, I suddenly realise that my interest in the soul stems from that period of my life. Research into the soul is supposed to be god’s domain. That’s what all the sects, organizations, and churches have been spouting at me anyway. Me suddenly appearing in someone else’s body - even if it looks rather like my old one - kick-started my intense interest in the soul; I wanted to know how I got here and if I could go back.

That was my true goal as I travelled the world on my own. I gained some scarce resources and manuals and started to contemplate the path and Dao of Freedom. Being unbound and untethered, that was my personal goal.  A rogue cultivator unbound by any sect or organisation, just the way I like it.

I travelled far into wild beast forests and explored expansive cave systems that crossed continents. I managed to avoid being in debt to anyone. I avoided sects like the plague. They all have these ways of cultivating qi that are unique, so I always ran away the moment I sensed those types of energy.

I even once came across the legacy of a demi-god realm cultivator, a legendary and mythical figure that ascended thousands of years ago. I deconstructed his methods into basic elements and used these lessons to improve my own cultivation method. I learned and used his knowledge instead of blindly following in the geezers’ footsteps.

Turns out, everybody’s best path of going forwards in life - also known as your Dao - is different. Most of the people I met restricted themselves to one single method or technique. They usually polished it to perfection and then complained that they had limited potential. Instead, I learned from everything I came across and chose my own path.

It took me centuries before I gained enough power to keep myself safe from the major forces, having pissed off enough of them in the process. What didn’t help was that I had also become known as a heretical soul cultivator. I didn’t truly cultivate my soul though; that’s fake news. Actually, messing with your soul tends to go wrong very quickly. I mean, that’s how devil or demonic cultivators are born. One small mistake with the construct that’s at the core of every being and things tend to go very, very wrong – most of the time in a spectacular fashion.

Spectacular as in wiping half a continent off the map. Spectacular as in spawning endless hordes of evil beasts that spread in every direction, killing all in their way and leaving an endless corrupted wasteland in their wake.

By then I fully understood why researching the soul was, and still is, so taboo in the lower realms. Messing around or even examining the soul tends to throw Fate out of whack. The Fate I’m talking about here is what I have learned to be a massive calculating machine in the higher realms. They use it to keep track of the mortals below, guiding - forcing - them into a path best suited for the machinations of these gods. This is all well-informed speculation, of course. It’s hard to know things for sure when actual, real-life mystical forces are involved.

It’s just another reason to mistrust sects. Any info they’ve got, the higher planes have as well. You put your hand on a big ass, talent-testing pillar? Congratulations, the higher realms receive a nice and tidy file with all the info that there is to know about you. Just because someone ascended to a higher level doesn’t mean they lose all interest in the place they came from, especially when that place is relatively easy to understand from where they are.

Meddling bastards, thinking they know better. All I ever did was cause the souls of critters to go berserk on purpose to learn what not to do. I then applied that knowledge to protect, and only protect, my own soul.

I had seen the light at the end of the proverbial tunnel by then and had started preparing for my inevitable ascension from that world. But that’s something I’ll think about later. The energies in my head and body have settled now, calming down from the rebellious state they had been in.

I decide to postpone any further reminiscing and do something about the black hole that is my stomach. A filled stomach is a happy stomach, and I start settling my tumultuous emotions with food. Grabbing another bunny leg from above the fire, I sprinkle it with a small salt bottle I retrieve from my spatial ring and take a big bite. As soon as I started cooking my hunger surged up, almost knocking me flat.

I need to make some adjustments to my priorities and place food a lot higher up on the list. I used to be able to sustain my body with energy alone, but this is no longer the case. Cultivation is done with a limited amount of energy and I need to ration the few threads of power I’ve got. I don’t want to waste my meagre fighting power on suppressing hunger.

Drool drips from my mouth as I bite into the succulent flesh. One of the tasty smelling roots I dug up from the forest starts to get blackened from the fire. Unwilling to wait, I decide it is done and dig in. I don’t worry about incompatible proteins and micro-nutrients. Alien vegetables are usually useless for any non-native beings when it comes to nutritional value, but using qi to break matter down into its individual components allows the body to use the sustenance anyway.

Having fed myself I look to the little bunny in my lap. I just ate its mother and I can’t bring myself to do it any harm. I decide to think about it later and just feed it some qi for now. It should sustain the little thing until morning. I tear off a strip of cloth and wrap the critter up warmly and then I lay it inside the hollow tree where it soon falls asleep. With the experimental subject stowed away, I focus on other things.

Other things like what am I supposed to do now? Seriously, I just got stripped of all my power, had my rightful place of power in a higher dimension stripped away from me without warning, and am now stuck here on this unknown world for an unknown amount of time.

I thank all that is holy and good that there is at least some form of energy in the air; each new breath I take is letting me regain my power slowly. It’s just a shame it’s such a negative source. The smell is still rather unbearable each time I breathe in.

I try hard to not let the fear of the unknown set in again. I finish up the few scraps of meat on the rabbit carcass, eat the other root vegetables, and bury the remains. I sigh deeply and nearly choke on the foul smell permeating the air. I sit down next to the tucked-in, snoozing critter and recall how I ended up here, away from everything I ever have known - again - and bereft of a thousand years of cultivation.

⁂
“So there I was, a cultivator at the top of the world and about to ascend!” I make grand sweeping gestures towards the little bunny. Her previous pink skin has started showing signs of white hairs here and there. I raise my eyebrow as the little critter looks at me while swivelling her ears around.

Oh yeah, I found out it’s a female. I did a check-up and figured it out after some searching. That’s all that needs to be said about that. I was slightly worried because normal rabbits remain naked for an entire week and need two weeks before their ears and eyes open. I continue my dramatic story as she follows my gestures with her lidded eyes.

“Looking around, I saw a majestic sight. A range of mountains many dozens of kilometres high stretched out in a fading tableau of stark ice and black rock. At that time, I was honestly getting pretty sentimental at the end of things, you know. Who knew I was that type of person, not me!

“Massive churning clouds were swirling around my figure as I sat on top of the highest mountain for leagues around. Thunder crackled through the clouds, a clear sign of imminent heavenly tribulation. Said mountain was far away from any form of civilisation. I had picked the spot to allow me to ascend without any bothersome interference. I really shouldn’t have bothered though; the gods above were pretty unhappy with me.

“Anyway, that’s the only way I can explain why there were suddenly several ancient monsters and a hundred other mighty figures hanging in the air around me. Thinking back, the powers that be must have sent down prophecies to all the major sects. The message must have spouted something like a massive evil being outbreak is about to occur or some bullshit like that. They all looked pretty annoyed, and not all of that annoyance was directed at me.

“The thunder started building up power only half an hour before. That wasn’t enough time for even the most powerful cultivators to get to me from the civilised lands. I’m further guessing that those guys had gotten sick of me stealing all the good stuff from under their young disciples’ noses without leaving a trace.”

I actually chuckle as I think about the amount of extra work I caused those arrogant bastards. I shake my head and refocus on the story.

“Many voices shouted at me, yelling and cursing at the top of their lungs!”

I shift the pitch of my voice as I recall the deluge of comments, imitating the crowd of arrogant assholes as best as I can.

“You rogue bastard, don’t think that I, your father, will allow you to cause further havoc.”

I mimic an ancient voice, brimming with malice. What did I do to him again? I remember; I actually recognised him. Just because I was a bit better than his personal disciple he wanted to kill me? I didn’t even cripple that dumbass too badly; rude.

“You have sown enmity with our Great Heavenly Fields sect a thousand years ago; don’t think that I will let you off lightly.”

This time I talk in a smooth voice, one that will worm itself into your ears. Their name sounds nice and all, but their direct-lineage cultivation method required them to deflower as many young girls as possible. The mighty Heavenly Fields sect, an illustrious and worshipped sect, was just a bunch of perverted paedophiles. I smile as I remember the many times I underhandedly delivered some justice on their greasy asses.

“You spit on the name of my Dark Moon sect, refusing my invitations time and time again. If you won’t give me face, I’ll simply take it from you!”

This one is pompous and filled with empty pride. Why couldn’t those assholes simply talk normally? Causing havoc? Sowing enmity? Refusing invitations? I didn’t want to sit in the same place for the rest of my life. All I did was take some good fortune for myself and protect my own privacy, and they thought I stole from them. At that point, I was extremely sick and tired of hearing about face! That entire concept - or at least their interpretation of it - is bad. In my opinions it’s like honour but twisted and without the integrity and other good bits.

The little rabbit is staring at me with awe on her little face. Yeah, that’s totally awe. I let my arms drop from where I was waving them around pompously and dramatically look around.

“Pha, I thought, those tombs and crypts didn’t have their names on them. This might sound a bit arrogant, but the massive amount of raw power and influence these cultivators represented, would have petrified anyone else. Also because I was the youngest there but had the highest cultivation base of them all.”

I lean forward a bit, making sure to keep her attention trained on me as I continue my story.

“Closed door cultivation does help one grow, but the true polishing of one’s skills comes from living life! Going out and adventuring, meeting new people, and doing new things is what my Dao is all about. My speedy advance to the top must have scared the crap out of these millennia-old fogies. A young upstart not even a thousand years old dared to have a higher cultivation base then these tens-of-thousands-of-years-old monsters? How dare I!

“Energy fluctuations from around and above alerted me to incoming danger. The surrounding cultivators all had their most powerful techniques prepared and on a hair trigger, mystical light and archaic shapes surrounding their floating figures. The lightning up above started gathering at the eye of the storm. I closed my eyes and used a modified iron moulding technique to bring up massive quantities of metal from underground.”

I use the little qi I have to float sticks around me, using small wires of power to recreate the entire scene. The bunny has her eyes glued to the spectacle.

“Preparation is the key to everything. I had spent the previous couple hundred years gathering massive amounts of lightning-infused metals for just that moment. A Faraday cage made from the most conductive materials I could find sprung up around me as the lightning struck.

“The massive deluge of arcing lightning washed away the elemental dragons, sword qi slashes, and other various colourful attacks thrown at me. The gathered cultivators stared in dumb disbelief. One even twitched his eyebrow. Those old geezers all had immense power and absolute control over their bodies, so that physical slipup made me proud. To shake the heart of someone tens of thousands of years old was quite the achievement.”

I push my chest out a bit and smirk down at my single audience member. I can be smug if I deserve it, after all.

“In a flash they had new attacks prepared and the air was cloyingly thick with residual qi, remnants of the multitude of techniques. I reached out to this owner-less energy and used it to shore up my metal defences.

“The cage around me shone with a dim light, just in time to receive the second lightning bolt. The electric surge got transferred to the ground harmlessly, but I felt my control of the molten metal slipping. I changed a few aspects of the controlling spell, borrowing from a water manipulation method, to keep the glowing molten metal in place. I did a calculation and relief washed over me.

“You see, little bunny, ascending provokes the heavens into sending down seven lightning strikes, each more powerful than the last. I crunched the numbers and the metal should not have reached plasma state temperatures before the final lightning bolt hit, unless all the cultivators around me had started blasting me with fire techniques, that is.

“There were lots of stories about three, nine, or other multiples of three. The amount was supposed to hold great meaning, but I suspect that the first ascender of that world just randomly chose a number. So, it was seven bolts, and don’t let anyone tell you differently!

“The hovering crowd around me used the gaps between lightning strikes to bombard me with attacks. I let anything made up from water or ice elements hit me without interference, thankful for their cooling effects on the boiling metal. Any other technique was handled with a release of lightning qi that was still captured in my glowing cage. Not a single hair on my head had moved, while the mountain I was sitting on was slowly being destroyed.

“After the sixth bolt struck down, an unspoken signal caused a few sect masters to get into a formation. Four men and three women stood at equal distance from each other, forming a six-sided hexagon with the most powerful person in the middle. They all fed energy to the middle guy, causing him to flash with a green radiance. A massive bird made out of pure energy flashed towards my perch on top of the mountain, causing the very space itself to quake and crack. Black lines of fractured space-time followed the technique, but I wasn’t really paying attention. I threw most of the qi in the air surrounding me into the path of the bird, slowing it down just enough for the last stroke of heavenly lightning to strike.

“The lightning was the width of an average sized car. A quick glance at the surrounding metal told me that the white-hot glowing lattice was just shy of 5000 degrees Celsius. I was reassured that the critical temperature wasn’t reached yet, allowing the metal to remain in liquid form.”

My experience with plasma is limited because of the sheer energy required to get anything to that kind of temperature. I did some testing on a rather small scale, but a couple grams of plasma will surely react differently than the couple of tonnes of potential metal plasma around me. I don’t think I’ll die, but letting myself become surrounded with hyper-charged plasma is not a risk I’m willing to take.

“Then, the clouds suddenly vanished and an eerie silence spread out for a few seconds. An enormous amount of golden light shot down from the heavens, surrounding me in a surreal glow. I felt the bounds of this planet loosening its hold on me while I started to float gently into the air. Then everything went white.”

I’m waving my arms around like mad, jumping up and down in order to convey the proper mood.

“A fraction of a second later, I felt like I was reaching warp speed. That’s the only way to describe the feeling of distance I was travelling. Surrounded by white blurs that sped by faster than I could think, I wondered how the higher realms look and what type of food they’ll have.”

I cough once and lower my chin. This part will be tricky to tell properly.

“HUUUMPPPF”

“A snorting sound larger than a planet crashed into me, and I screeched to a halt. I still saw white all around me, but now a faint barrier, light-years in front of me, was visible.”

“IMPETUOUS!”

I shout this word at the top of my lungs.

“Another galaxy-sized word rammed into my senses. I didn’t hear it with my ears; I heard this word with my very soul.”

“OBSCURING FATE, MEDDLING WITH THE STREAM, FREEDOM IS A CAGE.”

I cough a bit; my throat is starting to hurt from all this booming screaming I’m doing. The little rabbit is blinking at me while tilting her little head.

“These words left me reeling, my entire being shuddered with the words that were uttered. I felt a hand being waved without seeing anything at all. Then I was moving at a speed many factors above the previous hyper warp, booming through the universe.”

“I caught glimpses of galaxies swirling in a complex dance. I saw a universe being born, and I closed my eyes. Ignorance is bliss, I thought and tried to forget that I saw things that no human mind could ever contain. I especially ignored all those tentacle monstrosities.”

“Then I slammed into a darker sector of this metaphorical space, and I lost consciousness.”

I stand there, silently looking around me as I return from the spirited retelling and performance. The rabbit seems very unimpressed. I try to catch my breath and sit down again.
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Asmall fire lights up a figure dressed in simple clothing. Dark pants and a dark grey shirt cover the lanky frame lit by flickering flames, making a striking contrast with the dark forest. Roots lay around the fire, the stripped and headless skeleton of a bunny lying to the side. The figure’s back is sticking inside the biggest tree visible, halfway out of a small wooden alcove. The air around this scene flickers like heated air rising from a scorched desert.

A spike of pain flashes through my eyes as my vision switches back from observing myself. Sensing shapes with qi is the first step, seeing is the second. Less well-defined senses like smell, taste, and hearing are a little more difficult to pull off, as they require a good understanding of these senses. The reassertion of myself through the artistic retelling of my past has done wonders for my qi control. My head feels clean and calm now, the power settled inside my brain fully under my control.

Feeling with qi is the simplest task, only requiring one to notice holes in your qi. Seeing is registering specific directions of light. Hearing is similar to noticing slight variations of air pressure, something I can’t do with my lacking qi reserves. Smell is even worse, requiring detailed analysis of airborne chemicals. Taste is equally complicated and requires molecular analysis of anything solid sensed with qi.

The performance I put up for the rabbit actually put a strain on my throat, so I decide to some mental exercise while letting my slightly tired body rest. I bury the remains of my meal while I decide to make a vague plan. Information is king, and it is a commodity that I am sorely lacking. I heard some people talking while I was stalk… examining the village, but it was gobbledygook to my ears. Working knowledge of the local language gets set as the number two priority, with gathering strength as the ever-present number one.

I don’t look forward to having to decipher a new language, especially if that language got developed on a planet that is unknown. A lot of languages on earth are based on a few proto-languages, so neighbouring countries tend to have a lot of similar sentence and grammar tricks. That speeds up piecing new ones together tremendously. Here I am working with a blank slate, so only listening and analysing for extended periods of time will net me any results.

Figuring out what the deal is with the imbalanced mana ecosystem gets set as priority number three. Adventuring and exploring come fourth. Happy with the slipshod plan I’ve got going, I decide to spend the night actively cultivating. A few ideas on how to improve my qi gathering speed need to be put to the test.

After thanking the tree once again for its usefulness in giving me shelter, I settle myself down and get to work. I undo the gathering partition in my mind and take manual control. Taking in mana via breath is a slow but steady process, but I want to have some excess qi for general usage.

I spend half my qi to access my spatial ring. A dagger twists itself into this plane of reality as I take it out of the folded space. A small prick to my finger gets me a small stream of blood to use. I let it drip to the floor in front of me as it gathers in a small puddle.

I think I need to provide some information on runes and formations here. Drawing out a spell effect is essentially using a magical or mystical alphabet to tell the energies what to do. Just like with any alphabet, somebody in the past thought it was a good idea to write things down. That person then probably used hieroglyphs or simple drawings to convey the wanted meaning.

Over time these pictograms changed into a lettering system. It is the same with any mundane or magical language. That begs the question of why people tend to view these types of runic systems as sacrosanct. Changing these glyphs is often seen as heresy.

My own views on these systems are a lot simpler. The symbols are representations of intent. This is true for any written language. Certain letters represent either sounds or concepts. On Earth, Asian symbols are often symbolic representations of concepts while the western alphabets represent sounds.

I did a lot of testing with these systems in the Cultivation World and have come to the conclusion that pretty much all established systems are too complex. Breaking this down further allows you to reach a simple conclusion; as long as the image in your mind is clear enough, you can draw whatever you want. I once made a grand spell formation in the shape of a glorious cartoon heap of poop. As long as your mental image is strong enough, you can put novels-worth of intent behind a single character, but any type of maintenance or modification would be near impossible that way.

With that in mind, I created my own magical coding language, a combination of shorthand, the standard Latin alphabet, and scientific symbols.

A person usually learns a few runes, tries them out, and finds that they work as intended. It’s pretty obvious to me that they will work as intended since that’s what they are supposed to do in your mind. This only further strengthens the effect of the intent behind the symbols, making a self-reinforcing cycle. With this in the back of my mind, I start drawing a circle around me.

“Contrast, contrast, contrast, contrast…”

I keep mumbling the word while I finish the ring, the qi in my blood flashing briefly as I close it.  I draw ten symbols, evenly spaced throughout the ring. A small part of each symbol sticks out of the circle. The ten symbols represent the ten distinct energies I feel around me. I decide to go with triangles and squares.

A triangle pointing away from me is a mountain, so that’s earth. A line horizontally through the bottom represents what’s below the mountain, water. A triangle pointing towards me is something pointed at a natural thing, nature. That one is a bit of a stretch, but if it works, it works. Another line through the bottom is the fuel for the triangular flame, so fire. Metal is a square. As long as it makes sense to me it’s fine. The dark versions get filled in with my blood, representing both the darker and more plentiful aspects.

Then I write “gather” in shorthand below each on, just inside these symbols. While drawing the last squiggle I think really hard about both gathering and the formation being complete. I am rewarded with another flash of light as the circle drains me almost dry of qi.

With a spinning head, I notice the gathering energies. I breathe in deeply, absorbing it all. The circle should hold for a few days; blood is an effective, but not very durable, inscription material.

The circle increases the mana around me slowly, but I frown at the speed. I need some sort of long-range attractor; the circle itself only sucks in energies that are in its immediate vicinity. The tree is a natural barrier above my head, so I didn’t bother putting in height restrictions; this only leaves the option to expand horizontally.

I try to remember what the most effective shape of an antenna is. I think fractal-type shapes were proven to be the most effective. I prick myself again as I draw a jagged repeating line around the circle. I attempt to draw a six-pointed star where all the faces are divided into triangular lines again. I think it was called a Koch snowflake? I try to figure out a mathematical formula that could represent the shape I want, but I lack the power. Deriving a formula through a brute-force solution is not something my mind can handle yet, unfortunately.

“Endless repetition, each part the same as the whole, an endlessly repeating pattern at each level.”

Five minutes later I’m feeling light-headed, but a weirdly organic star is surrounding my circle. I connect it to the rest of the formation at a few points and immediately feel mana rushing towards me in greater quantities. Absolute conviction about certain scientific concepts is rather useful even if you don’t fully understand the underlying principles.
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Just the fact that this information is the accumulation of millions or billions of people doing science and sharing information is a potent confidence and efficiency booster. Having magic to do stuff is rather convenient, but usually, it stifles any form of pure physical knowledge. Mysticism relies on belief, and just believing something blindly can’t hold a candle to a properly proven scientific theory.

I can’t help but smile as I feel my qi growing. The mana in the air nearest the ring gets sucked into the it from a couple of dozen metres away. Pretty soon, the mana in the air becomes incredibly thick. Breathing in the soupy air sends rivulets of power through my body as I force it into my veins. I don’t know what effect raw mana usually has on the physical form, but it doesn’t seem to be affecting me at all.

When the mana reaches my heart, I send it through the chambers and septum into my aorta. From there it goes through the jugular arteries into my head, where the qi centre in my brainstem greedily sucks it up.

Cultivation is such a paradox; you need to sit still for the best result, but I feel like running around in wild joy every time it goes well. As I focus on guiding the energy I fall into a daze, time slipping by unnoticed.

A slight nudge to my thigh startles me from a euphoric daze. My grin is rather sleazy as I look to the side, seeing a little hairy pink thing looking up at me. My eyes open wide.

Rabbits should spend the first week of their lives hairless and blind. Their senses and fur follicles are only supposed to start working around 10 days after birth, but this little gall is fuzzy and looking up at me. When I think about how small the little thing is, the answer becomes clear. What might be an insignificant amount of energy for an adult human is a humongous amount for any critter the size of a matchbox.

Her eyes shine with a slight intelligence; I don’t think that normal day-old rabbits should have such a piercing gaze, not breaking eye contact. I pick her up and put it in my lap again, sending some qi inside to check how she’s doing.

My eyes open wide again; her soul has not degraded any further. The darkish grey orb seems to be lighter than yesterday. Did my qi do this? Qi isn’t supposed to be such a cheating fix-all. It’s just potential energy with a possible flavour. Basically, dynamite in gas form.

It can do great things but needs strict usage rules and regulations in order to prevent people from making pretty blood explosions of themselves. Sending some more qi inside of her I release my control, only watching what it does. It slowly sinks into the flesh of the critter while some of it focuses in its heart.

“Hello, missus rabbit body cultivator. I’m sorry about killing and eating your mommy, but you seem to be doing alright, I guess. I hope I didn’t scare you too much with the story?”

She twitches in my grip, and I stroke her head.

“Just relax there for a bit longer, okay? Dawn shouldn’t be far of now.”

The rabbit seems to go back to sleep, and I continue my trance.

The forest slowly gets lighter, signalling the rising sun. A small section of my mind warns me of the increasing light levels and breaks my concentration. I take the majority of the qi I’ve gathered and send it through my blood vessels. It flows through the arteries and capillaries, soaking my flesh in its potential. Most of the qi returns through my veins to my heart, where I send it to my brain again.

The left behind qi slowly integrates itself into my cells, helping the various and complicated chemical processes that occur there. It basically superpowers anything that’s going on in my body, sticking to any form of biomolecule and giving it a boost. Once enough qi settles there, hunger and thirst will become non-issues, seriously boosting my strength and recovery rates.

The fact that it’s braincore qi prevents it from efficiently reinforcing my body, but my body was qi-less a short while ago. Even this small amount of qi inside my body has a great effect on my strength and overall health.

Once all the leftover qi is back in my centre, I put the bunny on the ground. She startles awake and slowly moves around, sniffing everything she comes across. I thank the tree and get a positive response in return.

Exiting the hole, I stretch while the bunny shuffles after me. She has a little more fur now, light hairs covering her pink nakedness. After kicking the ring of rocks from the fire away and throwing dirt over the extinguished ashes, I put the bunny into my breast pocket and start walking towards the village.

An hour of leisurely walking later, I’m sitting in the underbrush bordering the village. I put the bunny on the ground, and she starts nibbling on some grass. I really should either do my experiments on her or name her. The fact that normal bunnies need a few weeks to start eating solids only amuses me now.

Diffusing my qi through the air I focus on the village that spreads out in front of my eyes. Closing my physical eyes, I start to look around, seeing what there is to see. The inhabitants all seem human enough. No elves or orcs here. One man walks around with scales sporadically covering his body, all covered by clothes. The rest appears to be perfect examples of the homo sapiens variety.

The total qi in my body has increased dramatically. The formation proved its effectiveness by multiplying my total qi a dozen times. Having some to spare, I change my light sensing trick into a vibration sensing one. Instead of catching directional light, I now compress my qi to the max. Because it comes from myself and is not a foreign energy, this task gets accomplished easily as I compress it to a point.

Now I just need to focus on minuscule variations in air pressure in that location. I don’t have confidence in sustaining both sight and hearing, so I feel for a moving void in my qi. Finding my first stalking victim walking out of a wooden house, I move the point of qi near it. A vague pulsing sound keys me in on the fact that I am able to hear footsteps. Changing the way I listen to the air vibrations a little, I try to tune my qi listening device until the footsteps become more distinct. Instead of rhythmic rumbling, I now hear the slap of footwear on the dirt road.

A roaring series of syllables pound into my mind. The being talked, apparently. Turning down the volume a bit, I make further modifications until the words become distinct. Words of alien inflexion and tone pour into my mind while I busily file them away, looking for patterns and structures.

Once my current subject walks out of my range I focus on other people. I spend the entire day sitting in the bushes, petting the rabbit and listening to every word that’s being said.
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My mind is filled to the brim with audio files. A file explorer window is hovering in my inner sight, filled with .wav files. The first time one can imagine an inner world sets the theme for the rest of his life, unless you are willing to lose everything and start from scratch. I imagined a standard computer interface at first, and I’m not unhappy with it.

Rifling through the files, I think about how to process them. Auto voice recognition would just give me text without any intonation or inflexion. Pattern recognition is a bitch to start from a blank slate, requiring immense amounts of calculating power if there is no linguistic foundation to build from. I try to guess what people are saying, but I have no clue. An entire day of listening and I still don’t know shit about what the people speak around here.

The tree around me senses my mood and attempts to soothe me. I smile and pat the inner bark, sending it a nod of acknowledgement. The tree is filled to the brim with mana when I return late in the evening, so the first thing I do is cultivate. My total qi doubled after that, the swirl of gas in my head growing denser. It now looks like cloudy milk, up from the cloudy water it was just an hour before.

Missus bunny is fine too. She is starting to look fluffy and cute now, a big improvement from the pink raisin creature. As she is the first animal on this planet that did not have a burning desire to eat my giblets, I decided to keep her for a while. Besides, I don’t think that letting a creature operating on an alien energy roam around is a good idea, at least not yet, muhaha.

I catch a squirrel and dig up some more roots; eating once a day seems to keep the hunger away. People seem to avoid this forest like the plague, so I make another fire for cooking and heat. It wasn’t my greatest idea ever because the comfortable warmth is lulling me to sleep.

“Aaah, I need to sleep now too?”

Frustration wants to bubble up inside me; the last time I truly slept was hundreds of years ago. As I fight to keep my eyes open, I kick dirt over the fire. Deciding to leave the ring of rocks alone, I crawl into the tree, grab missus bunny, and lay down. Sleep isn’t so bad, I think to myself. Maybe I’ll even dream again.

⁂
I had a dream. I’m not talking about it. Not even to myself. I have no desire to open that can of worms.

The sun is bright in the sky as I force my eyes open. My eyelids are glued together, grainy kernels of yellow stuff stuck to my tear ducts. Another downside to sleeping. I really want to form my solid braincore so I won’t have to sleep again. A long-forgotten desire for coffee worms its way back into my heart. Hmmh, coffee.

With eyes wide open I jump up and my vision blacks out. I rub my aching head and look at the tree surrounding me with a wry smile.

Coffee, maybe this world has it! Cultivators don’t drink coffee; they just sip tea. Tea is fine and all, but a morning is not a true morning without a cup of the black stuff – with a splash of milk and maybe some honey on the holidays. Call me a savage for liking it that way, I don’t care. How I missed coffee. I have a new goal. Adventuring is fine by itself, but the true fun starts when I want something, and I want some fucking coffee.

I say goodbye to the tree. I’ll transcribe the mental communication like this:

“Hey, thank you so much giving me shelter these past few days. Thanks a tonne!”

“Hey, where are you going? The water and soil here are the best!”

“Thanks, but I have a mission.”

“The sun right? That has been my goal since long ago.”

“Something like that, my sun isn’t in the sky, so I have to go and walk a bit.”

“…”

“I’ll be back in while okay? Just go to sleep, I’ll wake you when I’m back.”

What followed was confusion again. Trees don’t know shit about the world. Their entire universe is the soil they stand in, the wind, the rain, and the sun. I knew some trees on the previous planet that were smart, smart for a tree that is; they still frame their entire perspective on wanting to grow to the sun while standing still.

Trees and travel plans are like fire and water. No, that’s not right; fire makes water vapour. What are two things that have nothing in common? All things are connected through existence; all things are directly connected based on your perspective.

Anyway, trees don’t have travel plans. Their idea of a vacation is a year with ten per cent more rain than average. The confusion I felt from the tree was based on this; the moment you are speaking with a tree and say something like “I’m going over there,” you’ve lost them. They have no frame of reference for travel, so it’s no use explaining.

“Simply close your mind and rest for a while. Also, go back to normal please.”

A slight sense of grudging acceptance is thrown in my face. The tree shakes a bit and the hole in its bark slowly closes. I busy myself with erasing any trace of my presence while the little bunny just hops around, nibbling on some grass. Truly looking like an adorable little critter now, she has glossy white fur with some fading black streaks across her back.

I mentally look up my priorities list. A crude imaginary text editor opens with the following list:

1 - GET STRONGER BE BADDER AND BIGGER while being chill about it.

2 - WTF ARE THESE DARN LOCALS SAYING.

3 - WTF IS UP WITH THIS DARK MANA SHIZZLE.

4 - GO FORTH AND EXPLORE while being low key and shit.

If you feel young, you are young, thinks a certain thousand-year-old geezer…

Artfully I craft number five.

5 - I WANT SOME FUCKING GODDAMN COFFEEEEEEEEEEEEEE.

Perfect. Closing that masterpiece of a list I pick up the bunny. Putting a hand to the tree, it greets me with silence; it’s asleep again. Jostling a non-sentient being into some semblance of consciousness is taxing after all. Without me present as a qi source the tree would just die.

If forcibly awakened and unable to go back to sleep, it would have used up all the qi in order to stay awake. When the qi is gone, there is just life force to feed on, so the dumb being would literally think itself to death.

Discarding these morbid thoughts, I make my way to the village. My plan for today is stalking some more locals and making my way over to the big city after that. The village is still the same. Wooden huts, a single stone house, and a lot of peasants. Forcing some qi into a singular point I focus on recording everything once again.

Hours of listening later the sun is going down. More audio files fill a messy file structure; I’m hitting the limits of what I can remember. If I were to spend my qi now, with no solid core, I’d forget it all again. Information takes a while to get transferred to the long-term storage. I suspect that these me memories are offloaded to the soul, but that’s a theory for another time. Most people would strive for more strength instead of just boosting one’s mind, but information is king after all and much mightier than the fist.

I assign a compartment to gathering mana and generating qi. I have a small percent of my mind to spare, so I build a rudimentary audio analysis process. It’ll simply go through the files and count discrete words. I hope that this planet has a normal language, and not some context based convoluted mess.

Praying it’s not some crazy ritualistic language with thousands of years of development, I walk around the village. The sun rose from the mountains behind me, so I went around the village’s west side. Shadows hide me as I make my way through the underbrush.

“HAAAR FUNDIK NI aardti loopti….”

Damn shadows! Hide me for fuck’s sake! The rest of the yell gets quickly left behind as I sprint away and back into the forest on enhanced legs. Sending some qi to my eyes the forest lights up around me. Focusing the qi only on my retina does away with the blurry whitewash of qi filled eyes. Dodging some branches, I decide that I’m far enough away and slow down. I take the bunny out of my pocket and put her on the ground.

“Don’t look at me like that. You need exercise to grow.”

Talking to a bunny is much better than talking to yourself. Like this, we leisurely walk through the forest. I focus my senses around me, scanning for interesting stuff. I find some odd plants, but nothing that uses any type of energy.

My spatial ring is filled with seeds for all types of rare qi herbs, but planting them in this toxic mana environment would guarantee negative mutations. Why did I sell all the good stuff again? Oh yeah. Lamenting about how expensive spiritual metals are, I keep walking.

DANGER, DANGER.

Danger. Start standard cranial qi circulation. Time slows. Head-sized object to the left. Head slowly turns, pour more qi out to observe. Bunny is to the right, ignore for now. Closing in fast. In visual range. Red and yellow, wings and carapace. Wasp type? Stinger probable, no antidote, avoid getting stung. Gather qi in front of face. Basic triangular lattice. Smallest construction unit? Millimetres instead of nanometres, how the mighty have fallen. Concentrate now. Construct triangle.

A small triangle takes form in front of my face, made up out of white glowing lines.

Construct tetrahedron. Expand into weapon shape. Sword? Hammer? Spear. Reinforce edge. Qi getting low, absorb some from sense. Pour into spear.

A metre-long white glowing spear constructs itself in half a second. The wasp thing has enough time to halve the distance.

Use transformation matrix to move spear? Better integrity, but my mind can’t keep that up for now. Grab spear. Move ten centimetres to the left. Adjust point. Wasp reacts. Readjust point. Force wasp to commit sudoku. Lol.

That’s how I ended up with a wasp carcass the size of a football – a pretty big football too – and don’t forget the perfect hole through its abdomen, the size of a coin, with chunky goo slowly dribbling out and various cuts on my hand with a distinct triangular pattern.

Creating an aesthetically pleasing and ergonomic weapon was not high on my priority list. Triangles are the sturdiest shape and this hand will heal in a day or so. I stop the bleeding by circulating some qi through my palm.

I sigh at the massive qi wastage. I’m not getting that quarter of my power back without effort. I might look down on weapons as a crutch but ignoring firepower like that is not something I can do now. I’m simply too weak at the moment. That and the dripping stinger of the wasp might make a fine spearhead.

Walking on with a dripping wasp in my hand, I keep an eye out for good wooden staves. The trees around here have gnarly and curly wood. An hour of walking later, I spot a bush thing with straight branches. Getting closer reveals almost black bark with five-sided leaves. Three sides on the left, two on the right. Shaking my head at this world’s flora, I look for the best shaft.

Ignoring my own innuendo, I send qi into the straightest branch I can find. Then I perform a lesser version of the tree talking trick. It’s basically imposing your will on a living being to such an extent that it becomes that being’s new reality. It’s also a lesser form of mind rape, so no using it on anything with a chance of becoming sentient.

That’s a fancy way of saying I shouted really loud, inside my head. After a good session of yelling things like: ‘BE STRAIGHT. NO SPROUTS. BE ROUND,’ I convince the branch to separate. Spear shaft acquired!

The wasp corpse in my hands is turned over, and I examine the stinger. In its resting mode, it barely pokes from the wasp’s abdomen, pulling on it reveals a hand span worth of a glossy black murder weapon. Pulling further… isn’t working. Is the venom sack attached to the stinger base?

I retrieve qi from my core, and I send it through my arms. With a sickening plop, it comes free. The point is sharp, and the entire thing is hollow. It flares out at the base, so now I’m holding a fifteen-centimetre-long air horn with a sharp tip. Some more mental yelling at the wood and the barb is snugly encased by one side of the stick.

A black wooden shaft a metre long and a vicious looking stinger completes my first weapon on this ball of dirt. I hope it’s a ball of dirt anyway; science and flat planes of ground that go on forever don’t like each other. Being in an unscientific situation makes it harder for me to be convinced that Newton and Einstein were right.

Missus bunny is still hopping around happily, nibbling grass and sniffing about. Totally oblivious to my fight and the following crafting process. She’ll have to start being more aware if she wants to survive this place. Her parents didn’t do a good job of drilling survival skills into her. Wait, that’s technically me now. I never trained a bunny before.

Suddenly I remember my bloody magic circle inside the tree. Nothing bad will happen, right? It’ll lose power in a few days, right? This won’t come back to bite me in the ass later, right?

Done with the setting of flags and jinxing myself, I smile and walk on.
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‘BE A BALL, A BIT MORE ROUND, good, HOLE IN THE MIDDLE, INVERSE SPIKE, GLOSSY FINISH.’

I fit the branch that is now a ball of wood in my hands on my spear. It doesn’t fit.

‘HOLE DEEPER, MORE NARROW, TAPER, WIDER OPENING.’

The ball subtly changes in my hands, and I fit it on the spear again. Perfect fit. I now have a walking stick. “Speak softly and carry a big stick with a nasty stinger hidden in it.” I always liked that saying. My roiling qi settles down as I stop the mental shouting. It is still night, and I have the bunny in my pocket, asleep.

I decided not to do any destructive experiments on the bunny, so it needs a name. Fluffy seems oddly fitting, but it just doesn’t click. Bugs? No, Lola would be better. Lola seems nice. I rub the little gal’s head and she wakes.

“Bugs.”

No reaction.

“Fluffy.”

She just looks around.

“Lola.”

I’m completely ignored.

“Missus Fluffingsworth.”

She thinks the grass is more interesting than me, her head poking out of my pocket just looking around.

“Carl Marx.”

Thankfully she ignores that one too.

“Hopper.”

Alright, this isn’t going anywhere. I’ll just name her Lola, I guess. Filling my finger with a bit of my qi I rub her head.

“Lola.”

She looks up now, staring me straight in the eyes while keeping one ear trained on me and swivelling the other around. Her little twitching nose is just too cute.

“Lola.”

She looks at me for a little while longer and moves around a bit. The name will have to do. I rub her head a little more and she closes her eyes in delight. The Cultivation World didn’t have any cute critters. Any feature that does not aid in survival got culled quickly there. Any cultivating beast acts and looks as imposing and intimidating as possible. There are no immortal herbivores, and only predators tend to live long enough to get anywhere with cultivation.

The forest stopped getting darker and denser a couple of hours ago. I should be walking towards the spire I saw in the distance when I left the mountains; that should be some sort of tower. It’s probably a mage’s tower or a cultivator’s abode, maybe with a city surrounding it. It didn’t seem sturdy enough to keep itself upright ,so I guess some sort of mystical art was used in its construction or maintenance. A quick mental calculation tells me that I’m only a tenth of the way there. With the pace that I’m currently walking it will take a week at least.

That suits my plans just fine; I want to have a solid core when I reach proper civilisation. The woods should give way to grassy plains by morning though. Maybe there will be something interesting to look at.

I didn’t see any more wasps that had beef with me. Maybe the stinger in my spear keeps them away? Wasp type creatures tend to be solitary bugs; the stinger is a clear indication that it is more of a predator. Bees in both worlds I saw them in had hooks in their stingers, making them poisoning kamikaze bugs, giving up their lives for the greater cause when they stung someone. Hostile insects don’t require such a sacrifice, but beasts like bears get their noses stung at the price of a bee’s life. Only thick mammal skin has the sturdiness required to get a stinger stuck. A shiver runs up my spine as I remember the ten-metre big bee that sacrificed itself to kill the third realm cultivator that was trying to steal their Heavenly Honey. The pulsating and pumping poison sack that was stuck to the murder weapon gave me enough nightmare fuel for all three worlds I’ve been in so far.

I keep walking, occasionally scanning with my narrow-beam qi radar to keep track of anything around me. Just trees and small forest animals. I really hope that the lack of any bigger predators is caused by a wasp nest nearby. Anything else would probably be worse.

Yep, I jinxed myself again. A bear is trouncing through the woods. I don’t need my qi to sense it; I could hear it walking through the forest from a kilometre away. I look around for a proper climbing tree. A low hanging branch on a tree to my right gives me enough leverage to climb into its crown. Qi pumps through my legs as I jump from tree to tree. A dense fog of power around my feet dampens any energy in it, muffling the sounds I should be making. I can’t do anything about my smell at the moment, so I will have to be fast.

Why the fuck is this bear blue? Is it a water bear? I didn’t see any seas or lakes nearby. Does its colouration have anything to do with mana affinity? I scare myself shitless by imagining myself powerless while locked in a room with said bear. Also, I’m a girl in this setting, for some reason, and the bear has a randy look on its face. Dark blue tinged mana swirls visible around me but the bear doesn’t react. This emotional mana sensing stuff has a limit of a few metres, so I can’t sense if the bear emits anything. I get excited at all the stuff I still have to learn here. So many opportunities to try out new cool shit. A lighter-blue now swirls in front of my eyes.

I jump from tree to tree on my original path, pushing the matter of the blue bear to the back of my mind. I wonder if the beast has a house nearby? No, that house was blue, not the bear. Then I realise that the light blue mana is present in the same quantities as the dark blue mana. So far, the dark side of mana was way more prevalent. Did the bear absorb it, causing both sides to equalise there? Why did it leave the lighter water mana alone? So many questions and all the time in the world to figure them out. With a grin on my face, I return to walking on the ground.

A shaking in my pocket alerts me to Lola, who is acting all scared.

“Not a fan of heights, huh?”

She looks at me with an angry glint in her eyes. That intelligence should not be present in an animal not even a week old. Did qi do this? Maybe the lack of qi on the world amplifies its effects? That gives me an idea and I want to try it out immediately.

I jog for an hour through the forest when I reach a clearing. The circular hole in the forest is filled with long grasses and various shrubs and plants. I sit down in the middle and slowly do a long-range scan.

Pouring the majority of my qi through my mouth I shape it into a vertical sheet a few metres high. I slowly drag it around me, looking for any dangerous wildlife. I begin my plan after finding nothing unusual. I move the qi around me in a sphere, slowly spinning it. I breathe in deeply, using my qi to drag in all the mana it can hold. Breathing out the mana-deprived air I reuse the qi to drag in more colours with the next breath. I hold my idea firmly in place and use big portions of my mind to automate the process. I make a process that takes up a quarter of my mind and assign it to spinning the qi around me. A knob set in its lowest setting appears in my mind’s eye, going from one to eleven. Another quarter goes to breathing in mana and qi, while only breathing qi out. Another quarter goes to guiding the energy to my head. The moment I snap the partitions in place I feel the world dull.

Spinny thing too slow. Faster. Broken qi come to me! I want all. Swirly whirly around me, come to me! Breathe the colours, send it to head. Knob to three now, colours getting more and more now. Puff out white stuff; more swirls are fun. Knob to five, and the blue sticks with green hair disappear. See only white and colours now. Woah, so fast. Dizzy. Don’t look at swirly whirly. Colours go to top, into glowy ball. Glowy ball now even more glowy! Glowy good. More white stuff through mouth, and more colours in. Knobby knobby at sevensies now. Whirly twirly pretty. Coloursies more, wooohoo.

⁂
The rest I don’t remember. I gain back my full mind an unknown amount of time later, a tornado of colour going around me. A blur of fun and joyous colours getting sucked up by the glowing ball is all I remember after the knob was on seven. A splitting headache is piercing my head, my sight blurry with tears. After my plan was accomplished the sectioned portions of my mind automatically delete themselves. The condition for release was the knob at eleven, which should be plenty to gather enough mana to form a solid qi core. This headache is quite something though. My mind feels like its’s splitting open. The only time I remember having such a headache was when I advanced my cultivation base without sufficient free qi available… Just like now…

In hindsight, locking away three-quarters of my mind at my low level was a bad idea. A really bad idea. Normal cultivators go through major realms and smaller steps, and I just skipped a whole lot of them. Every single practitioner starts at qi gathering. Here they learn to control qi, separate their own qi from the neutral power that suffuses everything while gathering the gas in their core. Then, when enough power has been gathered to fill their core, they can enter the qi condensing stage.

This works like how its sounds. Squeeze it until it becomes a single drop hanging in an empty core.  Evaporating water into steam increases its volume nearly two thousand times, and qi works in a similar way. More qi is gathered until the core is filled with liquid, which is then squeezed into a solid crystal when entering the core forming stage. This once again condenses qi by several factors, increasing the cultivator’s strength by large amounts. It’s a direct parallel to how the world works on a physical level.

At least, that’s how it’s supposed to work. This planet does not have any loose qi hanging around and my core seems insistent on advancing despite this fact. The mana tornado around me did a good job of supplying me with power, but it’s not enough by a long shot. I feel through the migraine and sense that my core is still filled with liquid and it’s absorbing qi like a madman. Qi that isn’t directly available here, so it sucked every last drop from my body.

I crack open an eye and peer at Lola, who seems fine. Qi under control of a living being is rather hard to influence on a subconscious level. Even consciously I would need to be many factors stronger than her to influence her internal qi. A spike of pain shooting through my head brings my thoughts back to the present. I breathe in some mana while gritting my teeth but it just swirls around in my bloodstream, not going anywhere near my core. Can’t my core absorb more mana?

Thinking this over anymore won’t do me any good, I need to do something. I focus on my swirling core. A white liquid is spinning rapidly, desperately searching for more qi. I impose my will and command it to stop so it can condense into a solid core. It slows a bit so I start mentally shouting at it. A couple of minutes later it slows enough to start crystallizing. My headache lifts as the tiny amount of liquid gets solidified rapidly.

I shudder from the sudden lack of pain in my head. Sighing deeply, I study my core. It is minuscule. I don’t think that this has ever happened before. Qi was everywhere on the Cultivation World. Any that was used was quickly replenished and qi free areas were impossible unless you expended massive amounts of effort to absorb it fast. Just to give a picture of how difficult this would be, around a hundred sect elders would need to work together to keep one single square metre free of all qi. This was used in one place that I know of, a prison for demonic cultivators at ascension level. About five hundred top-tier experts used to man that place in order to keep any qi from going near the individuals.

The solid core inside my head is about a thousand times smaller than anything I’ve ever seen. Not even the scrubbiest of scrubs without an ounce of talent would have a core this tiny. More unknowns, and I’m bumbling about in the dark. The bigger the unknown the bigger the payoff when I make that problem my bitch, I ruefully think.

I’m not really worried though; solid cores grow slowly but steadily. I do wonder what caused it to go into overdrive mode. Advancing through the realms usually takes a lot of time. My core felt like it couldn’t wait to get to the next stage, the exact opposite of what happened the first time I reached this level.

One can see a cultivation’s core as a control centre while the liquid or gaseous qi around it is the stuff being controlled. I sense a single shred of gaseous qi present in my core. I drag it outside and perform a slow radar sweep. I don’t seem to have attracted any attention yet, despite the flattened ground fifteen metres around me. I close my eyes and reactivate the same three processes I had running before. They take up just ten percent of my mental faculties now, a sure sign I’ve stepped into the solid core stage. Still, the minuscule fragment of crystal in my head is an embarrassment, three simple processes like these should only take a single percent at best at the core forming stage. I set the knob to eleven and a fierce tornado springs up around me.

I breathe like that for a couple of hours until I feel full. Active qi absorption like this is suicide in any qi rich environment – it’s like pumping unfiltered crude oil in your car – but I’m making this qi on the fly so it’s my bitch immediately upon creation. It’s not about purity or impurities, but control. Just absorbing some random energy doesn’t instil confidence that one can control it, and this causes problems. I made this qi from its components, so a stronger sense of ownership can’t really be achieved. A look inside shows me liquid qi swirling around the minuscule crystal. It will have to do.

I assign a few automated mental processes, a qi radar for starters, one short range sweep a second and a longer range sweep every ten seconds on its lowest density setting. The audio files get a few percent of my brain, continuing the similar word tally. Passive cultivation is the last one I form, with a standby mode for when I’m filled.

That done, I look around. The whirlwind is just dissipating now, and the first qi radar result comes in.

DANGER, DANGER, multiple animals around me. Mister blue bear brought friends. I send qi surging through my body and sprint away, taking a massive leap into the crown of the nearest tree. The animals startle as they wake from some form of trance. They scatter immediately and I see an entire zoo of animals with various shades and colours sprinting into the foliage. Something feels off about these beasts though, they feel like badly remembered renditions of animals I’m familiar with. A deer-like being with feline paws and a yellow stripe along its back is just one example. The big blue bear seems to have no ears, too many eyes, and teeth sticking out of its mouth. A big black raven with fluffy feathers flaps its wings as it gains altitude, allowing me a view of its red belly along with its… flippers?

That was potentially very dangerous. I scold myself to keep better watch as I continue tree hopping. Lola is shaking again, and I absentmindedly rub her head with my finger and some qi. She calms down and nuzzles my hand.

A few hours later the sun comes up, and I slow down from my half sprint. I let Lola down, and she hops around but doesn’t stray more than a metre away from me. It seems like I’m not the only one that got a scare back there. I absentmindedly throw my spear. It goes clean-through a peeping squirrel, and I proceed to skin and cook it with my qi. Cooking is a joy with my new forming solid core; no more fires are needed. I simply shape sharp edges and flames with my mind. There is no living consciousness to get in my way, so my qi has free reign inside the critter’s corpse. Organs plop out of its rear end and blood gushes from its mouth as I use its heart to pump it dry while the skin unfolds itself. A pleasant smell spreads around as the meat browns, and I dig in the succulent and perfectly cooked meat. I leave a trail of bones as I enjoy this unnecessary meal.

The sun is halfway in the sky when the underbrush thickens, a sure sign of a clearing or of the end of the forest. It turns out to be the latter as a wide-open plain comes into view while I claw my way through the bushes. The spire I saw before is a lot closer now, it’s size and scale still indescribable without anything nearby to compare it to. A single greyish tower pierces the sky just over the horizon. 

New walking goal found.
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Ihave a confession to make. I might not have actively thought about it a lot, and I didn’t even mention it in these logs I’m saving in my mind, but I have been struggling with my body. When I arrived here, stripped of all my qi, it took me a while to recognize the feeling of hunger. Similarly, other bodily functions that had been taken care of by qi previously need some attention again.

Shitting and pissing for one; any cultivator of the foundation realm can dissolve anything they eat while breathing out any impure remains afterwards. I have been digging holes and squatting and wiping with leaves. Me being at the core forming stage allows me to perform some tricks like cleaning myself inside and out.

I do this almost subconsciously. Having a clean body for hundreds of years means that any impurities feel uncomfortable, as if there is something in or on my body that doesn’t fit, a part of me that shouldn’t be there. There are some solids that are qi intensive to break down, so for those materials, it’s wiser to let nature run its course.

Sexual urges have come back to haunt me in a similar manner. Every time I think of past events, the emotional baggage comes along with said recollection. Emotions have less of an effect on a person able to control every molecule of their being. Glands and hormones have less of an effect when the person in question perfectly understands how they work.

Now, however, I am falling victim to whatever fluids my body decides to produce. When I was sitting in the cave, I was reminded of a certain black skinned lithe woman with whom I spent a couple of months in a cycling tomb. Getting anywhere in that massive ancient burial place was a matter of careful rune observation and a lot of patience.

The inner working of the shifting and teleporting doors was laid out in runes around those doors, and after I decoded what was written there it was a simple matter of waiting until certain doors connected. The woman and I got stuck in the same rooms for weeks on end, and after we got to know each other we did some… couple cultivating.

We were at a similar power level so we both profited from these actions, and she was really, incredibly limber; or that water cultivator with blue hair – blue hair everywhere; or the ferret-like, beast-taming girl that had taken on certain aspects of her pets, improving her sense of hearing, smell, and danger but making some rather… interesting changes to her physical form in the process. Her furry ears, feet, and tail were so soft, aah. She made these mewling sounds when things…

There I go again. I am walking on an open plain without any cover in sight, so I’ll just have to ignore myself standing at full attention for now. Long story short, I rubbed a few out since I got here. Especially in and around the tree I took residence in, the bark and scent reminding me of a certain voluptuous plant cultivator. She could do things with her green tinted skin that could make your… Stop it, letting emotions rule the mind is a good way to get yourself in a lot of trouble.

I cough and focus on putting one foot in front of the other. I just barely became a proper cultivator again, so I will have to deal with these inconveniences for a little while longer. The spire in the distance is slowly getting bigger, gradually showing that I have underestimated its true size again. From here it looks like it sticks a couple of kilometres into the air, but as I get closer, I’m sure it’ll start looking even bigger and bigger. Curiosity about how the thing is being kept standing bubbles up inside me, so I increase my pace a bit.

Lola is still hopping around me. The qi in her body seems to be slowly thickening and will ultimately follow the same process I just went through. Body cultivators can store a lot of qi in their fleshy forms so I will have to pump her body full of the stuff when her solid core starts forming to prevent qi starvation. The sun is now hovering low over the horizon, but Lola is still energetically jumping about like she was this morning. A closer look shows me that she is sending mana to her heart, where it is transformed into qi. Did she learn this trick from me, or did she figure that out herself?

A few hours later the tower is bigger yet again. A moon hangs high in the sky, giving me plenty of light to see in the darkness. Lola became a bit more timid and kept walking underfoot until I guided some qi to her retinas. After a few minutes of doing this, she got the hang of it and is now frolicking about again. I’m pretty lucky that my first companion here has such a non-specific diet. Any type of plant will feed her; she hasn’t shown any meat-eating tendencies yet. Thinking about what happened to her siblings, I plan on keeping it that way. Her soul shows me a lot more detail with my increased perception, and I can see the rudimentary processes going on in there now.

I keep calling it a soul, but it might just be a spirit or a visual representation of the cloud of consciousness. I haven’t found any evidence that the abstract ball of light I can perceive is anything truly soul-like, but it has enough similarities with what I see as a soul that I start calling it that. I have another theory that it’s nothing but a link to the place where the true soul lies, but I will need to become a bit more powerful before I can verify that. It vanishes upon death, possibly dissipating or teleporting or shifting to another plane, the moment the body can’t sustain a consciousness.

The qi in Lola’s body seems to protect her from the overflowing darker mana, preventing the corruption. Her soul became light grey and seems to have stabilized at that colour. The higher amounts of qi in her body cause her soul to shine more distinctly.

Qi brings out the best version of a person. If you are a good person, you become a better person with higher cultivation levels. If your nature is that of a spiteful little bitch, the qi will make you more spiteful, and more little-bitchy. Qi is the high-powered version of the “be the best you” self-help philosophy. Lola seems to be a slightly positive being. I will have to keep my qi in check, cleaning up after myself, not letting any drift around after using it. If a dark-souled being gets hold of some of the compound energy, that’s bad news, I think. I haven’t seen any other energy users around here, but the tower is a clear sign that some mages or practitioners must exist.

The rest of the night is just us walking. I pull some food from my spatial ring, more to have anything to do than from hunger. I quench my thirst by spreading some qi and shouting at the water vapour to gather. While sipping on the floating water ball Lola looks at me and I let her drink some too.

The tower seems even more imposing by the morning. Is it a space elevator? No, it does reach the clouds, but I can vaguely see the top of it. It still looks a uniform grey. No windows in sight so far; it looks completely smooth. The horizon is starting to light up, obscuring the stars in the sky. It’s an unknown starscape, by the way, no recognizable constellations anywhere. The top of the tower starts shining like a beacon, the sun shining on it already. It looks amazing, a slowly growing bright spear of light high in the sky, the lit-up part obscures the still dark tower under it. It looks like a massive lightsabre that is being turned on.

Yep, that’s a pretty amazing sight. It looks like I had written this place off as unimpressive too soon; this is postcard material. Besides the fact that the sun is now up, nothing changes. No road is in sight, and grass is everywhere. There should be some type of grazing animal around, keeping all this grass short, but they have eluded me so far.

I just keep walking, taking it slow to allow my cultivation foundation to settle down. By the time the sun has set and risen again, I have halved the distance between the tower and me, and there is peace in my head at last. The roiling qi waters around my shard core have settled down. My current mental capacities are still iffy, so it’s useful for me to spell things out. I am an old computer working with a futuristic hyper-advanced database. Too much information is just as bad as too little, and a lot of the information I currently need is submerged in massive amounts of unnecessary details. But now that my cultivation base has calmed down, I can start growing my core.

I imagine a pressure gradient and use it to increase qi pressure close to my core. Just beside the piece of crystal the pressure is enough to collapse the liquid into solids. I used to put literal computer components and books of information in my core. A lot of computer gates, library archives, and data storage. It’s useful for massive data handling and some calculations but not really useful for anything else. I get to do it all over again and I have a better idea this time around. Instead of making certain structures, I try to keep it mutable. Instead of rock-solid rigid connections, I keep them flexible and changeable. Programmable hardware instead of a certain architecture chip. It feels like the strongest rubber in the world. You can twist the crystal structure a bit, but not break it. I focus on redirecting the flow of qi instead of letting it flow through hardwired paths or switches.

The structure is triangular, small qi lattices similar to crystalline atomic bonds, except the structures are a bit bigger. The condensed fluid qi is slowly compressing itself into the growing core, the free space in my core is quickly filled with more qi gained from mana. The downside of stuffing your core full of liquid qi is that it takes time to shift qi from liquid form to gas, and the usable form in term of spells and such is the gassy version. So I have a shitload of qi but access to it is restricted by how empty my storage space is.

Life is a contradiction after all. Do you want to grow? Limit yourself, in more ways than one. Want to become stronger? First you must become weaker by damaging your muscles.

While we keep walking I occasionally pick up Lola to inspect her, pet her, and give her some more qi. She seems to be eating massive amounts of grass. I’m happy I don’t need to watch her eat her own morning shit, as rabbits in nature do. They need to pass their food through their digestive system twice in order to extract the nutrients from it, but qi solves that problem.

That’s enough shit related thinking. Why are there no farms here? That’s the biggest clue I’ve got that the tower isn’t a standard city. Normal cities need massive sprawls of farmland in order to feed the inhabitants. Cultivators are usually way too prideful to play farmer with their qi; a single middle-level cultivator could feed a city of hundreds of thousands if they were to learn farming related techniques. I guess they were too lazy or proud, so instead of a single person doing something useful, they had mortals farming the surroundings. No farms around here means either no city or an alternative food source.

The fourth day of walking is beginning when I spot walls. I stuff qi into my eyes and see a dark wall poking over the horizon just in front of the tower. It’s a city then. That is great news because I am starting to feel peckish. I could use a bite to eat and information. The conversations I got from the small village have proved to be a sample size that was too small. I didn’t get any useful data from analysing the few conversations. With that in mind, I have been preparing various programs and techniques in order to decipher the language when I reach a bigger sample size… I mean population. Let’s hope somebody is home.
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Ithink Lola might be bored. So far something exciting happened every day since she was born, and the last few days was nothing but walking. To combat this, I played with her. Actually, it’s a thinly disguised training session for both of us. No, actually it’s just kid’s games. We played tag. I couldn’t think of anything else, so we just chased after each other.

The worst part is she is winning. I’m a solid core cultivator. A being that has gathered, compressed and crystallized a higher power. Lola is still a mortal animal, but she is getting faster than me. At first, I beat her easily. Pump some qi, do some steps and I won. In the past day, she has started to get a grip on her own cultivation. She has her core inside her heart, the best place to send qi from to the body. I have to manually guide qi through my veins, she can just release it from her heart and it will flow into the rest of her physique perfectly. Her body is starting to increase blood flow to intensively used areas. When she is sprinting full tilt the majority of her blood flows to her hind legs.

Every time she feels tired she comes whining to me, rubbing herself on my legs and begging for some caressing. I then praise her and pet her with qi infused fingers. Now she is looking up at me with big puppy eyes once again, but I don’t fall for it. I feel for her power and sense that she has plenty left in the tank still. She isn’t running away even though I am currently it.

“Stop pretending, you shitty rabbit.”

I give her a kick and she goes flying. She rolls around a bit after landing, swivelling her head around. Then she sees me and sprints back to me, now hopping around wildly. That starts our second game, the flying rabbit.

When her qi is full I kick full force. Or is it called launching? I don’t really kick her, she sits on my foot and like a catapult, I sweep my foot forwards. She has had days to integrate the qi in her body, which includes her fur. Qi laden fur is the best shock damper in the universe. With my knowledge of science, I never managed to make a more efficient shock absorber than qi charged fur. So when she is full of qi I can kick her nearly a kilometre before the landing will start doing damage. She is also a body cultivator, so this is perfect training.

It’s not like I find it funny when I send her squealing into the distance. It truly isn’t hilarious at all. She then comes sprinting back and I send her flying again. Not funny at all.

It is now getting late on the fourth day and I see a road. It is just a dirt road again, crossing my path diagonally. I decide to follow the road, logic telling me that it should merge with the main road that will end up at the city gates. I pick up Lola and put her in my pocket again. She grew a bit and could probably beat up any normal grown man, but she is technically still a baby.

“I can see some people coming this way, rest for now. We can play later again, okay?”

Lola closes her eyes and falls asleep immediately. The only thing keeping her awake was her enthusiasm at playing and her qi reserves. Body cultivators tend to need to sleep a lot more than other practitioners. I don’t need to sleep anymore, but it helps with information processing. My body’s strength is inferior to any other cultivation path, but the lack of sleep is a necessity in any hostile environment. My ability to remain awake has saved my ass more times than I can count.

A cart with a couple people in ratty clothes sitting on top passes me by. The beast of burden is another misremembered artistic impression of an animal that I know. It resembles a horse while it has a few darker zebra stripes on its grey hide. Its hoofs are… duck feet? They don’t resemble duck feet at all, but it’s the closest approximation that I can come up with. The driver shouts something unintelligible at me but I just keep walking. Their clothes look and smell horrible. Not crusty hobo levels of filth but I’m willing to bet they haven’t seen a bath or shower in a month. All four people have brown and black shades of hair, one woman and three men. I scan them with a thin wave a qi. Two men and a boy. Their cart is half empty, just a few bags of grains and spices. Must be farmers coming back from the market or something. No, there are no farms here. Hunters maybe?

I encounter a few more people walking or riding various beasts on the path until I reach an intersection. It merges with a bigger gravel road. This one looks to be in decent shape, and I can sense faint traces of anxious earth mana. Earth mages must be the magical construction forces around here. This road continues to cut through open plains with a few more people travelling back and forth. The most advanced thing I see is a carriage with two lizard-like bulls in front. It reeks of anger and anguish. This either means people can have two elements or people work together on these things. It looks pretty nice with gold symbols adorning the sides. I get totally ignored but some of the peasant-like folks shoot me weird glances. I might have to roll around in the dirt a bit in order to blend in.

My clothes look simple and only a close inspection would reveal their superior materials and make. Grabbing a hand of dirt from the side of the road I use qi to smear it on myself. The thin layer of dust and grime on my face and clothes gives the impression of a man many days on the road. I don’t enjoy being dirty, but I enjoy being closely scrutinized by authorities even less, so my hygiene is a worthy sacrifice.

The sun is painting the sky in a gorgeous display of pinks, blues and oranges while it hangs low above the grassy plains. The city’s walls are a black line just above the horizon now. I should make it there by the next morning. I come across a building on the side of the road when the sun starts disappearing. It must be an inn; it has four stories with a barn to the side, but still no farms to be seen. I entertain the idea of scanning the building in order to continue my language analyzation, but I sense just a few inhabitants. Why did they build an inn this close to the city? My first thought is that the people here are dumb, but that is just my own preconceptions doing the talking.

Lola wakes up after a few more hours of walking. Her eyes flash with qi for a second; she picked up the retina enhancement trick pretty fast. I let her down and we start running around the road.

“I’ve got another good play idea. Look here.”

She looks at me while I start to glide across the road. I set up a qi emitter on the balls of my feet. A simple spot of qi saturated skin along with some mental shouting of ‘BE QUIET’ nets me a simple stealth technique. The gravel does not crunch under my feet anymore and Lola seems to notice the difference. I switch the enhancement off and on a few times before she seems to get the point. She takes a single step and launches herself into the stratosphere.

Her squeal disappears into the sky while I start laughing like a madman. That was simply too funny.

I fill both legs with qi and take a giant fifty-metre leap to where she will come down. After catching her I try to stop laughing but the image is too ingrained in my mind. I feel a punch to my stomach and I double over. Lola is standing a metre away from me with her twitching nose in the air. I grin widely and take another leap. She reacts in time to avoid my hands, but I jump after her immediately. Third game found.

It takes me a few minutes to realize that this is just tag again. Ah well.

Half an hour later I stand huffing and puffing with a miffed rabbit in my hands. Luckily the roads emptied out some time ago. I don’t really want any weird rumours going around.

“This is how you walk silently, you dumb rabbit.”

I set the rabbit down and hold my hands in front of me. I clap both hands once, startling the white-furred beasty. After applying the stealth enhancement, I clap again with a total lack of sound. Lola stomps the floor a bit, producing small thumping sounds. I switch the enhancement on and off while clapping in between to let her know the difference. A foreign but familiar cloud if qi covers my hand, startling me. She learns way too fast; she is already using her own qi in a rudimentary scanning system. Body cultivators tend to only use qi internally but scanning with spiritual sense is such a simple trick that anybody with a smidgen of power can do it. Ten minutes later she seems to get the trick and her thumping feet become silent.

I suddenly jump at her and start petting her all over. Positive reinforcement is important. Yes, that is why I’m doing this. I put her down while coughing a bit. I then smile at the rabbit and silently sprint away sensing the bundle of fluff speeding after me.

We will reach the city well before morning with all the sprinting about, so I look around for some trees. A small patch of forest stands a few kilometres from the city walls. Is it for firewood or other purposes? Doesn’t matter, I call Lola over and point to the trees.

“First one there wins.”

Her eyes light up while eying the shady copse.

“Ready?”

She just keeps staring at the trees.

“Go!”

We both speed away at the same time. I keep up in the beginning, but her body adapts to the situation seconds later, increasing her leg strength to the maximum. Halfway there she zooms past me and reaches the trees first. No, wait, she hits the trees first. She smacks face-first through a bush into a thick trunk. I wince while catching up. By the time I get there, she is groggily stumbling around the base of said tree. A small indentation in the bark is a testament to the shock absorption abilities of her fur.

I chuckle while petting some more qi into her. Nothing is broken but she has some tissue damage. She whines a bit and cuddles up to me. I was planning to train some more, but this is also a fine way to spend some time.

I use said time for two things. The first one is growing a beard. Sending some qi to my face and shouting ‘GROW YOU FUCKING FOLLICLES’ makes my face itch like mad. I don’t scratch but stop immediately when a centimetre of black hair has sprouted from my face. I trim it a bit, shouting sharp things at the qi coating my finger. The other thing I do is infuse more qi in my body. I have a process in my mind that is passively absorbing qi. Any excess that cannot be stored is pumped back into the bloodstream, slowly strengthening my bones, ligaments, muscles and organs. This is rather slow, though.

Thinking about how much this is going to suck, I siphon off some liquid qi in my core. Using the sluggish power externally can be done, but only with extreme inefficiency. Internal use is difficult but doable. I send it all to my bones. Cleaning out your bones is one of the most painful steps of cultivation. The impurities have nowhere to go, so they just seep into your flesh. Qi usually enhances cells by integrating into them. Bones are made up of non-living matter, so they need to be broken down and remade stronger, and the living marrow gets infused normally. Breaking all of your bones one after the other only adds to the pain of impurities flowing into your flesh. Gritting my teeth, I stop myself from shivering as I crush my skull bit by bit. My jawbone follows; after that the atlas, axis and all the other vertebrae. Tears form in my eyes and I twitch uncontrollably as my nerves are shaken. I take a deep breath and infuse qi into the worst of them all, my pelvis.

I wipe the tears from my face as I continue petting the little sleeping bundle of fur on my lap. By the time I’ve reinforced and infused all the important bones, namely the skull, spine and core, I’ve spent half of my liquid qi. It is a stupid and inefficient way of doing this, but other methods need too much time. I haven’t seen a lot of potential dangers yet, but the city will be different. As long as I can keep my skull intact, I can survive anything.

Lola won’t, though, and I don’t want to carry her everywhere inside the city, so I send some qi into my ring. Looking at the myriad of seeds, tools, materials and various other trinkets, I find the necklace. A flattened dull black sphere on a black chain appears in my hands. I put it on and send some qi inside. I feel a sucking sensation and I direct it to the bunny in my hands.

Lola opens her eyes with a startled look before she disappears. This necklace is one of the few objects of value I kept. It is something of my own making and would make any tamer green from envy. A small spatial ring area is accompanied by various quality of life enhancements. It’s an animal carry case, cultivator version. Lola has full control over her body in there. The gravity is bound to the necklace’s local coordinates, so I could club someone over the head with it and she wouldn’t feel a thing. She can train all she wants. I take a closer look and see the necklace absorbing mana at a slow pace. I was worried it would only let qi through, but Lola seems to be breathing in mana just fine. I take a couple of hands of grass and leaves and send it inside the necklace. Spending the next hour gathering food for her I stock the necklace with enough fresh greens for a couple of weeks. The food storage contains a weak time stop, so it’s preserved until needed.

The most important part of the necklace is that it’s a teaching tool. Lola can send her qi through it to see what’s happening outside. She can also observe visually when I don’t cover it up. It allows the bunny to see everything inside the city without any danger or inconvenience to me. Truly a stroke of brilliance on my part. Done patting myself on the back, I sit back down and start cultivating till morning.

⁂
The city gates are truly impressive. The dark grey, seamless stone walls imprisoning them even more so. They tower above me, reaching at least forty metres into the sky. The gate is twenty metres high and about eight wide. The double doors made from wood and bands of iron swing open soundlessly, the rattling of chains the only indication that is isn’t a fully magical process. Guards in iron breastplates and swords on their hips come marching out and take position on the side of the grand entrance.

A group of people are just now arriving from the road. Did they come from the inn? The guards inspect any cart and receive some coins from the drivers. No other people seem to need to pay in order to enter the city. Good news, I don’t have a clue what they use for currency here. My vision isn’t quite good enough to see what is exchanging hands yet. Ah well, I will learn that all in time.

I walk away from the city under the cover of the trees, not wanting to alert the guards that I had been sitting in the forest. I make a big loop in order to come back to the road where I join a few other people walking towards the city. They are dust covered and dirty, just like me. Their clothing is either rough spun or leather. When we reach the gates we are not stopped. At first, I only see shadowy streets. When I cross the wall my eyes adjust and allow me a view of the city.

It’s a typical middle ages city. Honestly, I’m slightly disappointed by the bog standard cobblestone road caked with dirt and shit. The stone and wooden houses further fuel my disappointment. It is as if I just stepped into a normal dark aged city. No sewer system, shit and piss and animals everywhere. As I keep walking on the main road, I start to notice some things. The amount of peasants is much low. There are what seem to be groups of adventurers here and there mixed in with the lower classes. A few noble looking fellows are being carried on litters or ridden in carriages. I keep my head down while scanning the surroundings with qi.

My mental map tells me I am reaching the middle of the city now; the streets are busy but not crowded so progress is fast. I look up and see the tower. It is truly massive from closer up. I am not even guessing how massive the base is until I see it from nearby. The houses and stalls on either side of the road fall away after a brisk half an hour of walking. A plaza surrounding the tower greets my eyes. A dark foreboding starts to bubble up inside me.

The tower seems to be around half a kilometre wide with a slight taper going upwards. That might just be a trick of perspective though. The base attracts my eye and confirms my suspicion. There is a stately entrance surrounded by pillars and a grand staircase. Groups of all types walk in and out of there, carrying big bags when coming out. Most groups are five to ten people big, their clothes a clear indication of their profession. Bulky men in plate walk along slender figures in leather with daggers everywhere. A woman with long robes is surrounded by heavily armoured and armed figures. Some people sport bows and crossbows, smaller figures following along carrying big backpacks. Excitement fills me as I realise that this world has dungeons!
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The Cultivation World had tombs, palaces, training towers and more. The only fantasy itch it didn’t scratch were proper dungeons. There were spatial pockets filled with riches and vicious beasts but no caves with mobs and bosses and a core at the end. I can’t describe the sight in front of me as anything but a dungeon with adventurers going in and out. The standard cliché tower ripped straight from an anime is another big hint.

Dungeons are good and all, but I have things to do first. I need information and plans. I have been too lax with gathering information about this city. Now that I’ve got a solid core forming in my head that can change.

The highest point in the city is the dungeon but it’s too high for my purposes. Walking around the plaza I see some bigger buildings comparable to apartment blocks in size. A tower peeks over the edge of a big structure and it seems to be perfect.

I stroll through the streets, making my way over to the tower. I can see it’s made from seamless, fused bricks when I get closer. Mana is seeping out of the bricks where mortar would normally be, definitively a mage or rich noble’s tower. It stands about forty metres high with an ornamental top. It reminds me of European bell towers; its crown looks more like a gazebo than a building. Definitively an observation post of some sort. The red-brown bricks feel cool under my touch.

I surround myself with a thin layer of qi.

‘NOTHING, NOTHING, NOTHING!’

Chanting this mantra, I jump using qi infused legs. Halfway I stick myself to the surface and grab a ledge. Luckily, I grabbed a lower window ledge. My NOTHING mantra will keep casual eyes from sticking to me, but hanging in front of an open window is a bit too obvious. I still cast shadows after all. Another qi infusion and I launch myself to the top. Looking around I study the view while finding a comfortable sitting position.

The city is spread out below me, perfectly cylindrical walls are placed evenly around the massive dungeon tower. I recognize a few districts. The part where I entered seems to be the second worst part of town. The sun rose from my right when walking towards the city, so I came in from the south gate. The slums lie in the south-western position, the dark and low buildings a clear indication of poverty. The biggest buildings and parks are to the north; that should be the noble district. I think the crafters and shops are in the centre, slicing through the city from west to south.

I have seen enough. Let’s start to listen now. Closing my eyes, I focus on my core. I keep a thought in mind while creating a small symbol-from qi. A small microphone now hovers in the empty space surrounding my core. The only thought I had when creating this symbol was ‘LISTEN.’ The liquid qi takes up over half of the space in my core, leaving me with around a third remaining to create my spells and techniques.

The second symbol I make is a hard drive with the command ‘RECORD.’ It looks like three circular disks stacked on top of each other. I fine tune the thoughts behind both symbols. It should find a conversation and listen in while saving the audio. Getting it to recognize discreet conversations is too complicated for now. Automation in the cultivator world is useful, but without a proper guiding force these little spells would just record any random sounds. One can automate a lot, but programming these type of spells gets exponentially more difficult the more features you want. I limit myself to a relatively simple construction for now.

I put both symbols next to each other and draw a circle around them. The completed spell is then shrunk as far as I can comfortably shrink it. I then multiply them a thousand times and force them into my solid core.

That takes up a quarter of the space inside the minuscule little bead in my head. Now for the difficult part.

The second spell I create is a letter recognizer. It will go through all the audio files once and count up all the different sounds that are used. The library used for comparison is the alphabet with an intonation addition. From what I heard so far the language uses tone difference to indicate meaning. I make a list with all the possible vowels and consonants I know, adding some bits I heard from the local populace not present in any languages I’m familiar with. Roughly, this spell goes like: ‘SEPARATE FIRST UNIT, COMPARE, ADD CHECKMARK, NEXT.’ It looks over a word, taking only the first sound and matching it to the list. If recognised it will add a checkmark to this sound and proceed to the next one. The “COMPARE” is tricky to get right; I need it to put the unrecognised sounds somewhere I can look at later.

The word recognition protocol I had running before only comes up with garbage, so I suspect that the language is context sensitive. What I mean by that is that a word affects the sound of the next one.

I breathe out qi, spreading my spiritual sense out over half the city. The majority I cover are shops, as a nice cross-section of the town now fills my mind. The recording spells in my core are all assigned a listening place. A thousand points of light appear in my mind and I adjust them to hover in between bar patrons, couples having an argument, children playing and much more.

My mind buzzes with the influx of information. A headache starts building up until I assign a part of my core as data storage. With the numerous recording spells and the single analysing spell in place, I close my eyes. This will be boring but it’s necessary .

I internally grumble a bit at the convoluted way of doing things. I will be able to make these type of spell formations directly into the air while linking them to a mental process later, for now, I lack the raw power. I could do it the easy way, but then I’d only be able to support a dozen listening points at best. Everything has a price, and doing things the easy way is quite a bit less efficient.

Taking another deep breath, I lose myself in the streams of data flowing through my cultivation base.

As a certain cultivator in an alien land continues his further dive in advanced xenolinguistics, let us set out for a bit and take a look around the city. As we lower our view we see people walking through the bustling streets. Here is a middle-aged woman that seems to be carrying a basket. She seems to be humming a tuneless tune devoid of meaning.

“Hmm, hmm, got to get, hmm, hm, another me-dal- lion, hmm, hmm.”

She hums to herself. Seems like a cheery type, how nice. Further up this street are children running around, dirt caking their bare feet. A man flies through the air, launched from a bar door, smashing face first onto the cobblestones. The children scatter and warily approach the knocked-out guy. They must be checking his condition to see if he is alive. And now they are running away with everything but his underwear. Wait, one boy returns and worms the folded piece of fabric through the guy’s legs and runs off, leaving a naked drunkard behind.

Suddenly a tile slides from a roof, shattering with a spray of stone shards on the cobblestones, covering our robbed victim in the dust. A fleeting shadow dashing away giving hints to the origin of this unintended projectile. As we follow the shadow a silhouette of a girl becomes visible. Dashing over slate roofs and ducking under washing lines is a skinny female figure. Clad in wide cloth pants with a dark leather vest strapped to her chest she streaks over the rooftops, a shiver still tingling through her spine.

She had been observing something interesting. She knew that she shouldn’t have taken a closer look at the blur shooting up that tower.

‘Fucker used one arm to launch himself up fifteen metres; that’s a major’s worth of strength. Was a bad idea that I kept looking, though.’

She thinks to herself as her sparkling eyes start to buzz even brighter while she runs on, leaving the cold sweat evaporating from her back behind her in the wind. She had felt a shiver run through her as the odd person reached the top of the tower. She had been trying to get to a high enough vantage point to peek at the mysterious guy when the chill had suddenly spiked. She didn’t feel quite naked, but her back had broken out in cold sweat from the immensely piercing feeling she had received. Like eyes had stared at every inch of her body from a hand span away. Like ears were ready to catch any form of sound she made. The cultivator in question might or might not be paying some extra attention to this fleeing lass, we will never know.

Her standard smirk had frozen on her face while she sprinted over the roofs, just to get away from that clinging observer.

“Looking that much is going to cost you next time!”

Finding a bit of her courage, she shouts towards the tower from a block over. Standing on the roof of a small tower jutting out of a warehouse she feels another shiver coming.

“Keep your fucking lookers to yourself! Don’t stare so much.”

People are now casting glances upwards from the streets so the girl sprints away, seemingly floating over the gaps between the roofs. She hums to herself, sprinting to the south-western district.

⁂
A grimy boy sitting on a crate in an alley jumps up in fright when a certain girl lands just behind him.

“Bugger all, Tess. Stop doing that, you’ll scare the water out of me.”

Tess only grins and laughs, a puffed up chest indicating that she is proud of her stalking skills.

“No worries Noll, who’s up today?”

“Got a volunteer actually. Said he is a big fan?”

“I do…”

She breathes in.

“…NOT…”

Breathes out.

“Have any fans!”

No change in Noll’s expression can be seen.

“That’s what he said though. He is waiting at the Lycan. Called Nik.”

“Kay, see you later!”

She waves at the boy and sprints further into the alley, disappearing into the shadows.

⁂
A boy called Nik is waiting at a bar with a rather colourful reputation. It’s a dark and smoky bar with lots of little alcoves and people in hoods; you know the kind of place. Nik looks around with some irritation on his face, mid length dirty blonde hair swivelling about. When a girl burst through the door in a dark streak his expression changes into a neutral position.

“You Nik?”

“Yeah.”

“Wanna sneak?”

“Yeah.”

“Let’s go.”

After that enlightening conversation, the girl pats herself down, checking for something. She smiles while pulling a leather cap from a pocket and donning it. She pushes the heavy oak door open, leaving the smoky dark interior of the bar. Running along the street she takes the fastest road to the centre of town. Halfway there she looks at the boy and smiles.

“Good of you to keep up. You know what you signed up for?”

“Yeah.”

She doesn’t frown, and she doesn’t like people that frown.

“Wanna tell me?”

“Sure. We sneak into the dungeon, grab some stuff and leave.”

“Looking for anything special or do you want the basics?”

Did she just see something flicker behind his eyes? A certain glint of something? She isn’t sure but raises her vigilance a little.

“I need some medicine; this is the fastest way to get it.”

“Okay, basic rules first. Do not fight anything.”

The silence between the two is only interrupted by their plodding feet and the background noise of a busy city.

“Please repeat the rules.”

The boy finds her smile both blinding and irritating.

“No fighting.”

“Yep, absolute silence on the second and fourth.”

“Silence, second, fourth, got it.”

“Don’t vamp. They will just leave you behind to face a boss if they don’t kill you outright.”

All that greets the girl is a confused stare from the boy. The girl curses in her heart, she is smelling trouble now. She is interested in how it all will play out though, so she just continues her explanation.

“No clinging to a delver group. They are here for money and fighting experience. They will get neither by taking care of some brats. If they do invite you in, run away fast.”

She continues spouting all kinds of tips and tricks. Nik just nods and repeats the gist of it. Half an hour later they are in front of the massive tower. The boy is out of breath; Tess hasn’t broken a sweat.

“All in all, we are not here to fight, just to steal shit. The dungeon doesn’t really mind us sneaks most of the time. Stay alive for a week while doing this daily and you’re mostly in the clear, it’s a gamble whether you will be alive by that time though.”

The boy frowns at the smiling girl while they walk into the gaping opening on top of the stairs, dodging groups of delvers left and right.

⁂
While retracting all my qi from the surroundings I open my eyes and grin. Step one of integration in a new world complete. The massive amounts of raw data are still processing, but I’m starting to glimpse the basic structure of the language. It required constructed spells of a much higher complexity than I had expected. My standard five symbol language scanner was not effective, and I needed to tinker throughout the entire day in order to beat this confusing and illogical linguistic mystery.

The sun set a few hours ago, bringing the fourth day I spend in this world to a close. I can’t help but chuckle a bit as I take stock of my cultivation base. A core forming cultivator after only four days. Anyone, even mortals, would shit their robes if I were to tell them.

Back to the language though, I got the basics down. It is a really weird mix of tone and sound dependency. I can talk at the level of a three-year-old child now. A mental process is still going through all the other data I gathered, slowly piecing the complete grammar structure together.

I make weird faces, loosening up my facial muscles. I mumble all the words and variations I know so far. This takes only a minute as my face blurs with the speed. About a third is spoken wrong, I mumble the entire thing four more times until I can’t hear any difference between myself and the locals. I can almost see a blue box with a message like: “language level 1 gained” floating in front of my eyes. Almost though, these systems tend to have major flaws so I don’t use them. I came across one once, in a very weird pocket dimension. I shake my head as I stop thinking about that weird place.

I stand up, stimulating my nerves and blood vessels with some qi in order to wake them up. What’s next? I don’t really need food or other materials and I’m not at a level of strength where I can start crafting useful gear. My current clothes are better protection than a metre-thick steel plate, so I don’t need any armour. Weapons would be nice, but I still have my little spear.

Patting myself down I cloud myself in some qi while internally shouting things like: ‘HIDE’ and ‘DARK’ and ‘LIGHT IS SHIT.’ A jump and a superhero landing later I’m standing on the street. Boring stuff is done, for now. Let’s go adventuring in a dungeon. Also, I have a rabbit to train.

A devilish smile graces my face while I start walking to the centre of town.
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The tower is even more imposing in the pitch black of night. A pillar rising up into the dark void, just a shade lighter than the surrounding blackness. It must be cloudy tonight as no stars are visible and no moon is in sight. The streets are also empty. No night watch and no lanterns grace the dark streets. Works for me, though I don’t really enjoy being in public unless I plan on it.

Part of my core is still puzzling out the language, methodically plodding through the data to form a dictionary and another part of my mind slowly seeps qi into the atmosphere to form a passive radar. Mana is still being turned into qi with every breath automatically, but any significant progress will take years with the speed at which I’m currently gathering the stuff. My core is still extremely small, and the tempering of my bones took quite a bit of liquid qi. Solid cores don’t grow unless the rest of the core is filled with liquid qi and pressure can start building up. I smile to myself. This basically allows me to go wild and use all of it. Making a mana tornado in the middle of town seems like a very, very bad idea. I won’t be able to refuel in the city, so why not use it all and cultivate in the forest later?

I walk towards the stairs and stop. My qi sense has reached the tower and finds nothing. My eyes open wide; this is not normal. I can see the tower right in front of me, but to my qi senses, there is nothing there. I focus on the area and realize that I sense nothing there. Every physical place that the tower occupies registers as a hard vacuum to my spiritual sight, and my eyes open even further in shock. This seems like one of the few high-level body cultivator training grounds I’ve been to before. Scanning with qi was useless there, so you needed to rely on your own physical senses in order to progress.

Sending out a thick wave of qi I sense the exact same thing, nothing. Was there a spell of some sorts in place around the tower? I can’t wait to find out! Now filled with enthusiasm I walk up the stairs. I nearly stumbled on the steps because of the odd dimensions. It felt like the steps should be a little bigger? I shorten my stair going stride and nearly fall on my face. Now my steps are too small? This seems like a subtle barrier of entry.

I reach the top and look inside the opening. The doorway is square, about five-by-five metres with a swirling darkness inside. Keeping my senses peeled I take a step forward and plunge into the darkness.

⁂
Tess is currently in a right pickle. Those were her exact thoughts. Why she was thinking about fermented cucumbers while she was running for her life was anyone’s guess. Cursing Noll in her heart for setting this up, she pumps her feet like her life depends on it. Which it totally does.

Dungeon sneaks usually crawl around levels that they have no business being. Why would a monsters’ fighting power matter if the entire plan is to avoid them entirely? If you have the fighting power of an angry kitten, the difference between a level one goblin and an ancient dragon is not that important. If you are seen by either one you need to run or you are dead.

“This time,” Tess gasps, “I might be in truly deep shit.”

A small smirk is still on her face as she keeps pumping her legs, desperately looking around the roughly hewn cave for a hiding place. She glances backwards and immediately regrets that decision.

“AAAAARCH, WHY DO I KEEP MAKING MISTAKES TODAY!”

She roars loudly. Stealth was out of the window the moment that guy Nik threw a potion on her. The pungent stench caused her face to pale immediately. She had been guiding the fucker through the first few levels to get to a shortcut. Their initial goal was medicine, and she knew a path that could get them to the precious resource in a few hours. A simple sneak through level one till five, hop through the level gap, and climb down through six and seven, followed by a wall climb and a drop down into the tenth level. Level ten has various monster and plant habitats that have medicinal properties.

It all went swimmingly until the meek guy following her threw something at her when they were climbing the big wall in level eight. Moments later her charge was sprinting around a corner and she stunk to high heavens. Now all she can do is run.

“I smell like a rotting honey-covered turd that’s on fire.”

Mumbling through gritted teeth she darts into a crevice in the dark grey rough wall. The pungent stench wafting from her will attract the monsters no matter where she hides. Level eight is famous as a new guy killer. Levels one through seven are dangerous, sure, but anyone with a pair of eyes and hands can make it through them fairly easily. The most dangerous creatures on those levels are elemental animals. Imagine a wolf that has caught on fire. Or a bug that drank a chilled growth potion. Only dangerous for the completely unprepared.

Tess isn’t unprepared by any means, but she doesn’t feel prepared enough at the moment. She touches her sides, feeling the flat iron flasks hidden under her clothing. Taking inventory, she comes to the conclusion that she is screwed. Hiding doesn’t have much effect when beasts in a mile radius can blindly follow their nose to her.

She takes another whiff of herself. “I can’t climb back up the wall like this, the flying shits would pick me clean before I got halfway. Going deeper down is probably worse. I can keep running around for a few more hours but I don’t want to. This smell will stick around for a few days at least, more if it’s an everlasting lure potion.”

Fear flickers in her eyes as she starts to realise the situation she is in.

“I wash myself every day and I’ll still be done in by my smell? And I’m sure it’s getting dark out; fuck my life. I hate these creepy fucking bats…”

Further rambling can be heard as the lithe figure creeps out of her hiding place and slinks on, keeping an eye on the ceiling.

⁂
A lobby is visible from the outside, so the plunging darkness part was slightly incorrect. But plunging into darkness sounds a lot cooler than stepping over a threshold, in my opinion. The lobby I’m standing in is just so clean. The design and state both scream clean. Light grey rock is visible from the little light that falls through the door opening. Clean lines delineate simple benches and tables.

I send my qi out and notice that all is well with my sensory skills. I can’t even sense any dust, not even in the corners. The barrier around this place is fascinating though. Does it disconnect the place from the main dimension or something? Shaking my head in wonder I walk onward, passing a few clean and empty booths. Two doors are visible on the far end of the room, one a dark opening, the other showing a tunnel leading down.

My qi can’t sense anything but stone around me. No proof of magical construction. There is only pure rock in a very dense form.

Alright then, inspection of the holding area complete! Let’s go further and explore. As I walk through the open door I touch my necklace, probing it a little bit. Lola is asleep, sitting still on top of a tower is not really interesting. I would take a nap too. She might find what we are about to do interesting, so I call out and ask her to come out.

As I step through the door a cave opens up around me. Looking at the wall I can’t decide if this is a natural or an artificial cave. Rough chipped stone is visible, and the walls have a flow that suggests it is formed naturally. The straight corridor that is formed by this rock is clearly artificial. Natural rock forming unnatural structures. I can even see some layered strata crossing the tunnel with a slight diagonal plane. This suggests natural sedimentary rock.

As usual, I will chalk this one up to magic. A geologist would go clinically crazy if they saw this, a perfect blend of the natural and man-made. It really takes a load off your mind when you can simply blame magic for stuff you can’t understand yet.

Lola is hopping around, slightly glowing eyes indicating that she hasn’t forgotten the eye enhancement trick I taught her. The slight amount of glow coming from her eyes is enough for me to see the cave by. That also means that the floating light specks in front of me are monsters capable of night sight.

“Lola, pay attention.”

She skids to a halt and looks up at me.

“We are going to do some training. I think there will be animals up ahead, we’re going to fight them. Just kick them really hard and it will all be fine, okay?”

Two black eyes with glowing pupils stare back at me. I can’t read the expression on her face. I really suck at ethology. I rub her head with a finger and she flops on her side. This isn’t going to work. Bunnies stomp the floor when they sense danger right?

Standing up I stomp the floor. “Enemies!”

Lola leisurely stands up and waddles ahead. She isn’t the epitome of alertness, but I don’t think she’ll die from the first floor of a dungeon. I now see six lights ahead of us. The air is slightly foggy, the murkiness combined with the darkness doing a great job of obscuring vision. I walk after the little bunny.

Sending some qi into a specific part of my necklace I check what my little companion has been up to. Eating, sleeping and running is all she did the past day. I think I should bet on her instead of myself when racing with her now. She has been practising running a lot.

The six glowing points creep back into the shadows when we approach the doorway. The half natural cave widens into a room. It’s not a nice square room though. It looks like someone let nature carve out their own design over the span of a few million years. Four openings line the room, coming in at odd angles and heights. I really like the natural rock style this dungeon has going on. Nooks and crannies litter the ceiling and walls and I spot some moss, grasses and small plants growing around the environment.

Enough sightseeing though, my qi senses have been tracking the four shapes surrounding us. Lola and I are now standing in the middle of this cave. This seems to give the occupants of this room enough courage to poke their heads out.

Big black eyes stare into my soul. Are they racoon badger dogs? They have white, grey and black fur and seem… anxious? They are twitching around, sniffing the air, shuffling in place, and they are incredibly cute. Their fur looks soft too.

“Alright, I want some new pillows now. Maybe some fur lined boots? That tail could become a mighty hat.”

A sudden yip pulls me from my delusions. One of the racoon dog things is flying through the air. Lola must not have a lot of patience. I pull my spear from my ring and throw it through one of the dog’s skulls. Kicking another dog across the room I spot a white blur. Lola appears from the blur, replacing one of the dogs. Head-butting is effective, but not economical.

Quickly taking care of the rest I keep one alive. With a finger, I try to direct Lola’s attention.

“Use a bit of qi like this.”

I punch the last living dog thing with a qi filled fist. My fist hits the poor thing’s chest, I use the moment of collision to trigger the qi, shooting it forwards from my knuckles. The thing squeaks and collapses on the spot, chunky blood dribbling out of its mouth, its insides shredded by my qi. Looking at Lola I doubt if she followed any of this. Blinking at me she hops on, sniffing some grass at the edge of the room.

“Use your head, you stupid rabbit. You have excellent kicking legs, don’t just head-butt everything.”

Her nose keeps twitching up and down. It’s pretty cute but I can’t tell if any of this is getting through. I sigh and use some qi to skin the doggies. I don’t really need it, but their fur is really soft.

Standing up I walk through a random door. Slowly breathing out more qi I begin spreading it through this maze. A mental map begins to form, showing me that this entire floor is set up like the previous room. Nooks and crannies litter the caves. Do these passages lead to breeding chambers? My qi seems to fade from my control when it comes into contact with the walls. I assign a new process to keep track of my surroundings, keeping my spiritual sense back from the rock.

“Ahead are four,” I stick four fingers up in the air, “beasties. Want to take them on yourself? Try kicking them maybe.”

Twitch, twitch goes her nose. Big beady eyes peer at me from a patch of grass. I need a “raising rabbits for dummies” book. Will she grow up alright?

With worry in my heart, I keep walking.
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These floors are pretty big. A lot bigger than the tower’s external size shows, that’s for sure. The amount of stuff that’s bigger on the inside than the outside seems to be related to the amount of magic in the atmosphere. It was everywhere in the Cultivation World. I’m not even a week on this planet and here it is again. Both planets have prodigious amounts of magical energies floating in the air so that hypothesis is quickly confirmed.

Lola has just now head-butted her hundredth dog monsters to death. I hope that horned rabbits are not a thing on this planet. Head-butting would be a lot more lethal but dangling from your own horn stuck inside an enemy seems like a bad idea. I skinned a few more of the dog things but stopped after I accidentally poked my finger through the separated hide. Their leather is thin and of a shit quality, curing it would just make it weaker or brittle unless extreme care is taken.

I hum a tune from the distant past while walking on. I have the majority of this floor covered with my qi. Keeping it away from the walls is harder than expected. If any of my qi even brushes the wall a large section of it fades from my control. Is that the dungeon’s doing or another phenomenon? I’ve got the majority of this floor mapped out, painting a nice floorplan in my mind. I would describe this level map as a natural maze. Twisting corridors form an interlinked network of paths with a few dead-end tunnels thrown into the mix. I approach the only tunnel leading downward and start walking down the stairs, Lola hopping along behind me.

The second floor has perfectly smooth floors with roughly hewn walls. Internal consistency is not a big selling point for dungeons, I conclude. My qi clad eyes pierce through the darkness, showing me a humanoid shape.

“Oh god, Lola, close your eyes! They have furries here!”

A dog-snouted being slowly walks in our direction. A white blur streaks across the tunnel and the dog snouts length is reduced by half, crushed back into its face. I get closer to get a proper look, waving the slightly stumbling Lola away from the body. It’s like the racoon badgers from the first level decided to walk upright. They have slight differences in their bone structure, allowing them bipedal movement. The rest of the body seems to be left as dog-like as possible.

Scanning it with qi shows me what changed. Their pelvic bones and shoulder joints got the biggest modifications, the rest of its body is still distinctly canine. Is this dungeon retarded? Simply forcing a dog to walk upright would destroy a large portion of their firepower, right? It can’t grip anything with its paws and standing on two legs halves their jumping and lunging power. Shaking my head in confusion about this development I make a cross sign towards the cooling corpse.

“Yiff in hell, you poor bastard.”

Curious about what else this place has to offer I release a wave of qi. I might as well train while Lola mops up all these scrubs. Instead of spreading it out like a wave of gas I construct small wires. Chopping them into ten-centimetre-long pieces I float them into a triangular grid. Stopping halfway through I realize that I don’t need any structural strength for a scanning method, so I guide them into a more space efficient square grid. The points where six wires come together gets a disconnection rune. This way only the wires touching the walls will get eaten by the dungeon, leaving the rest of my detection grid intact.

I hear another crunch as my little murder bunny sinks in another skull with her own. I do notice that she projects a tiny bit of qi forward through her head on attack, basically pulping anything she hits with her noggin. The result is another standing, now laying, doggy with a caved in snout. She does learn from me but uses this info in her own way huh. That is… absolutely perfect! Think for yourself little bunny, and don’t let the world tell you what to do!

I focus on creating a detection-net generator rune. I don’t want to individually manage each and every strand of qi. A central control centre that I can just pour power in is much more comfortable. I tell it to do four things. First, it checks if there is a wall in the way. If the area is clear it will copy itself ten centimetres in front of itself and create a qi wire in between. Then it rotates 90 degrees in order to form the next spoke of the grid. A simple countdown eliminates the creation part of the spell after five uses, letting it die after all new angles are covered.

Walking around while keeping the qi grid stationary relative to the world is slow but good training, but this floor is already bigger than the first, so I want speed. I stand still and activate the spell. As I keep walking to the middle of this floor the spell constructs itself around me and a few seconds later it overtakes me and begins spreading out. A perfect detection system, and it looks like a hologram.

Lola is freaking out now though. Head-butting does nothing to the glowing wires, swiping and kicking seems to have no effect either. She darts through the perpendicular lines, small enough to fit in between the gaps.

I take my stinger spear from my ring and throw it into a fat walking dog. The hard-headed rabbit is still darting through the grid while I pull my spear free. A pulse in my mind notifies me that the grid is no longer growing, all active spell instances eliminating themselves upon completion of their tasks. This floor has wider and longer corridors and is twice as big as the first floor.

The death of the fat dog seems to have scared away all the other creatures. These walking dog people are gnolls or kobolds, right? Kobolds are dragon people if I recall, so I hereby label floor number two as the gnoll floor. I assume the fat dog was the king or something, so I take a left turn and begin walking to the only place with stairs going down. I wave my hand for effect and dismiss the grid. A thump followed by a small ‘squeee’ sound followed by an impact on my butt signals discontent from a certain freeloader.

“Shut up ungrateful cretin, I’ll do it again next level.”

White ears twitching she looks me in the eyes. I scoff and continue walking.

⁂
I’m on the seventh floor now and things are heating up! The third floor was made up of big square tunnels, a few metres wide with a similar height ceiling. It hurt my eyes though, as everything was slightly crooked. I never had many compulsive tendencies, thank god. That floor would have driven me mad. Walls did not join at ninety degrees, floors weren’t level, etcetera. It was inhabited by bigger gnolls. These fellows started to have some streaks of colour in their fur. I assumed it was a sign of things to come and the fourth floor proved me right.

The fourth floor looked weird. Think of a natural cave, including stalagmites and stalactites, made up of red brick and grey mortar. Beautiful dripping pillars carved from red brick walls. My eyes hurt again for a few minutes until I decided that this dungeon is pretty cool for pulling the style off. It was inhabited by bigger gnolls and big ass pigeons. Big ass pigeons that could use magic. Lola made short work of them though, so all I saw was the gathering of some mana to begin a spell followed by a lethal white streak.

The fifth floor was the worst eyesore yet. Lola beat up the giant pigeon and we descended to the next floor where a truly horrendous sight greeted my eyes. The floor was made from stairs, the walls were stair-like, and the ceiling was smooth and flat. Everything was made of gold. I put my finger to the wall and forced some qi inside. Before the wall could cut my connection I could feel that it was pure gold, about ten times more compact and massive than ordinary gold. I don’t think a nuke could have knocked off pieces to loot or made a crack in the stuff.

Its enemies where golden puppets. They were basically moving mannequins, made from normal gold though, so they were soft as butter once the magic operating them stopped working. I couldn’t loot them because they melted into the floor as soon as they were slain. I had to walk carefully again as the length of the steps were just wrong to walk on comfortably. Lola had no movement issues whatsoever and we could walk to the exit pretty quickly. There was also some massive golden boss thing, but I just threw my spear through the most magically charged place, making it collapse at once.

I’m not talking about the sixth floor. As soon as I saw eight pairs of eyes staring at me, I created a flamethrower formation and an air bubble and burned the entire floor down.

Now we’re on the seventh floor and I can’t control my laughter. I am standing in ankle deep water. Lola ignored this fact and dashed down the stairs. Seeing her crawl back up, absolutely soaked and dripping was hilarious. I shook her dry, spinning her around at high speed while keeping hold of her feet, which she seemed to enjoy. I then placed her on my shoulders.

Standing in the middle of a large room I take her in my hands again. “Time for another lesson; look at my feet.”

I pulled one foot from the water and pushed some qi through.

‘WATER SUCKS, SURFACE TENSION RULES, COHESION AND SHIT!’

Shouting some encouraging words in my heart I lower my foot and step up and out of the water. Now standing with both feet on the liquid I cast my reconnaissance formation, causing a flow of light blue lines to appear around me in a grid. As it picks up pace and speeds through the tunnels, I realize that this floor is bigger once again.

Lola seems agitated while looking at the lines. She shuffles around a bit and jumps off my shoulder. “I can see where this is going.”

I pull the dog leather from my spatial ring and hold it in front of me. A fraction of a second later a deluge of water is caught by the fur. I lower the hide and look at the result. Lola is floating belly-up in the water. She is breathing even faster than usual and looks pissed off. She flops around and I pull the hide up just in time to catch another wave of water.

“Push your qi out slowly, you dumb piece of fluff. Don’t head-butt the water with your feet. Use your damn feet to push on more water than what is directly below them.”

Saying something in a confident matter is usually more important than getting the message across when talking to animals. The result speaks for itself. The first attempt after my little speech has Lola shooting out of the water and into the ceiling. She makes another splash as she falls down, I can’t help but burst out in laughter again.

Walking on, I remake the mapping spell, this time with half a metre spokes. These floors are getting too big for a grid resolution of ten centimetres. Now exponentially faster, the entire floorplan grows into completion.

“Exit is this way, follow me when you can, sucker!”

With a crooked grin on my face, I wave to the swimming bunny and stride out of the room. I pull out my spear, ignoring the splashing and whining behind me. Shouting ‘SHARP THINGS’ at some qi I create small pellets just in front of the spear tip. My detection net picked up flying enemies the moment I send it out so I’m preparing for ranged combat.

A metre-wide pigeon with a blue beak flies towards my chest with wild abandon. I point my spear and flick my wrist, giving it a shake forward. A single qi packet cuts through the feathered beast, slicing into its body just between its eyes. A few more blue-streaked bats fly low over the surface, causing big ripples to follow them.

I think some panicked thoughts and watch the blue flow of mana materialise before my eyes. The bats are brimming with the stuff. Fearless thinking shows a fainter, lighter blue. The positive side of water seems to have nothing to do with the bats. I let some dread creep into my heart. Thinking about how small you are in this massive magical universe usually works. Shoving my hand forward I project all the panic through my palm. A blast of blue sends the water into a frenzy.

The pigeon hitting the water surface seems like a start sign for a whirlpool to appear. A small ring of water begins just in front of me, shooting towards the bats while growing. The bats can’t avoid the improvised deluge and by the time they react, they are already caught in the maelstrom. All the surrounding water seems to be sucked up by the ever-growing twister of water. The bats are shredded instantly.

This tunnel goes about halfway to the stairs. My map tells me it’s a few kilometres long with various grand chambers and sprawling roads branching of off it. A massive sound along with a fierce wind hits my face as the improvised spell roars ahead of me.

I close my eyes and focus on the sensor network. I sense the tsunami with ease. It somehow feels like I used an enormous pressure washer to flush out the tunnels. The roaring of dying and breaking beasts is followed by a gentle wave filled with feathers and scraps of beasts washing over my feet. I hear a “squeeee” sound with a question mark at the end.

“Not a clue what that was. Let’s experiment with this world’s magic later, kay? Kay, good idea, good idea.”

I put Lola on my shoulder before the slightly bloody water can drench her. I really don’t know whether I should feel extremely excited or extremely worried. The moment the spell stopped functioning a massive wave of panic crashed through my brain. It seems like strict mental discipline is required for any type of mana use. A mortal would have been driven insane by such a backlash of raw emotion, so I count myself extremely lucky that I didn’t try that a few days ago. I haven’t found any large academy-type buildings so far, something to look up later. I did hear some questionable sounds coming from the tower I sat on while spying on the city.

The interesting thing about using mana is that it’s a pretty powerful result at the cost of relatively little power on my side. I don’t take the emotional strain into account here. It feels more suited to brute force usage. I usually need to direct every little detail with qi, but this type of magic seems to work on instinct and raw force of will - or rather, emotion.

I let some more qi flow through my feet while I skip over the water, enjoying the feel of soft, young fur under my fingers. She seems to enjoy the qi laden scratches but also glares at me. Stop it you mind reading rabbit. We are halfway to the stairs now and the water here doesn’t have the rose tint it did before, so I put Lola down again. She stumbles around a bit with her feet half sinking through the water.

A little later I reach the stairs and Lola can run on the water surface. Any type of lunging or turning too quickly still sends her swimming, but it is admirable progress for a creature a few days old. Her mum would have eaten her anyway, so I don’t feel guilty about fucking up her life with some weird alien energies known as qi at all!

While halfway down the stairs, I spot a shred of spider webbing. I stop myself from creating a few thousand ‘BURN EVERYTHING’ formations by sheer force of will. Something seems off here, let’s investigate before nuking this floor too. There is also a weird smell in the air. Lola sniffs the air and squeaks. She softly head-butts my cheek and jumps down. I follow her as she takes the first corridor to the right.
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Tess is nearing the “accepting death” phase. Her face had been a beautiful spectrum of emotions over the past few hours, starting when a certain asshole threw a high-grade monster lure on her butt. First, her face had contorted into shocked denial. Failing to catch up to the culprit, she hid in a large crevice and smoothly entered the second phase, anger. Cursing while dodging a large variety of spiders and bats, she ran around the eighth floor for a while, making up new variations of “mother,” “fucker,” and “damn.” She used her flasks recklessly in this phase, something she regretted immensely now. Poison in order to thin the hordes just so she could get through and potions to heal her accumulating wounds.

She slipped into the next phase unnoticed when she felt her legs burning with fatigue. Honeyed words flowed from her lips, offering her everything to various mystical entities. Pleading, begging and grovelling were all expertly applied in this phase. After hours of crawling through the smallest cracks, she started to realise that she might be truly boned this time. While crawling around lethargically she flowed into the second to last stage, depression.

That had been a while ago now, and she is losing the depressed sting that kept her going. Night fell some time ago, causing the lights to dim and the animals to become much stronger. Lucky for her, the spiders are satisfied to wait out the night in their spun webs while bats can’t find her with their sensitive ears if she tucked herself into a crevice somewhere.

Patting herself down she realizes that there is no more poison left in her possession. All she has is a hand full of healing drafts and a single mana booster. All her stamina potions have been consumed in the now slightly hazy anger phase.

The previous floors contained various shortcuts and sneaky ways crisscrossing the complicated dungeon layout. These paths are an open secret in the sneak community. Tess has doubts that it can be called a community in the first place, there is simply too much backstabbing going on for any feeling of belonging. Getting through the eighth floor is the mark of a true sneak. Just beside the entrance to this floor is an abyssal drop, with the entrance to the next floor located on the bottom.

A multitude of rope fragments usually litters this spot. Tess had hung a fresh one for this trip. She had just touched the bottom when a small bottle hit her back. Looking back up she had only seen a disappearing leg, followed by her rope flopping down around her. This was the point where Tess reached phase one, denial.

That is all behind her now. Climbing back up without any support is only possible for those worry wart earth mages, and then only if they aren’t covered in a pungent smelling ichor. Fighting her way through the dungeon normally is impossible for her during the day. At night she will be eaten within minutes.

The main reason she is now giving in to the depression phase is the fact that even her secret is abandoning her. She has always loved the shadows and the shadows seem to love her back. It was immensely beneficial to her job, but even though there were shadows all around her now they don’t listen anymore. There is a pervasive glow in the dungeon during the day; at night there is too little light to see but too much light to be blind. She is tired and hurt everywhere and the vague shadows don’t listen to her anymore.

The light disappearing from her eyes indicates a complete traversal of the phases. No longer even depressed, she knows in her heart that one of the bigger spiders will eat her when the next patrol comes. If she is truly unlucky, the boss might join said patrol. Years of experiencing life and death situations have led her to be too aware of the dungeons inner workings to hope for anything else.

That’s why when the weirdest angel she could ever have imagined shows up she just stares at it with dead eyes, slowly falling unconscious.

⁂
Walking through the eighth level is honestly a disappointment. Any spider I see gets a nice face full of qi while I mentally shout ‘BUUUURN BITCH BUUUUUURN’ as hard as I can. Seeing flames erupt from all of their eye sockets at once is still as satisfying as ever. Stepping over a still twitching bundle of legs I cast my reconnaissance spell. Lines burn themselves in the air half a metre apart, and I hear a squeak from far away.

It seems like Lola is still freaked out by that usage of qi. She disappeared as soon as we reached the bottom of the stairs to this level. Good, she needs to cultivate some independence too. I make a lazy sweep with my stinger spear, splitting a couple of big bats open. These bats are brown. It could be their natural colouration, or they could be using earth mana. Hard to tell when bats tend to be brown anyway.

Looking at my map I see that these levels are getting bigger in height too. This level has a greatly increased verticality with some nasty drops. The exit is right below the entrance, that explains all the rope I saw lying around back there. Getting slightly bored I take the quickest way to the exit, killing everything attacking me on the way there.

Halfway there I stop and decide to experiment a bit. I haven’t seen any signs of fighting so far which somewhat surprises me. Shouldn’t there still be corpses of monsters or adventurers around? I saw loads of people entering and exiting here, one of the reasons I went at night. There should at least be some signs of a struggle but I can’t even find any dust.

So I spit on the floor. Then I proceed to drip some qi-less blood right next to it. I take the worst dog pelt out of my ring and drop it next to the two puddles of liquid. A piece of wood follows along with some cloth scraps. I wave my spear again, shooting one of the sharp qi packets. A bat is laid next to the collection. I then just stare at the mess I made.

Half an hour later, nothing has changed. Is the dungeon shy? I walk away from my smelly experiment, moving around the nearest corner. I immediately turn back and a clean floor greets me. All the stuff I left there is gone without a trace. Is this a quantum dungeon, things can only be messed with when not observed?

I spit on the floor again, this time infusing some qi. The qi disappears immediately upon touching the floor. Frowning I place another dog pelt down and spit on it. The qi stays and I feel it slowly seeping into the fur. Taking a piece of wood from my ring I shove a large amount of qi inside of it and drop it on the pelt.

Focusing my all on the qi infused materials I walk around the corner again. The moment I am out of sight the connection to my qi is cut. Looking back, I see a spotless corridor. Smooth floor and rough walls without a trace of my stuff. I frown deeper, this is getting weird.

I take out a piece of wood and carve two symbols in it. The first one is the infinity symbol, a number eight on its side. The second one is a representation of me. According to science, DNA is pretty much the root of life as I know it, so a small twisting helix spelling my name represents me and all that I am. I should be able to feel this piece of wood from the other side of the world. These two symbols create a near permanent connection to me. Dropping it on the floor disconnects all the loose qi but the carved symbols keep on shining brightly in my mind.

Another half hour later I am slightly pissed. I don’t like getting upset but this dungeon must be fucking with me. Anything I leave behind disappears without a trace. I tried carved symbols, qi nullifiers, formations, even improvised voodoo. Everything disappears the moment it has no line of sight to me. The only conclusion I can draw can that the dungeon has the ability to separate anything unobserved into its base components. Whether it simply deletes everything or absorbs it somehow, I don’t know.

As I walk on towards the next floor entrance, my bad mood causes the tone of my thoughts to spiral down. Rushing into a completely unknown dungeon while not even a week on this planet is not a smart move. I fully realize that but I had to keep myself busy somehow. Eavesdropping on an entire city is a great way to get to know the place. That includes all the good and the bad, and this city seems to have an overflow of the latter.

You can’t learn a language from people without learning a lot about said people. Those adventuring parties I saw going in and out of this place for example? I enjoyed that trope a lot more back when I didn’t know about the slaves. The term they use is something like an indentured servant or meritorious reward, but that term seems too light for cheap and purposely bought dungeon fodder. The fact that racism seems alive and well is also not helping my mood. I thought that the hooded people were just shy, it turns out there are beastkin-like people here, and they are seen as a lower species.

The tower I sat on while stalking half the city is used as a magical prep school. Instead of learning about the elements or runes, the training is torture. Instead of learning to control mana these poor kids are put into situations engineered to make them feel a negative emotion. The moment they physically express said emotion the collar on their neck gives them pain. And the ones with collars have it good, most are just stabbed or burned by their trainers. Being constantly made angry without being able to even feel the emotion because that would increase your heart rate. Being so scared you want to die but unable to even shiver without waves of pain.

The countryside and slums are seen and used as breeding grounds for more slaves, in more than one sense. I haven’t seen a single book. Mages are strictly controlled with collars and other accessories, put under complete control of their so-called betters. People are starving left and right. I could go on but at this rate the snippets of information I accidentally picked up through the language make me want to burn this city to the ground. There is a dark, sick feeling to this place and its people. Did the overflow of dark mana cause this or vice versa? I really want to have a talk with the guys upstairs about their management style.

Haaah, I’m working myself into a frenzy this way. Deep breath through the nose, out through the mouth along with all the negative shit. Taking a few more deep breaths I calm myself down. I learned all of this while focused on deciphering the language. I need to go through the rest of the gathered intel sometime, but I want to make some preparations first. This is a fun dungeon dive! Yes, just a fun exploration adventure!

Walking on, I consciously leave my previous thought process behind. While I’m busy doing that a shape appears from the distance. Oh god, it’s a big spider. Jerking my spear up I shoot all the remaining qi packets from the spear point to the big creepy beast. My apprehension fades as the metre-high crawler disintegrates, falling apart from a multitude of cuts. Looking at the heap of gore on the floor an idea strikes me.

I dash back around the nearest corner. Walking forwards again I am greeted by a spic and span stretch of tunnel. My face widens in a smile. My experiments were good for something at least. I’ll leave the discussion about my healthy apprehension for anything small and potentially poisonous for later, I’ve had enough depressing thoughts for today.

I increase my pace to the exit. I haven’t heard a thing from Lola since I scanned this floor. Independence is good and all but she is just a few days old after all. What if this dungeon has some dude with a van with the words “free carrots” on the side? What if there is another night dungeoneer around with a taste for rabbit meat? She’d probably head-butt both of them before they even knew what had hit them, I conclude.

The room before the exit has a surprise for me. I let out a gir… manly shriek as I pump half my qi into my spear.

‘ROAST IN HELLLL WAAAA DIE AND BUUUUURN!’

As I shout the last word I throw the spear with all my might. It shoots through the chamber still reverberating with my yell, shooting with tremendous force to the eight-legged, four-metre high abomination in front of me.

A glorious explosion made up of blue flame makes the world a slightly better place. One less monster spider is a wonderful thing. The fact that I only need to be wary of small spiders does nothing to stop my mental jittering. Big spiders are not that dangerous, even if they have poison or venom. I just hope that no form of poison/venom cultivation or magic exists here. Especially venomous insect tamers; they can fuck right off.

Having beaten this levels boss, I quickly walk on, keeping my sight as straight as possible. I don’t give the charred heap of spider legs another glance as I walk through the last tunnel of this level

Then I realize that bad things might indeed come in threes. First, I learn about how morally skewed this city is. Then I discover that there are spiders in the dungeon. And now Lola is head-butting a dark shape. It sticks from the wall, seemingly humanoid.

This last room is tens of metres wide. The walls are the same rough stone with cracks as before and high above I see the place where I entered this level. Halfway in between natural and designed, the increasing verticality is truly being put on display.

Sticking out of one of the wall cracks is a dark shape. Huddled in a crouch, it seems to be a dirty human. Long black hair peeks from under a cap, so it’s a girl then. So far it’s all fine by me. If I had come across said person anytime I would have probably helped them a bit and sent them on their way. The problem here is Lola…

I sweep my qi through her body, seeing various old wounds and an exhausted frame. Scrapes everywhere and rail thin. Various deep wounds seem to have scabbed over and a vile stench is wafting from her.

With a complicated look, I stare at the crux of the problem, the rabbit. She was head-butting the female without any force. Beautifully executed, the head-butts were fine by me, it’s the bursts of qi that the dumb fluffy critter projected that I have a problem with. Another scan shows me the qi quickly integrating into the girl’s cells. Taking the energies back by force would kill her at this point, she is too worn out and would have probably died half an hour ago without it.

So do I kill the girl to save myself immense amounts of potential trouble or do I never let her out of my sight again?
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In order to properly explain my current predicament, I’ll have to talk about something I call energy ecosystems. Energy ecosystems describe everything about an entity that is not its physical molecules. It contains all the mystical crap that comes with magic and qi.

When two cultivators fight, who wins depends on a lot of factors. Crudely described, a duel goes like this:

Cultivator A thinks, “My Floating Dragon Thunderstrike is perfected by my ancestors for hundreds of thousands of years. It is truly the best way to achieve my Dao. With this extremely rare shock iron sword, I can bring all of its power to bear on my opponent!”

Cultivator B thinks, “Even though my Cloud Piercing Heaven technique is just a couple of tens of thousands of years old, I have better armour and weapons. Along with my secret Thousand Blossom Storm techniques, I’ll be sure to win.”

The cultivator with a stronger belief in their own ecosystem combined with the sheer power supporting that system usually wins. These single-person ecosystems are supported by bigger systems. Everything that can be described as a “thing” has its own ecosystem, for example rocks, rivers, cultivation manuals, houses, treasures, etcetera. A rock’s ecosystems usually don’t have much impact on the greater picture, but it is a part of a myriad of other energy ecosystems.

The two cultivators are supported by the ecosystems of their equipment, their immediate friends and families, but also their clan, their country, their planet and their universe. You can see it like this: the physical form is like a planet, the energy is like the air and water around said planet. They both exist together and influence and affect each other but are completely discrete from each other. You will get mud and sand storms but these are just emulsions, not a true blending of materials. A planet can exist without air, and oxygen and hydrogen molecules can float through space without a planet, but combined they make a greater whole than the sum of their parts. Any part influences any other part, the only difference is the amount of influence.

So when I say that the energy ecosystem of the girl lying in front of me is royally fucked, I hope you understand what that means. She hasn’t had qi in her system for her entire life, and now it’s coursing through her veins. This is like dumping a moon-sized amount of water on a barren planet. It usually ends catastrophically when done haphazardly or without a professional’s help, which in this case would be me. This is also why I worry about releasing qi into this planet’s ecosystem. Without a proper manual to guide the energies, qi poisoning is a lethal phenomenon.

Cursing at the dumb rabbit that caused all this, I grab her by the neck. Glaring into her eyes she just swishes her ears around and twitches her nose. I keep repeating to myself that she is not a week old yet. She is acting suspiciously cute and innocent though.

Dropping Lola to the ground I grab the girl and throw her over my shoulder. She is covered in loose-fitting clothes so her lack of weight comes as a surprise. She must be malnourished with how little she weighs.

Walking down the stairs I scan the bundle over my shoulders thoroughly. She doesn’t have a shred of energy in her body left, her superficial fat stores are non-existent and her intramuscular fatty tissue is all gone. She must have exhausted herself over the course of an entire day to get in this bad a shape. I shove some more qi into her and put temporary fixes on some of the worst issues I find. She has a lot of stab wounds in non-fatal areas that have barely started closing. I don’t want to know how she got this good at getting stabbed in places that will allow her to survive.

I slide a small ball of qi through her body, trying to find the best place for her to form a core. Qi is lethal to people that don’t know what to do with the stuff, and if I don’t do this now she will die before the end of the week.

I first try her brain. The qi just sits there, not even moving when I release all control. She isn’t a mental type I conclude, feeling a tinge of disappointment. Her heart starts beating erratically when I let the qi sphere touch its outer edges, so I slide it downwards to her stomach. Of course, it settles in the most boring place possible. I mentally apologise to the girl for what is about to happen to her. I can postpone the true core formation for a few days, so I give the ball of qi a spin. A small rune in the form of a rounded arrow forces the qi to keep moving, preventing it from forming an effective core. She shouldn’t notice anything wrong with her body except for a slight improvement in her physique.

I reach the end of the stairs and am greeted by perfectly square tunnels. Growling noises and barely audible ultrasonic screeches come from further ahead. Dogs and bats in this level?

“I don’t want to fight right now; you take care of them. Thanks to you I have to change all my plans so take responsibility!”

A pair of round, black, and moist eyes stare at me. I grin and wave my hand dramatically. Lines snap into place as I cast my scanning spell. Lola jumps away from a line about to go through her. I grin wider at her and wave her forward. She warily eyes the glowing lines around her, but the spell has filled the entire level by now and winks out of existence. Looking down the tunnel going towards the exit, I see glowing eyes once again.

Squeaking once, Lola gives me one last look before sprinting forward. What follows is a truly impressive sight. Instead of going for the throat like another rabbit I know, she just strategically rams into anything in her way. She seems to be learning fast, her first hit is without any qi. The two-metre high racoon dog stumbles but stays on its feet. The next impact caves in its chest with a white flash.

When we are halfway to the exit Lola comes hopping towards me. She shuffles around a bit, seemingly mentally preparing herself, and looks me in the eyes. She opens her eyes further, making them bigger. She must be begging for a qi petting; her core is nearly empty. She must be using more qi taking down these bigger fellows. I must resist this cuteness; she should work on gathering qi herself. One of her fluffy white ears slowly droops to the side and she slowly tilts her head.

I grumble to myself while rubbing her head with a qi loaded finger. “This is a cuteness overload. It is unfair that this vixen can already manipulate me like this. You are one dangerous rabbit and will someday make a buck either very happy or very scared.”

She tilts her head further under my ministrations and starts rumbling softly. After petting her for a while, I stand up and give her a kick. “Your qi was full ten seconds ago, you shitty rabbit. If even one hair on my body gets bothered by these mutts, I won’t pet you for a week!”

Shouting after the disappearing fluff ball, I keep walking. I kicked her with a slight angle, so she reaches a wall the same moment a bat flies by. She kicks off from the wall and plunges headfirst into her next victim. That was a coincidence, of course, she needs to figure stuff like wall jumping out herself. I did not wish to see a wall jumping rabbit, no, no, she needs to learn this herself, yes, yes.

Done deluding myself, I focus back on the girl over my shoulder. I caught traces of a faint unknown energy in her body a while ago but I can’t seem to get a grasp on it. She has some sort of power flitting throughout her body but it seems to escape direct observation. This reminds me of pure shadow qi. Instead of containing multiple elements at once, this type of qi is formed purely out of elemental darkness particles. A particle of normal qi and shadow qi are the same size, same energy capacity but they are of a wholly different flavour. It seems to elude observation by its very nature.

It makes sense to me, you don’t see shadows, you see a lack of light. A shadow is not directly observable; it is just a gap in a light stream. I can’t gather shadows but I can gather light. I think this also has to do with the fact that one can only see the surface molecules of an opaque object. All the other particles that make up the object never directly bounce back light unless you fracture said object.

So closing my eyes for a bit I retract all my focus from the girl’s body, just passively looking at her through the small connection I still have to the qi inside her. My eyes open wide as I recognize the flow. It might be an energy I don’t know about but the way it flows through her body is a dead giveaway for a shadow affinity. I already suspected that the emotional mana is just a first layer. I already knew that there had to be more to this planet’s energy ecosystem than just emotional linked mana types.

With this in mind, I make a decision. If I can find more of these affinities, I will have to try my plan out after all.

I retract my focus from the girl and passively make some plans as I look at how Lola is doing. It seems like the accidental wall jump gave her some ideas. She is bouncing around the tunnel like a maniac. As we reach another open room I see a rather magnificent sight. A white blur bounces from bat to dog to bat and so on. Within a few dozen seconds the group of a few dozen beasts are dead and done for. Lola hops over and looks at me again.

“Want me to praise you? I’ll start praising you once you don’t waste qi like that. Do you know how inefficient it is to just bludgeon things with non-physical energy? I don’t think you do so let me tell you: it’s extremely inefficient.”

Looking down at her I decide it’s time for the next lesson. Putting the girl down I crouch beside the little rabbit. “Here, feel your fur moving?”

I put a finger on her back and fuse some qi into her fur. “Instead of just throwing out qi, use it on your fur.”

I make some patterns in her fur. I did not write temporary obscenities of course. A rabbit with a big “fuck u” on her side isn’t funny at all. Making the fur form a beard and moustache isn’t hilarious either. I cough and go back to serious business after I stopped giggling. Putting my finger between her ears I gather a lot of qi in the fur of her forehead. She seems intent on continuing her head-butting habit, so I might as well teach how to be better at it. “When you hit someone with your head just pulse this right after impact, okay?”

Feeling for the roots of her fur I use my qi to make all the hairs stand up at once. A microsecond later her forehead poofs up to thrice its usual volume. I lay it flat immediately after and command it to jump upwards again. “Try it out now.”

Blinking a few times, she sits still for a little while. She then disappears with a poof. A white sphere of fur is now acting like a bouncing ball, rebounding at breakneck speeds around me. Scratching my head, I think about how this rabbit never does anything the way I explain it. I pick up the girl and walk on.

Lola’s new attack strategy becomes apparent when we reach another big room filled with dogs and bats. She stops in front of me and pushes against my foot.

“Alright, I’ll stay here and watch you go to town.” Talking to rabbits is healthy right? The way Lola is progressing should allow her to understand human speech in a few years so it’s preparation for that okay?

Any further thoughts are swept away at the sight of a white cannonball obliterating the horde of monsters. If she was a bouncing ball before, she now looks like hyperactive flubber on steroids. Not even ten seconds later the ball deflates and Lola begins stumbling about. Unsteady on her feet, she wobbly makes her way over to me. I smile wryly as I notice that she has used a fraction of the previous qi. With this, the basic rabbit education has been completed. From qi assimilation to basic abilities, body cultivators don’t use fancy techniques, they just need to train in order to control their bodies.

I’m sure all the tamer sects in the Cultivation World would be coughing up rivers of blood at my work ethic. It was taboo for the general public to inject qi into infant animals. The top families and sects had to find some way to keep their position of power, using public opinion to keep the common man weak is effective after all.

I pick her up with my free hand and walk on. There is no big boss on this level and that was the last room. Looking behind me at the twisted remains of the dungeon monsters I decide that maybe having a pet isn’t so bad after all. Let’s go and see what level nine has in store.
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Ialways thought that becoming really super smart would be awesome. Solving mind breaking math problems with little effort, having a photographic memory, these types of things seemed really fricking cool to me. Then I came to the Cultivation World and I could actually become smarter with the help of qi and an unconventional core location. Since then I’ve learned that having an absurdly high IQ isn’t all that it’s cracked up to be.

I think I went insane by the time I had cultivated to the, as I call it, third crunch solid core level. I remember that I once calculated my effective IQ, it netted me a result of around seven hundred. Earth’s IQ system and tests don’t scale that far, but I made some modifications that improved the system. I revelled in the fact that I could count all the blades of grass in a kilometre radius under a millisecond, got immense satisfaction from calculating the millionth digit of pi. I kept all that brainpower active and ready to be used.

I don’t remember much detail from the couple of years after that, but by the time I accidentally got myself sane again half the sects in that world wanted me dead. I had so much thinking power that I couldn’t imagine other people not being this smart. Somewhere in between all the numbers I was crunching and all the data I was analysing, I lost the entirety of my emotional quotient. Stories of the rogue cultivator that miraculously won a tournament without lifting a finger and running off with the prize meant for this or that chosen inner sect disciple circulated the mortal words for many generations after that.

I had started thinking so much I couldn’t do anything else productive. All that mattered was the flow of data; other people were anomalies that didn’t fit into my prediction models and got in the way of efficiency. My rescue came from finding out a way to automate things. Repeatedly locking a piece of my brain away with a simple repetitive task ensured that my IQ slowly dropped until I started thinking properly again. I guess by cultivating my brain I accidentally made myself a mini-singularity, my thinking processes ascended beyond mortal comprehension. By the time I woke from this stupor I had thousands of processes running, multitasking a million tasks a minute.

That’s why I do regular mind maintenance and checks, to prevent myself from becoming too smart for the lower planes. It also explains why I never met another mind cultivator. They must have tried it in the ancient past, causing the practitioners to become insane. They then must have ruled that cultivating the brain leads only to madness.

So if I come across as a dumb retard that can’t see what’s in front of his eyes. It’s because I don’t want to become a raving lunatic out of touch with the world again. So I keep myself a bit dumb. Taking into account the fact that my solid core is minuscule, my total IQ would be nearing two hundred. I have a minimum of a quarter of my mind locked up in automation.

One of my favourite ways to remain sane is automated planning. I allow a large part of my mind access to all the information on a certain subject and let the process slowly figure stuff out. Money making opportunities, information analysis, potential enemy categorization, I have been doing these kinds of things since I reached the core forming stage.

That’s why when Lola saved the girl I could throw the majority of my plans in the trash and had to think up a whole new set of plans. Significant and meaningful contact with the indigenous population this early was so unlikely and unwanted I hadn’t even started thinking about potential consequences yet. I have a choice to make: do I continue on my path of a one-person exploration team like the previous world, or do I want more people contact. My plan-making process told me to kill the girl. It was simply too early to bother with this stuff. It deemed personal strength and safety a much higher priority than a bystander’s life. I disagree with this analysis and now I must stalk and kidnap more people for my new plan to work.

“Speaking of work, you did good on this level so far, but I am not helping you with these bosses. Figure out how to take them down safely yourself.”

Lola’s left eye twitches. Ha-ha, I can see through you, you simple creature. The tenth floor is a recap of all that came before, except for the weird gold level. Big racoon doggies, gnolls, bats, and spiders, this level has them all. I don’t need to lift a finger to handle these beasties. My murder fur ball takes them all down with commendable efficiency. She has figured out how to use the fur on her paws as a springboard by the time we are halfway to the exit. She now extends the fur on the bottom of her hind feet proportional to the extension of her limb. She’s jumping with telescoping stilts.

We are now in front of the boss room. One of each animal is standing in the middle of the room, each one has differently coloured stripes running over their bodies. The dog has a red line on its muzzle and head, like a racing stripe. Faint flickers of fire can be seen. The spider has shiny grey-tipped legs, the gnoll has dark blue and lighter green stripes crisscrossing its body, and the bat is a spotty dark and light brown.

“Kill the tall guy first. Positive anger and recklessness seems a dangerous combination.”

I keep standing in the doorway, enjoying the show while Lola prepares. I sense her with some qi and see that she is circulating her own qi through her legs. She suddenly disappears when she has three-quarters of her total qi infused in her hind legs. Taking the strengths and weaknesses of all involved into account, this should be a tough fight for Lola.

Keeping an eye on her I look over her progress. She is starting to move her qi along with her movements. The moment her feet leave the ground she jerks all the qi forward, giving herself a little extra speed and readying her noggin for the coming impact. I barely see the gnoll dodge. Lola flies over his head, flips herself in the air and smacks into the opposite wall. The other beasts start moving too, the bat charges without finesse, the spider’s legs start glowing grey and the dog catches completely on fire.

I make a mini qi tornado in my brain and the world slows down as my brain speeds up. The dog snarls in slow motion while Lola has jumps towards the ceiling. The gnoll is waving a staff around, gathering two-toned streams of mana. The bat receives a kick. Lola is spicing things up! No longer a head-butt maniac, I’m truly proud of… hmm, I can now see that the kick was an accident. The ceiling was too smooth and Lola couldn’t find any grip. She basically slipped and fell from the ceiling, accidentally kicking the bat into a pulp while flailing about.

The gnoll is now spinning his staff around, streaks of blue and green following the gnarled wood. The hottest new item, the dog on fire, has done nothing so far except for spreading a pleasant barbeque scent. The spider skitters towards the tangled-up bat remains and a certain rabbit, grey tipped legs now leaving a small trail of glittering dust.

The bat explodes into a fine mist. Lola’s fur is standing straight up again. She slims down just in time for the spider to reach her. Four sharp spider spikes are dodged by a narrow margin. Make that margin bigger next time stupid rabbit, one spider leg grazes a fluffy ear. Small grey sparkles are now clinging to the furry appendage; they seem to be turning her fur into metal somehow. Lola jumps away but the graze distracts her enough that she took her eyes off the dog.

“WOOOOF!”

A bark and a whooshing flame sound later, half the room is on fire. Dark red flames lick the wall, roasting the bats remains but not phasing Lola at all. Fur isn’t just a good shock absorber, all the air trapped in between those hairs prevent any short-term heat damage. Luckily she saw it coming, closed her eyes and laid her ears flat. So far she managed to kill everything here in one hit, how will she react to something that can fight back?

She gets pissed, it seems. A white glow shines through the dissipating smoke.

“SQUEEEECK!”

A high and piercing yell cuts through the din of battle. I take a step to my right in order to dodge the flying flaming dog. It has a really big dent in the side of its head. I look back just in time to witness an angry rabbit exploding through the abdomen of the spider, pulling a spray of black and grey ichor behind her. The spider drops immediately, the missing half of its body and oozing goo. The gnoll has finished waving its staff around and has gathered an impressive amount of magical mojo. The moment it opens its mouth its head disappears. I barely catch the action and replay it in my mind a few times to catch all the details.

Does this rabbit insist on pissing me off? She somehow grew a glowing horn ON HER FUCKING FOREHEAD. I have to spend quite a bit of effort to keep my face neutral. I do allow a frown to form as I direct my gaze towards Lola. Her eyes have a fierce glow, reflecting the shining light of her FUCKING FOREHEAD HORN. Standing amidst a few piles of scorched meat and various liquid sprays, the bright fluffy creature looks like an otherworldly being. Instead of just reinforcing her head, she is using qi to form a construct. Similar to the spear I conjured when killing the wasp, it has a triangular structure and is half the length of her body.

“Are you a uni-rabbit or something? That horn looks ridiculous, keeping it out only wastes qi.” Her horn fades in a sparkle of glowing particles.

“Don’t pull that thing out in front of me, it seriously pisses me off.” I grab the stupid rabbit, haul the unconscious girl with me and walk to the exit on the opposite side of the room’s entrance. “You did good though. While it looks retarded, that’s a good finishing move you made.”

Lola’s qi reserves are near empty again. I walk into the last tunnel while scratching her between the ears. She will need to figure out a better way to gather qi, her lungs just don’t have enough volume to gather mana efficiently. Finishing a fight empty of energy is asking to be killed when you are going solo. Heartcore cultivators are pretty bad at external techniques, and she wasted a lot of power just keeping the horn materialized. On the positive side, she is a lot better at fighting while empty, she has a much larger percentage of her qi reinforcing her body.

“It really looks retarded though…”

The tunnel ends in a small room with two doors. One contains a set of stairs going down while the right doorframe is filled with blackness. I’m guessing that it’s a portal to the lobby. Pushing qi through it disconnects it from me. I don’t feel like walking all the way back up again, I would have to run my arse off to get there before daybreak.

Blindly jumping into any kind of portal is a really stupid thing to do, but luckily I am not the smartest person around. I stick my hand through the inky door. I pull it back and my hand tingles like it’s asleep. It’s completely stripped of qi. This could be a problem.

I breathe out the majority of my power, focussing it in front of my face. Compressing it to a point gives me a white marble. I touch it with my ring and place it inside. Putting Lola to my chest, she gets sucked in the necklace around my neck. Shifting the girl over my shoulder again I step through the door.

I nearly faint when I step into the spotless lobby. There is not a single shred of energy in my body. It’s like I freshly arrived here all over again with one single difference. My solid core. Breathing in deeply, I rip the mana from the air and gather enough qi to operate my spatial ring. Five breaths later I have enough and use it all to retrieve the white marble. I need to hurry up, I feel the girl’s heart rate dropping fast. I pop the white pill in my mouth and suck on it. It releases its contents at the closest place to my core I can get to, the back of my throat.

My dizziness fades as my core space fills with power once again. The moment I have some to spare I shove it into the girl over my shoulder. The core prevention rune I put on her is gone too. I remake that along with a sleep rune, a simple array of three ‘Z’ letters getting smaller. I set it to make her sleep for two days after some quick math. I mentally shout a bit at the qi to heal her. She should be all fixed up by the time she wakes up.

I walk out of the dungeon and make my way through the dark streets. I recall the data I have gathered on this city; my mental processes have been processing it this whole time. I check a certain mental storage space and look for convenient hiding places. An abandoned attic with a swivel window in the trade district comes up as number one. It’s on the way to the south gate, so I start walking.

I sense a wave of power coming from the necklace. Lola has finally figured out that you can use qi for more things than attacking or creating god damn fucking horns on foreheads and is now sensing the environment through the necklace. Body cultivators have a harder time using their heartcore to control qi outside of their bodies, but they can do it after some practice. I pick up my pace as my core gets partially filled again, the marble in my mouth slowly growing smaller.

The attic windows don’t even have a lock. As I hoist the bonelessly flopping girl through the opening I take a look at the interior. Dusty as hell, it seems to be used as storage for old furniture. I lay the sleeping form on the best-looking couch after sweeping the dust away with a gust of qi. I then form a small circle made from power. I clear my mind and begin mentally shouting at it.

‘THERE IS NOTHING HERE, NOTHING TO SEE HERE, MOVE ALONG PEOPLE, MOVE ALONG!’

I place the qi ring gently on her sternum after channelling my best cop impression for a minute. People can now sit on the couch and not notice the sleeping kidnap victim. Looking over the entire scene, I use some qi to spread the dust evenly, wiping away my footsteps and covering the couch in a fine layer again. I jump through the window, letting it fall shut. I nearly land on an early rising group of people, making myself unnoticeable just in time.

While leaving the group murmuring about that strange gust of wind, I make my way over to the gate I entered the city through. While walking I spread my spiritual sense though the entire city. I’m looking for more people that have a similar affinity to the sleeping girl. It takes a while as I slow down to a leisurely walk. I have located a few hundred people with odd energy signatures flitting through their bodies by the time I reach the city gate. The guards on duty all look at me and I do an admirable job of ignoring them.

I decide to stretch my limbs a bit, so I bring Lola out and look at her. Without saying anything I pump qi through my legs and start running south. With the wind whipping through my hair and Lola sprinting here and there I start thinking about what I need. First I need more qi. I can make mana tornadoes, but that is conspicuous as hell. I don’t believe nobody sensed those power up moments of mine. Second is an item I can make with just about any object as a base. Third is… kidnapping people! This is going to be the first time I will wilfully commit such a crime. I can’t wait.
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Ilove running. Pumping my legs to an internal rhythm while playing some music in my mind from memory. I can simply focus on moving my body to the beat and stop thinking for once. Squinting my eyes against the wind I take stock of my surroundings. I’m running over flat grasslands, going back south. I have left the road and made a detour around the inn. The sun has started peeking over the horizon, lighting up shards of fog still clinging to the grass.

I will need an artefact for the next step in my plan. I’m not talking about my priority list. That is just a global living guideline. The plan I’m working on right now is something that I never needed to do before. I don’t have enough qi to enact it though, so I will have to fix that. I send more qi into my body and speed up. Lola is keeping up with ease.

Body cultivators - I call them heartcores - integrate their qi into their fleshy body. Mind cultivators or braincores like me have the biggest qi pools but their bodies are barely any stronger. I need to manually apply reinforcement to muscle groups in order to produce impressive feats of strength. Normal cultivators have their core in their dantian, I call them gutcores, and are a bit of both, able to produce magic combined with average strengthened physique. Qi users going the body cultivation route have the majority of their total qi locked inside their flesh, bones, skin and organs. This qi is not available for conscious usage by the cultivator, something I call structural, or deactivated qi. Heartcore cultivators can use a little bit of power to aid certain fighting skills, but they won’t be performing any grand spell works anytime soon.

This all means that Lola in her normal state can beat the crap out of me. I need to rely on other tricks in order to beat someone like her. She might be stronger than me but if I suspend her in a network of qi wires she wouldn’t have any leverage to reach me. This means any team of practitioners would ideally have at least one of each. That way they can compensate for each other’s weaknesses.

I break away from this train of thought when the forest comes into view again. Slowing down, I start a casual jog. A white flash passes just in front of me. A certain rabbit seems to be having fun jumping off of tree trunks like a ping-pong ball. I reach a recognizable clearing by the time I’ve started working up a slight sweat. Lola isn’t even breathing harder. Stupid cheating horn-toting piece of adorable fluff.

I slow down even further as I detect various living beings in the clearing. I jump into a tree and traverse the last few metres to the edge of the woods jumping from branch to branch. I spot a colourful hodgepodge of wildlife chilling on the grass when I hear a snap and a squeak. Looking behind me, I see Lola tumbling down, taking a branch filled with square and purple leaves to the ground with her. Just as I want to scold the stupid thing for giving our position away, I feel a myriad of gazes peering at me.

The entire group of funky wildlife is staring at me. They don’t do anything else; they don’t even stand up. I blink my eyes a couple of times and drop to the ground. Their gazes follow me as I walk around the edge of the clearing, their necks and head the only things moving. This is really weird. What is going on here.

On a whim, I simulate some fear. My eyes grow wide and my eyebrows reach for the sky as I observe a slow movingly blue vortex centred in the open space. Did I create a permanent mana phenomenon? How much am I fucking up this region? Are these animals going to become much stronger thanks to this mana hotspot?

I shake my head and decide to make the most of the situation. My core is running on fumes now, there is no liquid qi left in the tank, I used it all during my sprint. Looking over the animals, I find a path to the centre that is fairly unobstructed. I walk slowly through the horde of animals.

“Lola, come here for a bit.”

The white bunny slowly hops my way. I reach the clearing centre and sit down. I pat my leg and Lola nuzzles up to me. I grab her and place her in my lap. Looking her in the eyes, I take a deep breath, filtering out any mana before breathing it out. She seems to get the hint after a minute of demonstrative breathing and her nose starts twitching slower as she takes deeper breaths.

I breathe out the last of my qi, forming a circle around me.

‘DON’T TOUCH. JUST CHILL. BE COOL. DON’T COME OVER!’

The thin circle of qi shimmers and changes slightly, settling on top of the grass. Closing my eyes, I re-enact the scene that happened here the day before yesterday. A swirl of mana starts gathering around me. I simulate all the emotions I have categorised so far, keeping an eye on the amount of elemental mana that is circling me. I could automate the emotions with mental processes, but that would leave me an emotionless husk. That would probably be the beginning of my second insanity episode.

I exert more mental force, forcing the mana to gather faster. I do some fine tuning, pulling on the wood element less (We are in a forest after all.), and pulling harder on the rest. Taking deep breaths of the mana laden air I feel my core slowly filling up again. Sending some of the new qi into the vortex speeds up the process some more. A small part of my mind is keeping tabs on Lola; she seems to be getting the hang of it. Her breathing is getting deeper and slowing down even further. Can animals meditate? Is there an instinct that promotes peace of animal mind?

I shake my head and focus on my own breathing. The animals closest to me all stood up and moved back, creating a clear space around me. I can feel more animals from across the forest moving this way. Feeling the mana rush to my brain with every breath, I grasp all the qi in my core and squeeze. I form a minuscule drop that immediately gravitates towards my core, hugging it closely. The tornado raging around me grows even bigger, channelling more mana my way.

Just ten minutes later my core is full again. Packed to the brim with liquid qi. I keep on breathing mana, increasing the qi pressure. The moment I feel my core slowly growing I lose my grip on the mana swirling around me, causing it to fly away from my centrifugal grip. The bunny on my lap looks at me. I wash some qi over her body and see that her qi density has improved. My qi filled petting will be a lot less effective now. A few hours in the mana dense part of the clearing will allow her to form a solid core, but it’s a bit early for that. Taking a last deep breath, I stand up and look around. An entire zoo worth of animals is staring at me. The blue bear I saw a few days ago is there too. Even weirder beasts have gathered now. I spot a green striped tiger with ant legs standing next to a monkey-faced sheep.

Shaking my head for a third time, I walk towards the south. The animals slowly make a path, peacefully getting out of my way. Was I a beast tamer in a previous life? Maybe I got a cheat skill from a loli goddess when I entered the planet. Looking back and flaring some emotions I see that the faint mana tornado is still there. I look at it for a couple of seconds, measuring the mana density as precisely as I can. I sense the mana concentration vanishing extremely slowly. Extrapolating the data point lets me calculate that it will disappear in a few weeks. I will have to measure it again when I return to the city to improve this prediction.

A grey striped cat with shiny antlers steps out of my way and I’m free from the weird silent encirclement. Lola is timidly following me, shooting furtive glances everywhere. The moment I reach the trees I wave goodbye to the gathered mute group of beasts and start jogging again. Next destination, the mountains.

Another half hour of jogging later I reach the village. I skirt around it with a wide margin. Just as I am catching my stride again my qi radar finds an anomaly. A ridiculous mana hotspot has intruded on my senses. This couldn’t be the tree, right? I increase my pace and reach my previous camping spot. At least, I reach what is left of my camping spot. The tree I used for shelter and simple conversation has grown twice its original width. It is also chock full of elemental mana.

An idea forms in my mind: maybe I don’t need to go to the mountains after all. The tree was a mighty specimen when I found it first, and now it seems to radiate a feeling of power, further enhancing its imposing size. It isn’t leaking any power, but the circle I drew must have filled the tree to capacity, shifting its growth process into high gear. A smile forms on my face as I realise what I have to do.

I walk closer and place a hand on the trunk. The tree is indeed filled with mana. I sense some qi around the tree’s base and find my mana gathering circle perfectly preserved inside the wood. My blood has dried up by now, but the tree has formed cavities around my drawing. The function of the circle seems to have transferred to these cavities, taking over the job as catalyst. I sink my consciousness into the tree and prepare.

Forcing the mana together one by one is not going to work. I can only keep one emotion in my mind at a time, else my mana sense becomes very blurry. I will have to do something slightly dangerous here.

Double-checking all my understanding of this world’s elemental mana system, I make a nice little mental table.
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There, isn’t it nice to have things neatly organised? It’s probably not fully correct but it represents my own understanding of this system to the best of my abilities. Now for the dangerous part. I take a small chunk of my mind and divide it into ten pieces. Each piece gets a singular emotion assigned to it. I do it as quickly as I can, creating a new process that contains a timed self-destruct command as a safety measure. I feel my mind growing flatter with each emotion I lock up. This is not good for my mental health, so I should hurry.

The tree in front of me starts blazing in colours the moment I do this. First shades of green, then red, yellow, grey and blue. The proud rainbow tree is a truly magnificent sight. At least, it would be if I wasn’t an emotionless calculator now. I feel wrong in the head, layers are stripped away and a cold frost starts coating my mind. I immediately command all the mana in the tree to merge, using my locked-up emotions as a focus. I feel resistance, and the mana slips my grasp.

With an unintelligible shout, I rip the emotional cluster apart, warmth and a bigger perspective filling my head once again. That was very uncomfortable. I feel something poking my leg and a glance down shows me a freaking out Lola. I pet her a bit, calming down from that ordeal.

“Haaah, that was not pleasant. Maybe I should ask first?”

Scratching the fur ball between the ears I place my hand on the tree again and inject some qi.

“Yo, tree, let me do my thing for a bit. You’ll love it, I promise.”

I feel something like grateful anger?

“Yeah, I should have asked first, but have I ever done anything bad to you?”

I send some indignant vibes the tree’s way. In response, I get a deep sense of loneliness. Must be hard being the only slightly sentient tree in the entire forest.

“I know it’s hard to imagine, but would you like to see some other places?”

I get a feeling of confusion back. Never talk to trees about places other than its own spot in the forest. I have a fix for that though. I focus and send images to the tree. Images of wonders such as the glowing tower being lit up by the rising sun. Images of mountains, rivers, man-made wonders from another planet. I simply flood the poor perennial plant with a mind-boggling array of sights, from this world and the previous.

The tree goes completely silent. It seems to be thinking on a very deep level.

“Did I break you? Don’t think too hard about it, kay? Let me do this one thing and you will understand.”

More silence. I sense movement below me and see Lola nuzzling the tree. Her head is glowing faintly, sending some qi into the air and the tree. I sense some form of communication of a much more primal level going on. It seems like a week-old rabbit and a smart tree are at the same level of consciousness. Neat!

This conversation goes on for a few minutes. I can only vaguely sense intent being sent both ways. Then the tree opens up to me. I don’t know what Lola said but it was very effective. The tree reveals its all, laying itself bare under my hands.

“Thanks to both of you. This might feel uncomfortable but bear with it for a bit.”

I immediately get to work. The moment I have my emotions locked away I roar at the mana inside the tree.

‘MERGE YOU FUCKING INGRATES. GET TOGETHER. LIGHT AND DARK, THEN ALL TOGETHER YOU SHITTY EXCUSE FOR A MAGICAL SOURCE!’

Then the tree explodes in a haze of light. A massive wave of newly formed qi careens away from the glowing bark. My spiritual sense expands upwards, riding the cresting qi wave. I let it expand for a bit before exerting my control. I pull all of it back into the tree, letting it settle inside each branch and leaf. With relief, I free my emotions again while gritting my teeth.

“Hold onto your horse. This is going to be difficult!”

I take every speck of qi under my control, and I freeze it in place, keeping it stationary on a molecular level. Then I squeeze. The tree shudders and I get showered in leaves. A pressure starts building in my mind, and I pump a quarter of my liquid qi into my brain, spinning it around. With improved mental faculties I squeeze again. I force each bit of qi closer together, instead of pushing from the outside I force every particle to the middle of the tree at once while keeping their relative positions the same, only decreasing the distance between every particle.

The tree continues to shudder, but I start to feel the molecules giving way. Pain starts blooming in my mind but I keep on squeezing. I’m basically trying to make the tree smaller from the inside out. Locking the internal qi into a grid causes it to latch on to the nearest atomic particle. Bringing my qi closer together all at once drags these molecules along. I just formed this qi, so it’s mine to control. I believe this, and thus it is so. Firming my conviction, I push it all together at once while I funnel some more qi into my brain. The tree starts shuddering for real now, its molecules want to escape this suffocating grip, but I don’t let them. I feel something wet flow over my lips but ignore my bleeding nose the best I can.

Slowly but surely the tree starts giving way to my will and belief. The tree seems to dance in place, jumping around under the internal stresses. I have half of my qi swirling through my head by the time the tree has halved in size. It slowly shrinks under my iron-willed command. I trickle more qi into my head only when the pain starts distracting me from my work. I got it to a quarter of its original size now and have three-quarters of my qi pounding through my mind. All my other senses fade away as I focus solely on the tree. Something snaps and the tree’s physical form pushes back a little less.

The tree is hand-span-big half an hour later. It feels like I’ve been at this for years though. The physical density of the compressed tree is starting to reach a limit. Molecules are made up of loads of empty space, but compressing them like this is not natural and thus not easy. I will have to squeeze this tree enough to start nearing its Schwarzschild radius. I need to get this thing to black hole levels of compactness.

Physical laws are funny things. On earth, these things are like absolutes. No matter how hard you try, things will fall down just short of ten metres per second per second until terminal velocity is reached near sea level. No amounts of wishful thinking, yelling or technology is going to change that. It all changes when you bring magic into the mix. Physical laws become suggestions when you have the power to flatten mountain ranges and change a planetoid’s orbit using qi. The thing I’m currently suggesting to the laws of this universe is that this tree doesn’t fit. There is too much tree in too small a space.

With a pop, the tree shrinks down to a few centimetres. Its roots have long since been pulled from the ground and a complete miniature tree is floating in front of my face. I can’t sense any power emanating from it, it seems like a delicately made model. Sending my spiritual sense into the wood tells me a different story. The entire tree is still there, but also not there. The universe gave way to my idea and transported the majority of said tree to its own little space. Peeking inside shows me a white glowing tree hanging in a dark void. I take the small thing in my hands.

“I’ll send you some earth.”

I scoop up a hand of loose dirt, letting it fall inside the tree. Similar to my spatial ring and taming necklace, inside the small model exists a little spatial pocket that I can send stuff into. The dirt splatters all over its glowing branches. The clods of earth fall down hesitatingly, clinging to the tree’s roots. With a tired smile on my face, I start scooping up big loads of earth, sending it inside the pocket dimension. Looking inside I see the tree starting to acclimatize to its new surroundings. The mana gathering circle is now being used as a qi making factory. I tiredly feel some emotions and see colourful swirls of mana rushing into the necklace. This will slow down once the entire space inside is saturated.

I look around and see Lola staring wide-eyed at me from a couple of metres back. I grin and continue scooping dirt on the miniature. I feel exhausted by the time the tree has enough dirt to cover up its roots. I look at the hole the tree left behind, now getting deeper by my hands. Five metres down I send qi into the surrounding earth. I manipulate it to form a little cave, leaving a little entrance for Lola and compressing the walls to prevent it from collapsing. I put the tree on the ground and form a slab on the opposite side of the little room. With a satisfied smile, I lay myself down and sleep.
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Aglowing red mist hangs around me. My heart is twisting in relief and guilt as I watch two faces fade away into the red haze.

With a jolt, I wake up and sit upright. I feel something launch off my chest, followed by a high-pitched yell. It’s pitch black around me. What is happening? My confusion fades as I take stock of my surroundings after shoving some qi in my eyes. I’m underground.

Yeah, I made a small cave underground before taking a nap, how did I get transported to a massive gaping cavern? Looking upwards, I see a small pinprick of light. Looking downwards, I see a little tree standing in the middle of the bowl-shaped floor and a sulking rabbit. The rabbit I understand; she must have been sleeping on my chest. The tree is the problem here. Walking towards the middle of the cavern I see the tree in the middle of a slow-motion dirt spiral.

Taking another look around and a few calculations tell me that this tree must have absorbed five hundred thousand cubic metres of dirt by now. My compressed earth bed is still intact, how did this tree dig the ground from under me without me noticing? Forcing the tree into a usable artefact must have taken a bigger toll on me than I thought. I must have been deeply asleep for a while.

I pick up the tree with a stand of qi. Floating it over to me it seems no different from yesterday. That ends as soon as I shove some spiritual sense into it. Pushing myself in further, I see the glowing tree, a blue sky, and a massive plane of dirt. I need to put some controls on this thing, if I leave it alone who knows, it might even swallow up the entire planet after a few thousand millennia.

Tutting at the over-ambitious tree, I pull my necklace over my head. The flat black sphere reflects the single point of light while the finely wrought chain glitters softly. Plucking the tree from the air, I talk to it.

“Good job, not killing me overnight…”

An awkward silence lingers for a while.

“I got this neat necklace with a ton of fancy functions. You want in?”

A white trickle of qi flows from the tree, gingerly exploring the necklace. I grab Lola and shove her inside.

“See how it works? Can you integrate these functions?”

The tree understands because I’m talking while keeping in contact with some qi, ideas and concepts are more important like this than the words I choose to say. I pull Lola out of the necklace; I don’t want her turning into minced meat while the artefact is changing. I feel her nibbling on my calves as she shows her irritation. I ignore her and after a minute the tree starts shaking. Taking that as consent, I lay the tree on top of the oblate spheroid. I am blinded by a flash of light.

A millisecond later my eyes adjust again, and I see a thing of beauty. An incredibly detailed tree seems to be merging with, or coming out of the hanger. Parts black relief and parts natural miniature bark, the entire crown has flattened to follow the spheroid shape. Minuscule leaves adorn the branches, too small for a mortal’s eye to see. I push my entire being into the necklace and the cave around me disappears with a rushing feeling.

I pop back into existence a few metres away from the big tree. I gambled that I could enter the necklace but wasn’t completely sure. It was a partial leap of faith. If I had pushed myself into the necklace previously, it would have ended pretty badly. Try shoving a human into a box less than a metre wide. I would have broken various bones at the very least and more than likely lost some limbs on the way there. The tree obviously used the necklace to steady the foundations of its own pocket dimension, so it was a pretty safe gamble. Sending some qi out around me I notice that the earth layer is just a few metres thick. I can’t see the edge but I feel it a few hundred metres away from me.

All in all, this is pretty neat. I didn’t want to make any high-level artefact, they just create dependency, but this end result is even better than the plan I had in mind. And I’ll get to do gardening, all the time. I will repeat that for you. I can do gardening all the time. I might not look like it, but growing magical herbs, fruits and various plants is a big hobby of mine. After a thousand years of wandering the Cultivation World, I had started little gardens everywhere. Any special spot with a special type of Dao or qi I could find has been turned into small gardens by me.

I will have to fix the lighting issue first though. The tree gives off a white glow, but plants can’t live of spiritual light alone. I sink into my mind and call up everything I know about how stars function. I drag up every little scrap of knowledge I still retain about thermonuclear fusion, the spectrum of radiation that stars usually put out and the filtering mechanics of an atmosphere. Helium and hydrogen fusing together giving off various types of radiation. With all this knowledge in mind, I create a small sphere of qi and shove all I recall into it.

I analyse the yellow light given off by the small sphere. I tweak it a bit, reducing some ultraviolet and non-visible radiation, while boosting every other but green. I know that light useful for photosynthesis should be in the four hundred and seven hundred nanometre wavelength range, but I am not powerful enough to interact with physics on such a nanoscopic scale yet. I will simply have to wing it and adjust as time goes by.

I let the Tree have a good look at the construct and I feel a sense of approval radiating from it. The tree seems to like it so other plants will probably enjoy it too. I make a copy and send it high in the sky, fixing it in place. I give the original one to the tree and release my control. The tree absorbs it and takes control of the light source overhead. A few seconds later the sky is filled with miniature suns. The tree has started glowing a very faint shade of gold. It’s pretty neat that it’s learning at this quick of a pace.

Grinning I rub my spatial ring. There are a ton of seeds in there. At first, I thought they would be useless in this world as they need qi to grow, but the air inside the necklace is dense with power. Sensing the energies around me I notice that the tree has started leaving its fingerprints on the qi in this space. It’s starting to get a nature and plant life type of vibe, ideal for growing magical plants. I will have to find extreme examples of elements and place them in the ground in order to grow special type flora.

I giggle a bit and do a little dance as I take out a variety of seeds. I divide the growing circle of earth into quarters. I make a small connection with the tree, letting it know what I am doing. It absentmindedly agrees, its limited conscious still too caught up in its sudden change of being. I compress some earth to form circling footpaths, connecting them with paths like a wheel’s spokes. Crouching down and rubbing the earth between my fingers dampens my enthusiasm a bit. The earth is nothing special yet, slightly nutrient deprived and wholly mundane. It will need to soak in this qi atmosphere for a bit longer in order to become good growing ground.

I can start planting the simplest herbs though, so I create concentric plant beds, dividing them up with small walkways. I poke a hole in the soil with my finger and drop the seeds in, one by one. First I plant some Sunrise Misty Dew, or healing flower as I like to call it. Make a paste of its leaves and even a top-tier cultivator heals a little bit faster after applying the stuff. Next is the Harbinger grass, aka good-smelling grass, ideal for making fragrant soaps, or good smelling clothes. Deep Flame Weed, aka pepper, goes next, followed by the Mystical Heavenly Fragrance Grass. I like to call that one basil. Delicious with tomatoes and fresh cheese.

Seeing a pattern yet? I’m sure that all those impressive sounding names have a ton of symbolism and deep meaning behind them, but they are such irritating names to say. The rest of my seeds are all higher tier and need specialized or just denser qi. A flash of light halfway through the planting process tells me that Lola managed to find the trick to entering this pocket dimension. She looks at what I’m doing. Seeing me playing around in the dirt with a smile on my face must have scared her away, and she is nuzzling the tree now. The tree forms a little alcove in its bark, allowing Lola a small place to relax. By the time I’m done with planting I hear a slow rhythmic breathing coming from her, the small rabbit deeply asleep.

“All right tree, you should think of a name for yourself soon. I’ll only give you one if you can’t come up with something good. Names have power you know.”

I look around for a bit. The grass I had stored inside the necklace somehow got transported here. Small tufts of grass cover the large stretch of naked dirt here and there. A small golden thread of qi flows from the tree to one such patch. The power plucks some from the earth and carefully transplants it in a barren area of soil. I nod in approval at the tree’s gardening efforts.

Spreading my spiritual sense, I feel for the exit. The tree itself is a nexus point for entering and exiting the dimensional space. This way it can expand outwards endlessly, the additional space supported by the growing amount of qi the tree has under its control.

“I’m going back to the city now. I’ll send over some grass and various plant life. Just plant them where you think is best. I’ll also send you water if I can find a water source. You know about islands?”

The tree sends a form of “no” to my mind. In response, I send it the meaning of the word island and some images. I also send general information about buildings. I do want a nice place to sleep and chill somewhere.

“Could you plant about half the surface with grass? You are a spirit of nature, so I trust your landscaping skills. Just leave enough empty room for some buildings.”

I feel the tree’s mind churning over this new information.

“It’s a big world out there, and you’ve got lots to learn. Lola can show you how to sense the outside world from here when she wakes up. Later!”

With another flash, I push myself through the tree and appear upside down in the cave. Smacking my head on the ground I curse inwardly while clambering to my feet. Always check your local fucking orientation. The necklace fell upside down in the dirt when I entered it, and thus I exited it upside down. I pat the loose dirt from my clothes and look up.

The ceiling seems a few hundred metres high, maybe a little over half a kilometre? Packing the earth beneath my feet down tight I sink through my knees and pour qi into my legs. I aim for the pinprick of light and jump. Squinting my eyes at the rush of air I see the light becoming bigger. I form a dense circle of qi around me and shout at it to grab the air. Mind cultivators can fly the earliest, but the most I can do at the moment is shove air around to adjust my trajectory a bit. I’m not flying, I’m falling with style!

The ceiling is getting closer awfully fast now, so I shape the qi ball around me into a pointed spear as I shove more air behind me. A second later, I burst majestically from the ground, loose clods of dirt and ripped roots flying all around me. The hollow cave underneath me is massive, so I use up a bit of energy to launch myself away from my exit point. The entire area is filled with a thin film of qi and I decide that it’s a dumb idea to leave it behind. It has a slight nature scent to it, and I flood it with my own qi and rip it away from the cavern.

Seeing the ground sink in, I turn around and sprint back. Looking over my shoulder, I see a very weird sight. Trees are starting to sink into the ground as they fall into the massive circular depression. Roots seem to hold the topsoil together and a minute later I’m looking at a tree and grass filled bowl half a kilometre deep. Trees stick up perpendicular from the hole, creating a dense mass of crushed leaves and branches in the middle.

I have seen a variety of streams crossing through the forests around me, but this will likely become a lake. It will be the first one I have seen so far. I remember a stream a little further south and I set off walking that way. As I start walking I create a gardening shovel from my qi. I dig up a bunch of grasses and shove them in the necklace. Any interesting plant I come across gets dug up too.

A nice stroll later, I’m standing on the shore of a small brook. It’s more than a stream but not quite a river. Pulling the necklace over my head I hold it in the clear water. I feel curiosity from the necklace, so I tell it to absorb the water. I see the water level dropping as the tree gives off faint hints of enthusiasm. Barely sentient beings are truly the cutest. They don’t have the capacity for scheming and backstabbing, just curiosity and instinct.

I drop the necklace in the water while keeping a qi thread attached. Sitting myself down on the shore, I start meditating for a bit.

The sun is starting to reach the horizon again by the time I open my eyes. The little riverbed is four times as deep as before, made up of solid earth. The tree has absorbed all the mud and river rocks too. I pull the necklace back to my hand. A small trickle of water makes its way across the barren riverbed. It will be back to a normal little river in a while, I reckon.

Thinking the tree might get lonely in there, I shape a thin sheet of qi. A tree with unidentified fruits is standing beside the river and seems like a prime kidnap target. I create a curved surface from glimmering power and give it a sharp edge. I shove it under the tree, severing its roots at a metre’s length. I cover the tree in qi and pull it inside the necklace. Instead of letting go immediately, I follow its dimensional hopping path so I can see what my tree will do with it.

Introducing a new tree in this tree dimension gives me a conundrum though. Not all trees are grown equal but how do I separate my tree from all the others? It’s decided then, the centre point of my personal pocket dimension is capital ‘T’ Tree from now on, the rest can remain uncapitalised trees.

The fruit tree seems awfully small when it appears in front of my glowing Tree. I sense some joy from my garden guardian, and it moves it to the side, placing it in a quadrant next to my herbs. Beside my Tree is now a small pond with a variety of reeds tastefully decorating it. Two small rivers flow from the pond, dumping extra water around its earthen island base. Beyond the earth is a bigger circle of water. It’s not a sea yet, but we’ll get there eventually. Don’t ask me how it’s all floating there in the void of space. It’s magic. At least the grass is coming along nicely, it’s covering a growing circle around the Tree.

Nature’s very nature might be savage, but it also has tons of beauty. Elevating any type of plant to semi-conscious levels instils a certain natural instinct, allowing them to make beautiful landscapes that have this natural beauty in spades.

I gained a lot this day and got to do some gardening, so with a happy smile on my face I start walking back to the city. I do take care to not include any insects, animals or living beings bigger than bacteria inside Tree’s dimension. I do not want qi-powered beetles becoming a plague or some ant queen becoming sapient and taking over. That may come later when Tree is powerful enough to regulate and cull those type of beings. Meanwhile, I snatch up a wide variety of grasses, plants, pretty stones and trees as I continue walking.




 

Chapter eighteen

[bookmark: ncx_entry_3314e9f3-cf6b-4f56-9068-c1e4d750701b]
[bookmark: _Toc13695435][bookmark: _Toc16883400]Snatch 

Looking over a horde of animals peacefully coexisting and chilling is weird. The lamb will lie down with the lion, am I right? The group of animals in the clearing has grown, and now more than half the space is occupied by weird animal bodies. Starlight shining from above further enhances this surreal sight.

Shaking myself free from this biblical scene of peacefulness I measure the faint mana vortex. My prediction was pretty spot on; it will be gone in a little over two weeks. A few of the beasties have noticed me and are staring at me again. On a whim I extend a qi thread to a buff looking bird with hedgehog spikes, touching it between its eyes. I send it a mental question mark. Open ended questions work best in situations like these.

Not expecting an answer, I shiver a bit as I feel a predatory mind trying to communicate with me. A feeling of awe and reverence flows through the temporary connection. A feeling of being higher?

A thunderbolt strikes through my mind. I was about to ascend to a higher plane when I got bitch slapped to this place. The fact that higher planes exist must mean that there are lower planes too. My mind races and I come to the conclusion that I must have descended. First, I thought I ended up in a side grade, instead of going higher up the totem pole, I thought I moved sideways on the same level. Those bitch ass gods must have slapped me to a lower tier world. My qi must be to mana what true divine essence is to qi, a higher form of energy.

Maybe Earth was an even lower level than this current world, no mana, or at least no usable energies would indicate this. This hypothesis would also explain why mana is limited to emotions and fairly easy to control. Qi was a bitch to learn to control at first and I had to spend many years improving my qi manipulation skills. The fact that I have mastered controlling this higher energy to a decent level explains why I could sense mana after relatively few tries.

Still in a daze I retract my qi, storing it in my core again. Gods descending to the mortal Cultivation World was taboo and almost never happened, so I don’t know how bad this is. Dumping massive amounts of higher-level energy on lower levels worlds is a recipe for disaster. The humanoid population wouldn’t know what to do with such a potent power and nine out of ten people would die from qi poisoning. Animals do all this by instinct, so the last remnants of intelligent life would be wiped out by the animals that are growing stronger while the humans struggle and die off.

I have been careful about not leaving my qi lying around, but it has become priority number one as of this moment. Worry seeps in my heart as I think about the disappearing qi in the dungeon. I pull a sleeping Lola out of my necklace and start petting her to distract myself. She wakes up for a moment but goes back to sleep after looking around a bit.

I forcefully stop myself from thinking about it as I imagine myself in a world with empty cities and rampaging beasts. The balance of this world is fucked up enough already; they probably don’t need me initiating an apocalypse.

I slap my face. Stop thinking about that stuff. I check on my radar and overwatch process and keep my overactive mind busy. My scanner tells me that there are a few hundred gazes on me. Giving one last look at the colourful and busy clearing, I turn around and keep walking towards the city. I feel them staring at the back of my head until the forest blocks their sight.

I decide to swing by the inn on my way back. I’m curious why such an establishment would be placed relatively close to the city gates. I keep sending interesting plants into my necklace, roots and all. I find a few flowers and some plants that seem to utilize mana in some way. I will need to study these specimens at a later date. A few big rocks take my fancy and in the necklace they go. A cool breeze flowing along my chest tells me that the tree must have absorbed a lot of air too. I didn’t feel any pressure change when going in.

I reach the inn in the dead of night. Four stories is rather big when compared to the average building in the city. The barn next to it makes no sense either. My automatic scanner picks up a slew of life signatures from a kilometre away. I manually send out another wave of qi, trying to get a feel for the place. The ground floor of the main building is filled with a podium and a lot of tables and chairs. The bar is filled with various bottles and separates the kitchen and a storage areas. The upper floors are rooms in various sizes and states of gaudiness.

The image of a peaceful storage place is smashed when I scan the barn. Various humanoid figures are laying around on the floor. I sense something around them. Focussing my attention, I notice that they are cages. Yep, this world is pretty dark. I feel around ten humanoid figures in the structure, and they all seem to have chains attached to them. Scanning every sleeping figure in range I find another being with a weird affinity. I focus my attention on the individual that has green flashes running through its body. Trying to focus on them makes them disappear. It’s like I have to look at their body along the corner of my eyes, direct observation does not show anything unusual.

First, the dungeon only cleans up after breaking line of sight and now this affinity thing doesn’t show up under direct observation. Schrodinger would have a field day here. It’s a shame that Schrodinger told that cat example to illustrate how ridiculous the Copenhagen interpretation was. I’m sure he is rolling in his grave over the fact that the general populace now takes his stupid story so seriously.

Okay, enough distracting myself. Let’s face the facts; this being is a furry. A female furry. I flood her with qi that I put in passive mode by shouting ‘LOOKY, LOOKY NO TOUCHIE’ at it. My scanning resolution increases dramatically, and I take a good look at her. She is covered by a ratty blanket, wears heavy sets of manacles and seems underfed. I would guess her age around 20 after a good look at her bones. They are fully grown but don’t have a lot of wear on them. Her clavicle still has a growth plate and the state of various bones tells me that she is an adult. I know that I am using human anatomy on something furry, but it should give me a good estimate.

Her back has whip marks and I sense deep tissue bruising in a myriad of places. She has broken her leg once, but the rest of her skeleton is in pretty good condition. A lot of healed hairline cracks on her ribs indicate that they didn’t go easy on her though. No other signs of abuse on a physical or sexual level. Compared to some of the other slaves I saw in the city she is in tiptop shape.

Other than that, she has slight feline traits. Her ears are pointy and on top of her head, she has a stub of ragged tail sticking from her backside and she’s covered in a fine layer of fur.

The other people occupying the room are all aged around twenty to fifty years old. The lack of children is a small mercy. I make my way over to the barn. There is nobody keeping watch. Two people in the inn are still up but they only have eyes for each other, if you know what I mean. The door is locked but an opening just beneath the roof gives me a convenient access point.

“It’s about time you start earning your keep. Keep watch, I’ll be right back.”

While whispering in her ear I put Lola down and jump through the opening, landing in the middle of the cages. Qi muffling my landing lets everyone sleep on peacefully. I make my way over to the beast woman and take a good look at her. Qi can tell me a lot, but sensing colour is really hard, so I am surprised by the general human colouring she has. Coffee with milk, is how I would describe it. Short fur covers everything I see. It’s like she is human but has a full body beard. I pull my Tree amulet free and reach through the bars of the cage. I touch her and send three Z’s into her brain, keeping her asleep. It’s a very soft and smooth full body beard, I note.

I guess my plan can accommodate another talent. I shout at some qi to ‘SHUT THE FUCK UP’ and cover her entire figure. Sending her into the necklace happens in a flash and her chains and blanket tumble soundlessly to the floor. I manually manoeuvre her onto the soft grass around Tree using some qi strings. As I jump back out of the barn I think about my life. A thousand years and then some and I’m kidnapping people while they sleep.

With a deep sigh I pick up my bunny and continue walking towards the city. Petting Lola only makes my mood worse. I am a creepy uncle, right? Messing around with kids not even a century old. Killing off a rabbit because she was hungry and kidnapping her only remaining offspring. Spying on and stalking an entire city for a day and half a night. I think about my thought process and decide to not continue this train of thought. Instead I challenge Lola to another sprint.

I got beaten in a sporting competition by a week-old rabbit so I cheated in the second sprint, picking her up with some qi threads and leaving her flopping around in the air while I took the second match’s victory. It saved my pride but hurt a lot in other areas. Dignity should be coming with age but I can’t see it yet. I’m too busy keeping my laughter in.

When I approach the city, I jump over the wall. I don’t care whether they see me. I will be leaving this city pretty soon anyway. I quickly make my way over to the attic where I left the dungeon girl. Some more jumping around and I now have two kidnapped females in my possession.

I check up on both of them and spell them with some more core forming disruptors. I want my charges conscious when they form their core. I suspect that receiving qi when you’ve never been exposed to the stuff kick-starts the cultivation process. I know that Lola does not have an amazing talent or rare constitution, my qi only made her the best version she could possibly be. It also helped that I gave her my qi willingly. Receiving an already tamed dog from someone else is totally different from finding some random dog in the wild and forcing it to do your bidding. The dog in that analogy is qi by the way.

My next kidnap victi… apprentice is located in the noble’s district. I need to get him first because the fatty has busy days learning stuff and is woken early. What kind of stuff? He is being groomed for a noble as a slave. The noble has a wife but doesn’t touch her and all his maids are men. Aren’t I saving him from a life of misery this way? Yeah, that’s the perfect justification for my actions! I’m actually a hero.

While running over rooftops the target mansion comes into sight. All I can say about its design is that it’s ostentatious. Baroque has nothing on this monstrosity of a building. The architect probably crammed as much useless decoration into each nook and cranny of the building, only to have the noble order twice as much. My target sleeps in the servant’s quarters, a couple of wooden shacks surrounded by dense hedges and ornamental trees keeping them out of sight.

Sneaking in is easy, as only a few guards standing in front of the gate and a single three-man patrol does not make for a tight security system. The kid I’m looking for has the oddest body constitution I’ve seen so far. The noble seems to be feeding him normally, not enough to explain the blubber around his waist. Maybe the noble is a feeder?

Anyway, the odd thing about this kid is that his blood, bones, muscles and skin seem more than normal. I can’t explain it in clearer terms, but it feels like there is too much kid occupying his space, like his entire body has an extra layer of thickness. I’m willing to bet money on him forming his core in his heart.

I open the hut quickly and I pull him from his bed into my necklace, letting the pile of blubber plop down next to the other two sleeping figures. His room smells funny but I ignore it for now.

I send my spiritual sense into the mansion, focusing on what seems to be a study. I was too far away to get a proper look at the documents in said study when I was learning the language, but I’m only looking if this noble has a better map than the rudimentary things I managed to find so far.

A massive table seems to have a relief carved into it. Creating a small spying eye just above the table allows me to look down and see a gorgeous detailed map of the area I’m in. Dungeon city is located on the south side of this map, some sort of empire or kingdom stretching further north. Further south are just illustrations of trees, mountains and monsters, and the table ends after that.

A big city is illustrated many kilometres to the north, bordering the sea with a smattering of islands on its coast. Smaller towns are dotted here and there, a third large city next to a mountain range to the north-west. Some rivers run from the southern mountains to the sea, avoiding this city completely. Integrating the map with any maps I already found, I exit the mansion grounds.

My next kidnap victim is a lanky guy. He has a sort of metal affinity. I found a few people with these silver-grey glitters in their bloodstream, but the others were too old or too young to start cultivating with any success. I guess his age is around seventeen. He is a baggage carrier that nobody seems to like.

Creeping into his shack was the easiest so far, the guards in the slums are just as likely to mug you as to help you. It’s truly a shack though. The fellow has a gloomy aura I can feel from outside his hut and the dark and dank insides of his domicile only further boost this depressing feeling he projects.

My last two targets are both conveniently in the town prison. I walk a bit north from the slums and see a small fort diving the poor part of town from the rich district. At first I felt conflicted about kidnapping these fellows but then I overheard that they were on death row. One is in the brig for hiding his nature, the other is the victim of a conspiracy, I suspect. Hardly anyone comes out of the normal prison alive, let alone the cells where they put the execution candidates, so I can feel pretty good about snatching them both.

Getting into the prison is the hardest so far. I can either break in with brute force or hover the Tree to the correct place and do remote collection. I decide to do both. The guy that is on death row for hiding his lizard scales is sleeping in a cell overlooking the slums. I sneak through the dark streets, walking past sleeping bums, smelly houses and piles of trash in order to reach the edge of the stone building. Powering up my arms, I bend the bars to his cell and slip inside.

Fair skin and red hair can’t distract me from the faintly dangerous feeling I get when I look at the only light affinity holder I can find in the city. Shrugging it off I send him into the necklace after spelling him to sleep. The last person I want is on the opposite side of the hallway, about four cells to the right.

I sit down and focus. I lift the medallion up into the air and bunch up the chain to prevent it from snagging. Closing my eyes, I lift the thing through the small door window, slipping it through the bars. Extending my qi threads further, I swing the medallion forwards like spider man, making new string attach to the ceiling ahead and breaking the ones behind. A carefully calculated swing launches it through the correct cell door and I bring it to a stop above the sleeping figure inside.

Huddled up in a corner of the cell is a bald girl with blue eyebrows. She spasms a bit in her sleep. Stuffing her into the necklace from tens of metres away is harder than I thought. My Tree senses me struggling and decides to help by pulling the girl in and laying her next to the other sleeping forms. Initiative is a great sign of blossoming consciousness, so I send some proud and warm feelings to Tree.

Swinging the necklace back into my cell I cast the same disruption and sleeping spell on the baldy before exiting the cell. Bending the bars back into place is easy as pie and I make my way to and over the city walls.

Now what type of character shall I play? I really like hamming up a role, truly getting into it and acting out a personality. Shall I go with the wise old man template? Maybe harsh drill instructor. Otherworldly saint seems like a good fit for this situation. I look at the sleeping bunny in my arms and decide to just improvise when the time comes. In the meantime, I have some building and preparing to do.
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Tess feels shitty. She feels really, seriously shitty. Her body aches in a weird way and her stomach is doing acrobatic flips. She opens her eyes and feels even worse.

“Where am I?”

Softly mumbling to herself she takes in her surroundings. She feels soft grass under her and sees a peaceful looking pond with thriving plant life and a massive tree. A massive glowing tree. This scene is further complemented by a spattering of suns across the sky.

‘At least the sky’s still blue. Wait, sky? I was in the dungeon right? Then there was that glowing white being. It must have been an angel of some kind, so cute. Am I in heaven? I must be, right?’

While Tess is delving deeper into her own thoughts she starts to look further around herself. Behind her are some wooden huts. A stone building made up of smooth rocks, and mortar stands to the side. Smaller trees surround the field she is in. Just as she sees vague shapes laying on the grass around her she hears someone speaking.

“Wajoooow, what is going on here!”

A weirdly enthusiastic voice sounds from her left side. Snapping her head around she starts to notice other people waking up. Five other figures are sprawled around her, each of them showing signs of waking.

“LISTEN UP YOU FILTHY MAGGOTS!”

A voice booms through the entire clearing, jolting the group from their half slumber. Tess blearily looks where to voice is coming from, slowly turning her pounding head. She is not having a good morning.

“YOU HAVE ALL BEEN SELECTED BY THE GREAT AND GLORIOUS ME. REJOICE FOR I SHALL TEACH YOU THE BEAUTY OF GROWING STRONG THROUGH SUFFERING cough cough. Was that too much? Maybe I’m overdoing it.”

An imposing air wafts from the figure walking towards the group of bedraggled kidnappees. The figure’s simple form of dress only seems to add to the pressure the group suddenly feels. If you ignore the last few words he said, that is.

“I HAVE GRACIOUSLY INVITED YOU MAGGOTS IN MY VERY OWN DOMICILE BECAUSE I SAW SOME SPARK OF HOPE IN YOU SAD SACKS OF SHIT. I WILL - COUGH COUGH “

As this weird shouting guy devolves into a coughing fit Tess is only further confused.

‘We are dirty larvae? Why am I a bag filled with poop? Is he trying to insult us or something? His pronunciation is pretty bad, he needs to lilt his S’es more and his tonal inflexion is horrible.’

Tess immediately concludes that he is a foreigner, not knowing how right and wrong at the same time her conclusion is.

Six people are looking at the figure with growing uncertainty in their eyes. A certain world hopper has not taken cultural differences into account it seems, insults heavily rely on the culture they are spoken in, after all. The group of displaced people have woken up fully now. Although they are feeling apprehensive about this shouting madman, the entire scene he has been trying to paint is being ruthlessly smashed by the bunny he is carrying and gently petting.

Silence hangs thick in the air as the group studies one another. Tess takes another look around and sees a blonde haired, blonde eyed fatty, a short girl spacing out with blue fuzz for hair and a faintly familiar lanky guy with dark circles under his eyes to her left. To her right are two more people, and as she looks over the red-haired guy he studies her back. The last person should be a slave of some kind, Tess thinks, her body is covered with a sheen of brown-hued fur. The vague feline slant to her face gives it away that she is from the far east’s warring states.

The bunny guy stares at the first person to his left and continues shouting.

“YOU WILL NOW TELL ME YOUR NAME, AGE, RACE, SKILLS, AND WHATEVER ELSE IS INTERESTING ABOUT YOU.”

Staring at the fur-covered girl, nothing happens. The hairy girl’s eye seems to be twitching up a storm. Her mouth is slowly revealing sharp fangs. Suppressed rage seems to be boiling just under the skin of the statuesque figure.

“Human, you better explain where I…”

“YOU WILL ONLY SPEAK WHEN SPOKEN TO, AND THEN ONLY ANSWER QUESTIONS, YOU HAVE NOT EARNED ANYTHING ELSE YOU STINKING HAIRBALL.”

“I am indeed a hair…”

“Lola, please spar with this lovely lady.”

The sudden change of subject seems to have caught the tall beastwoman off guard. Tess concludes that the feline’s instincts must have kicked in. The moment the rabbit in the guy’s hands looks at the so-called hairball, she crouches in a defensive position.

“Let me introduce your senior. BOW TO YOUR SENIOR.”

An invisible force bends Tess’s head and torso in a ninety-degree angle. A quick glance sideways tells her that she is not the only one being forced to kneel on the grass.

“The moment you can beat this cute little rabbit you gain the right to be her equal. At the moment she is so far above you shits. You’re not even worthy to clean up her poop.”

Then Tess realises that the white fluff ball is the angel that saved her. And now she needs to fight with the last thing she saw before making peace with death? Just as she was at peace with her lot in life she wakes up in this insane place. The force releases her and she rights herself just in time to see the bunny flying at the feline. Horrible wails sound from the fighting duo as the beast woman explodes in rage. Tess is about to step forward to prevent the angelic fluff ball from being hurt when the bunny kicks the ever-living shit out of the beastwoman. Instead of the one-sided beat-down Tess was expecting her eyes nearly pop out as she sees a white streak juggling the feline, keeping her in the air by head-butting her.

“YOU READY TO LISTEN AND ANSWER MY QUESTIONS, LITTLE KITTY?”

A shiver runs down Tess’s spine as she sees the diabolical grin on the enigmatic fellow’s face.

⁂
That could have gone better. I would love to be all buddy-buddy and pretend to be their best friend but that would backfire quickly. That can all come later. Now I need to make sure that they understand that privilege and comfort comes with strength. I will need to beat any form of resistance out of them, break them down to ground level, pump them chock full of information and then let them rebuild themselves using all I will show them.

My plan is not to teach them, but help them teach themselves. I will not utter a word about finding their Dao or specific techniques, I will simply present them with a lot of information and let them figure out the rest themselves. My method of qi control works wonders for me but tell any other cultivator to mentally shout at their qi and they’ll drag you off to an insane asylum. Teaching them my methods would only hinder their growth.

When I left the dungeon city I went north-west. I found another mountain range with a sprawling forest around it just over the horizon. In said forest, I collected a lot more rocks, plants, trees, dirt and water, growing my little Tree universe substantially.

Building some simple wooden huts with uncomfortable furniture was done in a flash. My own house took a little longer, I do have a minimum comfort standard you know. I shaved the softest animal I could find and made a bed and comfy chair out of it. A wool covered T-Rex knockoff was the softest animal I could find, and now there are a few pissed off, naked dinosaurs stomping through the forest. The walls of my house are made of river rocks with compressed earth as mortar. My new unwilling disciples will have to earn or make better dwelling places.

As I watch the poor furry getting curb stomped by a little critter, a smile can’t help but spread on my face. How will this world’s natives handle a higher level of energy? Can I upgrade the entire world and raise its level without any apocalypse type scenarios? The main reason I’m doing all this is because its lonely at the top. If I ever want to leave this place I will not make the same mistake again, I will have people with me to watch my back and cover for me when things go south.

I should really stop this fight now; the wide-eyed gazes of the other people tell me they get the message. Maybe I need to switch to good cop now? “Lola, that enough, I think she gets the message.”

The poor girl smacks into the ground, landing face down and ass up. A stumpy tail has come loose from her clothing, it’s pretty tattered and seems to have been cut off without allowing to heal properly, leaving a ragged piece of scar tissue.

“Are you willing to answer my questions now?” I try to smile but for some reason, they all shrink back. I stopped shouting, okay? Shouldn’t this allow them to relax instead of tensing up further? The feline in front of me has her ears laid back and a green glow flickers in her eyes. She must be pissed, very good.

“Angeta, two decades, incomprehensible warbling, I am the best tracker here, plants love me, and humans make me angry.”

The incomprehensible warbling must be her race; I can’t make heads or tails of it. My local language library is updating as I speak but it’s really unlikely that a day of listening to people speak covers the entire language. The rest of her answer was fairly predictable though. She should manifest some form of plant connection when she starts cultivating.

“See Angeta, that wasn’t so bad, right? Now focus and remember this feeling.”

I pat her head with a burst of qi, spreading it evenly through her body. She gasps and stands on her toes, eyes wide with shock. Just before I release my control over the inserted qi I feel her dantian acting up, so I set the core formation in progress as I take a step back. Another standard case of the stomach core. May the toilet gods have mercy on you in the coming days.

I give a mental bow of apology as the fuzz-covered woman falls into a stupor. The qi in her body is now ownerless and will start to revert to wild qi in time. Injecting this amount of qi in a person will force a core to form, so the ownership will shift to the controller of said core.

As I guide the now trembling cat woman to the ground and into a sitting position I glance over the rest of my forced disciples. They are all staring at me but one. The black haired girl has her eyes fixed on Lola who is licking herself beside me.

I fix a grin on my face as I slowly walk over to the next person.

“SO YOU SOULLESS GINGER BASTARD, YOU GOING TO BE A PROBLEM TOO YOU PALE SHITSTAIN?”

Aah, this is cathartic somehow. Screaming my head of is truly calming for the soul.

“Oooh, no honey, I will do what - ever - you - want me to do.”

The guy gives me a slow wink. A shiver runs up my spine as I observe a predatory glint of a concerning nature in the fellow’s eye. Come back, my peaceful soul!
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Idon’t even listen to anything the red-haired guy has to say, I just throw Lola in his face and face the next person in line. It’s no wonder I had to spring him from prison if the scaled bastard behaves like that all the time.

Ignoring the coquettish cries filled with anguish coming from behind me, I now stand in front of the black haired dungeon girl.

“Hello again, want to share something else besides the fact that you’re a suicidal dungeon diver?”

A blush spreads itself over the girl’s cheeks as she darts her eyes around, looking everywhere but me. Half the time her gaze lingers on Lola. I narrow my eyes towards the girl. I don’t care if she has developed a bunny complex, she is mine and this girl won’t get to pet her.

“YES SIR, I am called Tess, I think I’m eighteen, human, I like sneaking about and… well, you saved me so, shadows seem to like me.”

I simply nod and move on. Beating up a wounded person is a bit too much. The rest has started to relax, so I need to ramp up the tension a bit. I stand in front of the tall dark eyes fellow and begin.

“LOOK ME IN THE EYES YOU LANKY PIECE OF FUCK. STOP STARING AT THE GROUND, IS IT MORE IMPORTANT THAN ME? LOOK AT ME YOU DEPRESSING PATHETIC GOTH REJECT!”

I breathe out a bit of qi while mentally shouting ‘MURDER’ at it. My version of killing intent. Releasing true killing intent can be done in two ways. One can either murder a lot or have a deep and true desire of murdering your target. I can’t do either at the moment, so shouting at my qi to ‘KILL EVERYTHING’ and covering my target with it will have to do for now.

Despite it being a cheap, knockoff killing intent I notice every being stiffening and jerking upright. Even Lola drops the redhead and looks at me while the Tree rustles its leaves a bit.

The poor sod becomes even paler and tries to imitate a ruler, he is standing so straight.

“N-N-No sir, I-”

“WHAT ARE YOU WHISPERING FOR, SPEAK UP, MAY GOD HAVE MERCY ON WHATEVER POOR SONS OF BITCHES PRODUCED A FAILURE LIKE YOU!”

Shouting at a shadow of my past is just so fulfilling. I need him to toughen up and get a grip because I suspect that this will be the only mind cultivator in the bunch. He visibly swallows and berates himself. I give him a few seconds and he tries again.

“N-No sir, I’m Ket, seventeen, human…”

The moment the word “human” comes from his mouth, a slight smirk plays across his lips while he glances over to the beast girl.

“And I-”

I don’t let him finish as I punch him in the gut with a qi filled strike. Letting him double over and flop to the ground I walk over to the blue girl.

“Rule number one, race is irrelevant.”

I take a breath.

“AND YOU FUZZBALL, TELL ME WHY I SHOULD HAVE BOTHERED GETTING YOU OUT OF THAT CELL.”

The girl flinches and seems to come back from her own little world. A timid voice worms itself into my ears.

“Clouds are nice, they call me Selis and I have been around for sixteen rainfalls, so…”

She blinks at me while I blink at her. She didn’t really end her sentence, just sort of trailed off and lost focus. Honestly, I’m at a loss for what to say. She is also staring past me, her gaze barely missing my face. I push away the image of a helpless duckling that’s floating up in my mind, give her a qi-loaded pat on the head and walk to my last victim.

“AND HERE WE HAVE THE FAT GUY.”

“Where is master Fellis? Do you know who-HURK”

The moment I hear his whiny voice I signal Lola.

“You can be a bit rougher with him; he has a tough body.”

The bunny is already juggling the blob of lard above her head, but at my word she gives a little squeak and fatty goes flying over the treetops.

Whether I like it or not, these misfits are the only suitable candidates I found in the city. Kids too young don’t have the maturity to practice and study long periods of time, but more importantly, they’re annoying. People that are around and above thirty often have trouble accepting new fundamental truths and the adaptability of their bodies has gone down, making qi integration a much more painful process. And the other people that did fit all had nice lives or close family. I sigh again.

⁂
After the guy, who still hasn’t introduced himself, shouted at everyone present, he had them sit in a circle. Tess wondered a bit at the differing treatment everyone received, but it was just one of the many, many, many questions spinning through her head. She decided to observe for now and ask questions later.

Right now, she is sitting on the grass, forming a semicircle with the others in front of the weird guy. His way of speaking seems to get better with each sentence he utters. His intonation is already markedly better than the first sentence he said. The weird insults are still flowing strong, however.

“This is qi.”

His voice shakes Tess from her contemplation. A small ball of white forms above his palm. Tess is shocked but tries hard to hide it. Silent casting of magic, not a single sign of emotion on his face. Who is this grand-magus-level being? This inhuman level of emotional control is something a higher ranked grand mage would have trouble with.

“It is a step up from mana, you can see it as a higher form of energy. Now there are three places where one can form their qi control centre, namely…”

The explanations keep blowing Tess’s mind. The monologue describing starting a cultivation base explains the feeling she has in her stomach as if she is about to shit out a moon. Further descriptions of breathing in mana in order to make more qi cause her eyes to sparkle. Explanations about what the core location signifies cause the sparkle to expand into a blaze. A feeling of joy overflows her when she realises that she can have the best of both worlds, permanent body improvement and casting spells. She can combine the strength of mana powered beastkin and the human mages’ spells! She starts the shake the moment various basics about ways to construct their own techniques are explained. Not able to hold on anymore, she raises her hand.

“Can I go and form my core now? I don’t think I can hold on anymore.”

“Ah, of course. You have been prevented from core forming for at least a day now. Find a wooden hut you like and uuhm…”

He looks around shiftily, seeming unsure of himself.

“They are sound-insulated; nobody will hear what kind of noises you make in there.”

This confuses Tess, but the burning feeling welling up in her gut can’t be stopped anymore. Standing up she sprints to the nearest hut and slams the door open. A small barren interior greets her eyes, a single bed and another door all there is to see. Shoving the other door open she sees a wooden box with a hole in the middle.

With a big sigh of relief, Tess closes the doors, drops her pants and sits down. Not even a second later the look of relief changes into one of abject horror as she starts to have the worst diarrhoea of her entire life. Cursing and terrifying wailing fills the entire room a moment later, her shouting with all her might be just loud enough to drown out the other noises…

⁂
The sound isolation sigils I drew on the small huts are enough to block out most of the sound, so all I hear is a muffled cursing and gnashing of teeth. Body cultivators sweat it out, mental cultivators need to do it manually and a dantian cultivator expels it from the exit nearest to the core. The body knows what it needs and knows what it doesn’t need, and what it doesn’t need are the impurities that are expelled.

A mortal swaps out all their molecules once every decade or so. Eating and drinking combined with expelling the waste will slowly change the very matter one is made of. A cultivator can keep his or her molecules for millennia without losing or changing a single one, so someone just stepping on the road to immortality needs to do some housecleaning.

“Alright, I have told all of you the basics. Go to your huts for now and get a feeling for the qi inside of your bodies. Once everyone has a core and at least rudimentary qi control we will continue.”

The five leftover figures walk and stumble towards the still empty huts. I just gave them a basic introduction to qi and how to cultivate. I have no plans to teach them specifics, just raw information and abstract concepts. They can figure out their own Dao from that.

I stand up and walk to the tree, putting my hand on its bark. Forcing some qi through the spatial point I feel around outside. I jump into the air and make half a flip before I push myself through, appearing right side up in the outside world. Landing on my feet I take the necklace from the mossy forest ground, putting it around my neck while Lola jumps through with a flash.

“Had fun bullying the newbies, you sadist?”

I grin while Lola ignores my jab. The forest I’m in is to the north-west of the dungeon city, spread over the foothills of another mountain range. I want to keep gathering more rocks, dirt and plants in order to form a proper base inside Tree.

I’m thinking about cutting off one of the higher peaks in order to make a cold-qi garden. One of the eternal snow-capped mountains I spotted will be a good starting point for making a frigid qi area, ideal for growing some of the better tasting minty herbs and fruits. Taking away an entire mountaintop for some snacks might seem overkill, but never underestimate the terrible vibes that bad breath gives out. My supply of breath freshening fruits is pretty low. I will need to find a place to steal a lot of rocks or dirt from to pad my garden with before I can do that though. Plopping down a massive source of cold on Tree will freeze everything solid with how little mass is inside there currently.

I spot trees and plants similar to the forest I got Tree from. A strand of golden tinted qi emerges from my necklace and points to a small bush, so I gently pull it from the ground and let Tree pull it inside. Tree sends a small wave of thanks my way and starts looking around for other plants it wants.

I will have to study this world’s ecosystem for a bit. I don’t know if bees pollinate these plants or if they have some sort of magical solution. I assign a few mental tasks to keep an eye on the interplay between insects, small animals and plants. Giving up some radar resolution is a sacrifice I’m willing to pay for a thriving garden to putter around in.

My disciples have panned out as I expected. The big-boned kid is forming a heartcore, the dark-eyed length of gloom is going the mind cultivation route while the rest all formed dantian cores. It’s a shame that the majority is so boring, but dantian cultivators can get pretty freaky at the highest levels of power.

I see it this way; everyone has the same starting point. Every decision and experience a cultivator makes causes them to shift from said starting point into their own direction. An ancient and well-developed cultivation technique locks someone into a certain style, but figuring out your own style can allow one into any direction imaginable.

Let’s take Selis - the blue haired girl - as an example. Her air-headedness and vacant eyes will likely push her into a more mentally focused cultivation path. She seems to have a certain connection to water, a blue flow going through her body. By the time she’s powerful enough to ascend her power set can consist out of water or fog manipulation, ice control, mental freezing attacks, but even something abstract like water resonance. From blood control to ripping H2O molecules apart and putting them back together, forming burning water. She could go in any direction.

In short, a body cultivator will be a body cultivator, it doesn’t matter if they focus on speed or strength. Mental cultivators are the same, and dantian cultivators are less proficient at either field but can make seriously weird combinations of the two.

I rarely talked about my findings in my previous world. As I walk through the forest towards the mountains I start getting pumped about the type of monsters I could create with this small group. One look at Lola is proof enough that my theories are not total bullshit. She is a week old and can take down dozens of mortal soldiers with ease.

Grown-ups and young adults have their own preconceptions and beliefs that get in the way of such a rapid growth, but I should be able to beat those out of them. As I walk on my mind spins with possible plans and training regimes.
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The mountains I am currently climbing are starting to get impressive. In contrast to the small lumps of rocks I saw when reaching this planet, these ones are starting to become more than ten kilometres high. I have spent the past day scaling these walls of rock, keeping a vigilant eye out for any interesting plants.

Looking inward I check the results of my insect scanner. It gives me a neat little list of every insect type it encounters. My eye twitches as the first animal I killed on this rock tops the list, the big ass wasp. A further look tells me my automated thought process included anything with even a hint of carapace, feelers or faceted eyes. With an internal sigh, I limit the maximum size to a basketball, I can’t see any car-sized insect going around pollinating everything. That might just happen, given the bizarre variety of beasts I have seen around though.

Looking over the rest of the list brings me no closer to any answers. Any form of body parts related to pollination seems to be missing, bigger and sharper mandibles and spikes must have taken their place. The lack of variety is also puzzling; I can only divide the entire insect group into carnivore or herbivore. There is a lack of omnivorous insects for some reason. For now, I decide to figure out how trees have sex at a later date.

I exhale a misty breath of air and stop and take a look around. I’m in the middle of a mountain range to the north-west of my starting position. I look back at where I came from and only see mountaintops with the dungeon’s tower peeking over. I didn’t catch a glimpse of these impressive rocky specimens when I exited the mountains of my beginning valley. That’s pretty weird because I should have seen the tops sticking up from the horizon from that location. A lot of energy in the air can do weird things to the horizon; I think it causes air to refract light harder. I’m not sure because I only studied these type of physics on the small scale. Large-scale extrapolations like that are less than accurate - once again thanks to the higher energies in the air.

The peak I just reached is the highest in the vicinity. It has some spots of snow here and there, proof that I am reaching the snow line. My solid core has almost grown to twice its original size with the help of Tree. Anytime my core isn’t completely filled with liquid qi the growth stops, so I syphon some qi from Tree at that point. I pump any excess back into the medallion when I’m full up, so it’s a net gain for my perennial friend. My core size should allow me to successfully fly though, so I begin humming and burst into song.

“I used to think that I could not go ooooon.”

The combination of my aerodynamic knowledge and the fact that I’m a mind cultivator will allow me to do this. I’m going to do some more graceful falling. I breathe out half of my qi and shape it around me. A week ago, I used to be able to walk through the air like strolling across land. The fact that I’ve been stuck here down below, rutting around in the dirt, is getting on my nerves.

“And life was nothing but an awful song.”

A pair of white glowing wings attach themselves to my arms, my imagination needs a few seconds to form flaps and a vertical fin on my back. I place some rudders and ailerons on my body and finish it off with two hollow tubes, these will act as engines.

I hum the rest of the tune as I reinforce the entire thing with triangular struts. The entire thing goes from a floppy hollow shell to a rigid but flexible structure. I run a small aerodynamic simulation in my mind and change the structure here and there, fixing some minor problems.

“If I just believe it there’s nothing to it.”

As my voice starts increasing in volume I bend through my knees and prepare my heart. At the last moment, I pull Lola from the necklace and place her on my shoulder, tying her down with some bands of qi. With a bellow, I jump from the peak.

“Squeee?”

“I BELIIIEEEVE I CAN FLYYYYYY!”

The wind whips past my face and I quickly construct a thin qi screen that acts as goggles. A small squeak is barely audible over the wind and I make another set for my passenger.

“SQUEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!”

“I BELIEVE I CAN TOUCH THE SKYY-HYYYYYY”

I have fallen a quarter down the mountain now. I made sure to jump off a steep cliff, but the ground is getting closer fast. I send more qi to the two tubes on my arms and spin them up. Focussing on Lola tells me she is staring bug-eyed around herself, at least she’s stopped screaming right next to my ear.

“I think about it…”

The tubes start giving off a high-pitched whirring sound. I force their internals to spin harder and adjust some flaps. My arms catch the wind and as I bend my body to start levelling out, the tubes start making more noise. I lock up my arms as my qi engines start generating thrust.

“…EVERY NIGHT AND DAAAAAAY!”

I start cutting through the wind, beginning to generate lift. I level my flight off with a third of the distance yet to fall. Keeping my arms stiff I make a slow banking turn, and my flight starts to follow the valley between the mountains.

“SPREAD MY WINGS AND FLY AWAAAAY!”

My face has been frozen in the biggest shit eating grin this world has ever seen. I imagine more intricate scoops and blades in my engines, feeling the increase in thrust with every proven concept I shove into the qi constructs. I lock up parts of my arm muscles as I put all my knowledge about rotors, stators and turbines into both cylinders.

“I BELIEVE I CAN SOAR!”

“SQUEEK SQUUUEEEEEEEE!”

A certain fluffy soprano decides to turn my performance into a duet, her previous fright forgotten… She is only slightly off-key; she’s got a rather commendable tone perceptiveness for a rabbit. I start climbing steeply, trading speed for height. A small portion of my mind keeps tabs on the air pressure, making sure I don’t go too high lest I lose lift and breathable air.

“I SEE ME RUNNING THROUGH THAT OPEN DOOHOOOR!”

“SQUEEE SQUEE SQUUEHEEE!”

Reaching my previous height nets me a pretty cool view. My qi reserves are running low now, so I level of my flight trajectory and start cruising.

“I BELIEVE I CAN FLYYYY!”

My eyes take in the sight, mountains spreading out below me. I keep climbing slowly while singing. A look back shows me every place I have been to so far. Only my valley of origin is obscured by the mountains, other than that I can retrace every step I took. Looking to the north I see higher mountains, each more snow-capped than the previous. Now I only need to find a volcano and grow some plants, then I can make my delicious icy magma chilli again. A slight bit of drool escapes my mouth and freezes instantly.

Ten minutes later, I am pooped and hoarse. I keep my arms locked up while I retract the qi from my turbines, coasting through the air like a glider. My radar process is doing overtime, building an accurate map while I keep a lookout for anything interesting. I already spotted a ruin or two worth exploring. Whoever builds his or her house in such an inhospitable environment probably did it with good reason. I also spotted a few plants with blue streaks running through them, probably a mana adaptation for surviving in a permanently frozen place.

Lola is still looking her eyes out, darting her head left and right. I would like to keep flying like this, but my qi is running low, crashing from this height will be painful at the very least. I decide to explore the inner regions of the mountains at a later date, my disciples can use some training in the meantime.

Touching down in the middle of a cold valley I stumble a bit before finding my footing again. My core is pretty much empty, only a small swirl of liquid qi surrounding the crystal at the centre. I request some qi from the Tree and receive enough to fill half my core. Sending a thank you to the medallion I use my replenished qi to make a clearing in the middle of the rocky valley I’m in.

⁂
Tess is meditating. She never did it before and never in her life suspected that sitting on her ass and doing nothing physical would be so… addicting. After she shat her guts out she felt better. The fact that it took her half a day to shit her guts out is a memory she is trying really hard to suppress. The stream of stinking black sludge coming from her bottom makes her shiver whenever she recalls that herculean effort of expelling.

Now she is sitting in her barren hut, staring at the log wall. Breathe in. She feels something coming in through her lungs. A faint sheen of heaviness is left behind with every breath. She pulls it down, through her stomach and down into the weird place. Just behind her belly button, a new arm has formed. At least, it feels like a new arm. It’s like waking up and finding out you have had an extra limb all along, you just never noticed it.

Breathe out. The air coming out of her mouth stinks. No, that’s not right Tess thinks, it has so little smell it smells bad. An absence of smell so extreme has a smell itself? The feeling that comes when the faint sheen reaches that new arm is what makes it all alright. A surge of new power follows the moment the new power is sucked into the round little organ in her stomach. It feels so incredibly good that Tess thinks that she’d be okay if this is all she could do from now on.

Suddenly she remembers something the weird bunny petting guy told her.

“Don’t cultivate for cultivation’s sake. That only makes one better at cultivation.”

It seemed like total nonsense back then, but Tess now realises why he said that multiple times. She was about to do this cultivation thing because it felt good. The feeling of power seeping into her body might become so addicting she won’t want to do anything else. She needs a goal, a purpose. Furiously thinking about why she would want to become stronger, she sinks into a trance.

While she is about to have a breakthrough in her understanding a loud voice shakes her out of her revelry.

“Hey, you all. Please come out, the freak is gone for now.”

Tess jumps up, startled out of her mind. Furious she throws the door open and stomps outside, walking menacingly up to the redheaded figure.

“What are you DOING?”

She wanted to ask him politely but started shouting halfway through her sentence. She was sure that just another minute of thinking would have netted her an answer. That on top of her almost dying in the dungeon, waking up somewhere strange and getting yelled at, followed by shitting for hours on end has left the black-haired girl quite frustrated. This interruption was the tipping point, sending the usually smiling girl over the edge.

With a mind clouded by irrational anger, she pounces.

“Hey, what’s your name aga-HUURK”

“I WAS ABOUT TO UNDERSTAND!” Smashing into her target Tess holds the guy up with a single hand.

Cough cough “What the, get off of-” The reply gets cut off by a small fist, sending the pale flame-haired youth flying through the clearing. Four other figures step out of their huts.

“What’s going on?” A fat kid asks in the general direction of the rest, namely a fur covered woman, a blue baldy and a gloomy dark-eyed kid.

“Humans fighting over nothing as usual. At least they are doing it themselves instead of sending others off to die. And go away boy, you smell absolutely horrible.”

“Well, that is…” The fat kid looks at his grime covered arms while his reply trails of as he watches the two combatants duke it out.

“How are they punching so hard?” As if watching a show, the fat kid’s eyes are wide open as he looks at the scene of two figures blasting each other across the clearing.

“ALRIGHT YOU ABHORRENT WALKING SACKS OF SHIT!”

A voice booms through the entire space. The weird guy appears in a flash, bunny in hand.

“I GIVE YOU ACCESS TO WHAT IS ESSENTIALLY DIVINE ENERGY AND YOU USE IT TO PUMMEL EACH OTHER?”

Everybody is frozen now; Tess has her fist raised halfway to the redhead’s face while a retaliatory kick is suspended in place. The redhead goes paler than snow while Tess starts to shake.

“YOU KNOW-” COUGHCOUGH

Silence hangs thick in the air for a few moments.

“You know what? If you dip shits abuse my hospitality like this, you can fuck right off out of my house.”

Bright light overwhelms every living figure in the clearing.

⁂
The moment I finished clearing the space, I take a look inside the Tree’s space and what do I see? Two of my students are beating on each other with such horrendous techniques that I almost puke. Toddlers in kindergarten could have put up a better fight than that. I don’t really care that they are fighting but the least they can do is fight in a proficient manner, not this flailing about. So I go inside and drag them all out.

“You know the basics of qi and have formed your cores. We are in the middle of the mountains. If you want to eat you have to reach me.”

I tell this to the bedraggled group shivering in the cold. We are all standing on the area I cleared of rocks and snow, just enough to allow us all some space. The rocks surrounding us are jagged and hard to traverse. I jump up and start climbing the mountainside at a blistering speed, leaving my disciples to eat my dust.

They all just expelled large amounts of toxic stuff and should need nutrients pretty badly. Forcing them to climb this mountain with just a smidgen of qi and empty stomachs will temper their enthusiasm at their newly gained powers. I stop a few hundred metres away from them and pull a big covered dish out of my ring.

“I’m going to eat this delicious food, so hurry if you want some.”

Opening the lid, I use my qi to send the wafting steam in their faces. I see drool leaking out of their mouths at the smell. That should be appropriate motivation I think.

I leisurely climb the steep cliff face while munching on some marinated juvenile dragon steak. I love that my spatial ring freezes items in time, keeping them fresh forever. Hearing the storm of footsteps behind me I speed up while avoiding any snow. A resounding smack from below tells me that avoiding the snow was a good idea. Chuckling out loud at the sight of the fat kid rolling down the cliff, taking the beast girl and gloomy kid down with him, I speed up and take another bite.
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Flying works up quite the appetite. I know it was a horrendous and inefficient waste of qi, but being grounded after a few hundred years of flying wherever I wanted had me a little stir crazy. Wait, no, I needed an overview map of the surroundings. Yeah, let’s go with that.

The dragon steak is as delicious as the first time I ate it. Here is a life-saving tip: the toughest scales in the universe don’t do shit if the inside of your mouth is as soft as pudding.

I am currently sitting on a comfy chair made from ancient red-oak, covered with hydra leather and stuffed with harpy down. One of the few things I couldn’t just sell for more lightning iron, as it’s too damn comfortable. My view is also pretty good, a massive rock-filled valley with steep cliffs and the occasional spot of snow. When that view gets boring I have other entertainment to keep myself busy, namely the six idiots messing around with each other on the rock face.

The fatty has been kicked, punched and body slammed off a cliff more times than I can count. He continually bounces back up, keeping himself in the race with wild abandon. He must be hungry to be in such a hurry. The black haired girl is doing her own thing, climbing slowly but suddenly disappearing and reappearing tens of metres higher up. She must be getting a concrete grasp on her shadow affinity, good for her.

The rest is too busy sabotaging each other to get much work done. Mister redhead seems to have the uncanny ability to make people pissed off with his presence alone. Blue fuzz girl is ignoring everything and slowly climbing up, trying and failing to dodge the only other body cultivator besides Lola. She never seems to slip on the ice though, and thus doesn’t need to avoid the white patches littering the mountainside. The dark eyed sack of depression is glaring at everyone while not straying too far from the main group. His hands keep slipping; he must be suffering from clammy hand syndrome. I make a note to myself to never shake his hand. Or to have a towel nearby when I need to do so.

Angeta, my lovely beast girl disciple is the loudest, every perceived provocation launches her into another cursing and yelling match. Lola went to play with them earlier but is now sitting on my lap, enjoying the pampering I’m giving her.

And all this time I’m searching for minerals. I never got the hang of spreading my qi quickly through solid materials. I can cover the entire valley and then some if I use air as a medium to transfer qi through, but this rock slows my scanning down to a crawl. A relative crawl that is, I have half the mountain under my butt covered in qi by now. I have found a few common ore veins such as iron and other trace elements, but nothing to get enthusiastic about.

I have also been doing useful stuff, however. I stand up and walk over to the other side of the mountain. Putting my hand over the edge I touch a slab of rock that I have been working on. In order to pull something into my Tree necklace, the object needs to be separate from the ground. I have been pulling qi wires through the rocks under my feet, yelling abrasive things at them and using the energy constructs like rope saws. I then absorb the large slabs of rock into the necklace when they are separated. With a mental heave and some help from my Tree I pull another massive chunk of rock into the small dimension.

Sinking my sight into the artefact, I see the rock appear in front of Tree. It blooms with a golden light and the slab that should weigh at least a few tonnes gets flung into the horizon. I follow the soaring piece of rock and watch it hit the ground, shattering into a million pieces and sinking into the soil in seconds. It’s a bit late to start building a proper foundation for my little world but better late than never. The rock replaces the soil and I see the circle of earth’s diametre growing with a few millimetres. With a mental nod to the Tree I let myself plop back into the comfy chair.

A few slabs of rock later, I stop to prevent the entire mountain from crumbling. I’m doing this now because doing this with people inside seems like a bad idea, safety first, you know. Also, I don’t want these brats to get concrete ideas of how Tree works. Both because that could influence their path choices and because I want to remain mysterious for a little while longer. I don’t even feel shame as I say that to myself.

I also stopped because the black haired girl is reaching the top. There are only a few places where climbing up is easy, so these are natural choke points for the rest of the troupe. Shadow missy just shadow jumped over these points, staying out of sight of the rest.

“Well done, uuhm, Ness?”

“It’s Tess.”

Her smile is pretty wide. I don’t like it.

“You hungry?”

“Starving! After all the junk I sh…”

“Yes, yes. It’s not pleasant, let’s not talk about it okay?”

I hand her a plate with some dragon meat and steamed vegetables.

“Don’t eat too quickly, there’s qi in this food.”

Tess looks up from a half empty plate. I shake my head. Learning by experience is the best teacher after all.

“D-Do you know where I can get some clothes?”

“Don’t worry, with everything you ate you won’t need it.”

She looks at me with a crooked glance, seemingly wanting to ask another question but stopping herself. I pull a bottle from my spatial ring and take a sip. Using qi infused wine to refill one’s qi reserves is cheating because you can’t learn anything from the process and you will get absolutely smashed if you don’t make the alcohol qi your own quickly.

Awkward silences are not awkward if one ignores them completely. I decide to break the silence after fifteen minutes have passed.

“You think they will reach the top before the end of the week? Ow, there goes the fatty again. That bounce must hurt.”

Another roar comes from below, a clear indication that Angeta has had her fur rubbed the wrong way again.

“His name is Bord.”

I look at Tess and stare at her. “Thanks for the info.”

She starts fidgeting at my intense gaze.

“The guy with red hair is Voxander, Vox for short. The sleepy looking guy is Ket, Selis has blue hair and the warbling sounds is Angeta.”

“Hmmh, thanks? What is the meaning of warbling sound?”

“Your pronunciation is still pretty bad but getting better; they are a race that lives far to the east. She must have been brought here though a slave raid.”

I cross reference the sound with my self-constructed dictionary of the local language but don’t find any plausible matches. It must be a different tongue. I will keep calling her race beastkin for now. I saw a few others in Tower City and they all looked slightly different. Also, I ignore the part about the slave raid in order to keep my temper in check.

“The inn to the east of the dungeon town has a nice slave shed. I sort of kidnapped her.”

“Like you did with all of us? I knew Vox from before and he was in jail for insulting a noble. I recognise Ket too, he hung around the Tower a lot.”

Her smile is truly too wide. She seems to have a need to be perceived as happy? I’m not going to dig into her past; we all have skeletons in our closets. I still wonder why everyone would need gay skeletons, but it is not my place to ask these kinds of grand life questions.

“This power you gave us is really great though, the shadows seem to love me even more since I formed that core thing.”

“Was it worth all the shit…”

“We weren’t going to talk about that, riiiight?”

I break my single person staring contest and look down the cliff again. The rest of the group is about three-quarters of the way up the mountain now. “Lola, go make sure they don’t kill themselves please.”

She whines a bit but hops on down the mountain, jumping from rock to rock like a mountain goat. Even fatty… uum… Bord wouldn’t survive falling from that kind of height. Once the rowdy group sees the ball of fluff staring at them they quiet down and start climbing meekly.

“Why did you bother picking me up from the dungeon?” She squeezed that out from between gritted teeth, it must have cost her something to ask that question.

“I didn’t, Lola did.” A flash of relief crosses across her smiling face. I try to analyse her behaviour but end up with too many possible reasons. I won’t be able to narrow it down with just this sort time knowing her.

“Stop smiling like that; it’s really irritating.”

Her smile grows wider. Yep, it’s totally a mask for something.

“Did you know that the light of the sun takes a while to reach this planet? It then bounces off everything until a very small amount of it reaches your eyes.”

Her eyes go wide and her mouth flops open.

“You look like a fish, gaping like that. Go sit down.”

She snaps her mouth shut and sits down. Another look flashes across her face, discomfort? That should be the dragon meat kicking in. I chuckle inwardly at the thought of a core-forming disciples eating food that foundation level cultivators would kill for. Steam starts wafting from her grimacing figure as she sinks into meditation. Overloading someone with qi forces them to get control of it lest they explode. The entire plate of food I gave her has a qi density that is just shy of this critical amount so she should be fine.

As I keep enjoying my wine, the five scrubs clinging to the rocks make their way up the mountain. Surprisingly Bord reaches the cliff first, spurred on by the delicious aromas I keep sending their way. His face is completely red and he is soaked in sweat. Quite the achievement when it’s freezing up here.

“Don’t eat it all at once.”

I hand him a plate of food and he collapses on the floor with bulging cheeks. The rest of the group reaches the little plateau shortly after and they all sit down while scarfing down the food I gave them. I let them eat and rest for a little while. Tess is still contemplating the single titbit of scientific knowledge I told her, shadows dancing over her body as she starts to understand a slight fraction of the underlying principles of this world. I pull Lola on my lap and spend time petting her while slowly absorbing some of Tree’s qi to top myself off.

Half an hour later the group seems to have dealt with the flood of qi and are just meditating.

“So, what have we learned today?” They all open their eyes and look at me. The redhead is the first to speak up.

“Bord bounces magnificently! The way he jiggles is majestic.” Silence reigns supreme for a long moment. Blue fuzz is slowly going red in the face. Did she glimpse some sort of insight from the undulating rolls? Technically they are an expression of liquid so it lies within her affinity.

“Sen… Selis, what have you learned?” Her face becomes slightly paler when all the gazes land on her. How did a shy little thing like her end up in prison? It must have been some power play.

“B-bouncing is flowing?”

The rest look confused while I smile at her.

“That’s a pretty good observation! You, mister gloomy eyes, what did you learn from this endeavour?”

“Beast women are as violent as the rumours say.”

“That is technically an observation yes…” Feeling slightly exasperated by that non-comment I focus on Bord.

“How is that heart core treating you?”

“I should have died a hundred times over!” He stands up and I see his leg muscles tensing. He is about to jump off the fucking edge to show off his gains, he doesn’t seem the sharpest tool in the shed. I pull him back with a strand of qi before he can commit suicide.

“You won’t survive that fall without more power. I don’t like looking at your face but I would like to see it smeared over a large area even less. What did you actually learn?”

“Ah, yes, uuhm, pushing this stuff around inside of me makes it easier to do stuff.”

Articulation isn’t his strong point either. It seems that his only strong point is being strong. That is honestly pretty common for body cultivators, so I don’t really blame him or his lacking brain.

As I turn to ask the same question to Angeta, and a shiver runs through me. I immediately recognise it as a danger sense. Something big is about to happen. Keeping my face straight I focus on the simmering beast woman.

“And what about you?”

She basically explodes while standing up.

“WHY DID YOU KIDNAP ME IN THE…”

I stop listening. I look towards the lower mountains, the dungeon tower is piercing the sky, visible over the mountain tops. My students are facing me with their backs to the tower. I struggle to act like I’m listening as I see the tower explode. A massive crack formed halfway up the pillar, followed by a silent explosion. A large chunk of the tower explodes outwards, spraying a shower of smaller fragments and dust in its wake. It’s like the middle just exploded into a single direction.

With rising horror, I watch from the corner of my eye as the top part of the tower keeps still at first, but then the break shifts. The entire top half slides down the slanted break and gets stuck again, now standing at a slight angle. This angle slowly and majestically becomes bigger, the top half of the tower keening over slowly.

“…ESE BASTARDS SHOULD ALL BE DRIVEN THROUGH WITH…”

“Yes, yes, that is all very interesting. If you are not going to answer my question just don’t talk the next time, okay?” My nonchalance in the face of the temper tantrum seems to throw her off. “I will bring you all back to the clearing, keep training and figuring out how to use qi.”

“Wait, I di…”

“But wha…”

Their voices get cut off as I pull them and Lola back into the necklace. I don’t precisely know why I don’t want them to see the tower’s demise but I don’t want to complicate this situation any further.

White plumes are now shooting from the crumbling structure and I know that that is my qi. Even from this distance, I feel that the power has my fingerprints all over it. All the doomsday scenarios come back to me and I barely prevent myself from trembling. I need to get back there pronto.
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Idon’t have the time to faff about with inefficient and complicated qi constructs. I decide not to make another complicated and convoluted plane, so I pump power through my body and jump over mountaintops. A simple wing suit stretched between my arms and legs lets me glide between the mountains and soar across the valleys. Now speedily shooting over the mountains range, I look ahead to my goal.

The top part of the massive white pillar is crumbling as it tilts further, large splinters flaking off while breaking into smaller parts. I sense little qi coming from these fragments while they disintegrate. I analyse the shattering behaviour and notice that the smaller parts vanish much faster. Did the dungeon build the tower from pure mana or is it somehow actively disintegrating the falling pieces?

The entire thing seems to collapse in slow motion. A massive splinter separates and begins falling faster. It is falling to the north, the noble district if I recall. White smoke pours out of the broken top like a chimney. I feel that all of that qi is mine.

I want to distract my mind while travelling the distance so let me explain about qi fingerprints for a bit. I kidnapped kids and stole a new-born rabbit in order to stop this habit of talking to myself. I do have enough self-knowledge that I tend to rely on old habits in stressful circumstances, so I’m fine with talking to myself for now.

Natural occurring qi is like crude oil. There is a shit-ton of potential energy trapped inside but it’s hard to get to. It has a variety of hydrocarbons in the mix, is hard to set on fire, has unpredictable behaviour, etcetera. Cracking it into usable fuel takes time. Body cultivators need heavy fuel oils while mental cultivators like me thrive on lighter stuff like kerosene or jet fuel. This process of refinement is what cultivators spend most of their time on.

Giving qi to another person works but ultimately undermines the receiver’s cultivation progress. By receiving qi from a non-natural source one will learn to change, for example, gasoline into diesel. Instead of learning how to crack and distil crude oil into something usable this cultivator thus develops a skill for making qi lighter or heavier, so to say. I don’t think it is a problem in a world with no natural qi at all. My students will have to make their own fuels from compressing raw plant matter. Mana is plant matter, if you are still following me in this analogy.

This process of making the qi your own leaves fingerprints, it is a sort of smell, an intangible aura. The qi I gave to Lola has been transformed into a heavier version more suitable for internal muscle use and she has left her bunny paw prints all over it. If I were to take back my qi now, I would need to refine it all over again by circulating it through my body or circulating it inside my core. This analogy, however, breaks down when discussing affinities. You don’t really have shadow or fire flavoured gasoline.

I try very hard to keep my qi neutral. This means that I can do anything pretty well, but a fire affinity qi user will make bigger and better flames with way less effort than me. The upside is that I can do everything that affinity users can do; I’m just not as good at doing it. This way I can use all affinities. I prefer utility over raw power any day.

Another upside is that my qi is way easier to accept into one’s body than qi from clashing elements. A water user will spend so much energy cleansing fire qi that the water user wouldn’t have any gains and might even lose power by absorbing this type of qi. Healers therefore must have an affinity that everyone has innately, like blood or life, but those were so rare in the Cultivation World that they weren’t even recognised as viable cultivation paths. I can stitch someone’s internal organs back together using my neutral qi as threads and allow the qi to release from my control when the injury heals.

I am getting off topic though. The reason for my rambling is that every single being and creature that can control qi has its own signature fingerprints all over their own energies. All the energies I see and feel spouting from the tower are mine.

As far as I know that is impossible. Even storing your own qi in crystals or other battery like artefacts changes the qi near instantly if not over time. The very structure of the storage item forces a certain change in the nature of the qi. This can be taken advantage of as, for example, a lightning crystal changes the qi inside to have a more lightning-ish feel and smell. But objects generating qi that match someone’s exact fingerprints is absolutely impossible. The most that objects can do is change the flavour a bit.

That’s why I am so worried about the tower somehow generating massive quantities of qi with my exact fingerprint signature all over it. There should be only one place where that amount of my qi is gathered, and that would be in my core. This does confirm my thoughts on whether or not the dungeon is a living being. Qi can’t be generated by beings without the spark of life, now the only question left is how intelligent said life is.

With a worried eye on the shattering Tower I skim over another mountaintop, using a sphere as qi like a massive translucent skippy ball. I check my necklace while I’m soaring through the air and see all seven of my disciples sitting or sleeping in their own spots. I will have to find something for them to do soon, maybe invite some of the beasts in the clearing over? Would they retain that reverent attitude to qi users when they themselves have qi?

I mentally shake my head, the mountains zipping by under me are growing smaller and I will reach the grasslands soon. Focusing my attention forward I feel that the qi the tower keeps belching out is spreading rather slowly. I will have a few more minutes before the front of advancing energy reaches the city, maybe half an hour before it starts reaching any animals outside the city walls. Wait, it’s a medieval type city, animals are everywhere.

Animals grow stronger quickly when absorbing higher energies, I need to increase my pace. Scenes of little girls being slowly eaten by their cute puppies that suddenly got stronger than a grown man flash through my mind. I rub my necklace and pull Lola out.

“Go and absorb all the qi, don’t let it reach the city! I’ll be right behind you.”

While Lola is still looking sleepy I pull my arm back. Wind resistance of a big potato, air density similar to Earth, still kilometres away. Optimum angle is half a corner, forty-five degrees. Lock arm. Inject qi in pecs, bi-and triceps. Anterior flexors and posterior extensors? Lock them down, focus on big muscle groups.

Calculations done I mentally press the launch button.

“Squee? SQUEEEEEEEEEEEEEEeeeeeeeeeeeeee.”

The white ball of fur gets launched like it’s being flung from a trebuchet and I speed up again. Stuffing some qi in my retinas and lenses I keep track of the suborbital bunny. She will land just at the base of the tower if my calculations are correct, her small size and fur will leave her unscathed, she could survive landing it at twice the predicted speed.

Jumping over the last mountain shows me nothing but flowing hills and grasslands stretching ever onward. I land and sink through my knees, tensing every muscle in my body in preparation. I construct a snug aerodynamic shell around my body in a split second and jump. A thunderous boom follows me as I break through the sound barrier, leaving trembling ground and a cloud of dust in my wake.

I can’t help but smile as the grass becomes a green blur not a metre away from me. Although I prefer cruising with a leisurely speed, mixing it up with going all out in terms of speed once in a while is pretty fucking cool. Every time I get bored or pissed off at something related to cultivation I just reminisce about my memories of Earth and how living as a mortal was. Comparing the mundane slog of everyday life with the super powered living with qi never fails to put a smile on my face.

I eat up the distance between me and the city at a very rapid pace. I slow down to just beneath supersonic speeds when the city walls become visible.

‘IM A CLOUD, A NICE FLUFFY PIECE OF WATER VAPOUR, NOTHING TO SEE HERE!’

A mental shouting barrage at my qi barrier adds a slight concealment function. When the city walls are half a kilometre away I land my feet on the ground again only to jump up using the last of my qi. This is a risky manoeuvre as I am left nearly empty but time is running out for the city now below me.

‘YOU ARE MINE. COME TO ME BITCHEEEEES!’

The enormous qi bubble spewing from the tower starts getting pushed upward by my mental command as I soar towards the Tower. This qi is without any conscious control, and influencing it is rather easy for me. The question of what caused this phenomenon is bothering me enormously. Can I somehow communicate with the dungeon?

I snap my focus back on the tower. It’s increasing in size rather rapidly now. Looking at the base of the tower I see a small crater and Lola jumping as high as she can. All the qi in a few metres around her gets sucked in through her mouth while the rest gets… head-butted upwards. Is that even possible? She stopped the bottom of the qi sphere from touching the busy plaza in her own special way; good girl.

I do half a flip and pull some qi in through my mouth and into my legs. I smash into the tower while going around fifty kilometres per hour. I feel the muscles in my legs tearing as I try to evenly distribute the force. This is going to hurt for a bit.

I put my hands behind me and push against the air. Now firmly footed on the vertical surface I extend a thread of qi down to the plaza and snatch Lola from the air.

“Good job, everyone below would be dying slow deaths if not for you.”

She nuzzles my hand while I beam a smile at her. I put her on my shoulder and strap her in with bands of energy. Sinking through my knees again I go up and away, using the abundant qi in the air to create big sheets of air resistant qi to kick off from. About ten jumps later the jagged end of the spire becomes visible. As I kick myself off the air and over the broken tip, I get my first look at the fault line. The pillar looks to be made from an opaque white stone, a horizontal section with a jagged shard sticking up as if it is the biggest and most uncomfortable chair in existence.

I expel the last of my qi and flop down to the ground. I push it away and through the qi bubble around me, letting it mingle. Then I pull.

The wave of qi converges on me. I thank my lucky stars for the fact that my fingerprints are all over this qi, handling this amount of raw qi would probably kill or cripple me. With that sobering thought in mind, I start breathing it in, making the sphere of qi surrounding the jagged end smaller and smaller. By the time it has reached the diameter of the tower, it starts fighting back seriously. I could fill my core many times over with the amount of potential energy that is swirling around me.

“Lola and Tree, start absorbing this. Lola, you should step into the qi condensing stage. Just gather loads of qi, make it yours and squeeze it.”

She settles down beside me while I keep the mass of power under control. Sweat starts beading my forehead as I measure the flow of qi shooting out of the structure I’m sitting on. I can hold on for a few hours, but by then the flow of qi will become too big for me to hold together. A look at my brain centre tells me I need at least a week to fill my spiritual cavity with solid core material.

Doom scenarios start flashing through my mind again. I know of a way to fix this but it will be very dangerous. The thought of unleashing my entire mind to control this qi terrifies me but hopefully, I will be alright if I imprint a single task in my mind. 

I hope.

On the other hand, I could destroy my own cultivation base and get a full solid core by re-cultivating. The process of compressing liquid into crystal allows for a sudden growth of solid core. The looseness of the crystal when it’s freshly made should allow me to grow it at speed. It’s only when core crystals have had time to settle that growing then starts taking time. That might actually work, now that I seriously consider it. Restarting my cultivation - for the hundredth time, it feels - is very much possible. People don’t tend to do it voluntarily because it feels pretty bad and why would you? That’s like throwing away all your hard earned money just for the joy of earning it again. It does make one more proficient at earning money, but there are few short-time benefits.

I sink my focus inward and check my core. I have various processes running such as; a scanning radar, a cartography process and more. I see that the bug analysis thread is still running, let’s get rid of that one first. What else is there? Automated threat assessment, I leave that one going. Then there is the automated mana to qi converter, I can get rid of that one too with all this qi around. Breathing in mana in order to turn it into qi right now would be similar to making iron from ore in the midst of a steel warehouse.

I feel my mind clearing up and increasing speed with each process I remove. I can leave the scanning of interesting plants in Tree’s capable branches, away it goes. My language analysis is still running; it hasn’t worked its way through all the recordings yet but that can be done later. Those were all the big ones; the rest don’t even take up a percentage of my mind. Why is there an automated bust size scanner in here? It’s pretty interesting to know that the average breast size in this city is a bit larger than the Cultivation World’s average, but it is far from essential. With a slight twinge of pain in my heart I cancel that one too.

I imprint the few running ones in my memories. A few minutes of actively remembering my current, bare bones setup later, I cancel everything except for the cultivation idea I want to test. This should allow me to reinstate the processes with ease when I’m successful. My mind immediately floats towards more esoteric concepts. The material world seems less and less important with each strand of thinking power I free. Resolutely, I mentally grab the small crystal in the middle of my brainstem and make a qi vacuum around it. I breathe in deeply and grit my teeth. This is going to hurt.

With a mental twist, I start shattering my core slowly. A nuclear detonation of pain overwhelms my head and my vision blacks out.
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Icome to and wonder what the fuck I’m doing. My own mind is shouting at me to get going. I wonder what that arrogant upstart is planning now, until I remember what I am currently doing. I immediately check the sun’s position. Not even ten seconds have passed, excellent! I reassert some control over the qi surrounding me, my grasp now a lot more tenuous. The last shards of my braincore slowly dissipate as I take a deep breath, feeling the qi burn its way through my body. I toy with the idea of creating a core in a different location than my head. While I’m at it, I might as well redo an old failed experiment. I check the probability tree I had calculated beforehand and pick the direction that seems most awesome.

I have thought and speculated a lot whether a person or being can have multiple cores. Ideally, I would want to create a brain and a heart core, giving me the best of both worlds. Making a third dantian core seems like a bad idea. The amount of qi required for advancing into the later realms is already enormous, adding a second core would multiply this amount by more than ten times. A third core would probably be expensive enough to make gods weep.

I have thought about this a lot in the past. I never had the balls to try it, and the very nature of the Cultivation World seemed to discourage me to experiment with something important as the very base of my power, the very source of my survivability.

I decide to try it out. Nothing ventured, nothing gained, right? Splitting the stream of qi flowing through my body in two is easy. Guiding both to their respective places is more difficult, the qi starts feeling sluggish and slippery. Forcing the qi to form vortexes in both my brain and heart nets me a splitting headache, but I see the initial stages of core forming happening. My shattered cultivation base is leaving me fast, the last shreds of sublimating crystal in my brain giving me a small boost in willpower and calculating capacity.

I tried something like this in the Cultivation World but was zapped by lighting as the reward for my effort. The rule of the three core locations seemed rather ironclad and heavily enforced there. The fact that no clouds are gathering above my head proves that this world has no such imposed laws.

I try to grin through the pain but my face ends up in an ugly grimace. I feel my control of external qi slipping. I have a few minutes before the city is in danger again. Instead of containing the power in a sphere around me I start giving it the command to move upwards; that should buy me some time with the limited control I have at the moment.

My brain is filling up with mana, and I pull some out and redirect it to my heart as that core forms slower. My heart core doesn’t seem to want to advance, so I give it another spin. My headache becomes a full-blown migraine and my eyes start to water. I made my brain core by shoving all my qi in my cranium, so maybe I don’t have a heart affinity?

I admonish myself, as I don’t believe in affinities without provable physical signs. My heart is as good as any other, so I should be able to make a core there. I firm my will and let a complete conviction and belief in my plan settle into my mind. Gritting my teeth, I shove more qi into my heart.

Spying on Lola told me that the precise location of the core is inside the middle heart wall, the interventricular septum. My brain core will form without my guidance as it did before, so I focus my attention on compressing all the qi I can manage in that wall. My chest starts hurting too, this experiment might have been another rash decision spurred on by my lacking intellect. Too late to cry about it now though, so I give the qi in my heart another push.

Someone seems to be screaming? Is that me? Irrelevant, let’s continue with… what was it again?

Blearily I look around while clutching my chest. I feel something starting to snap into place, but just one, and that’s not good? I think? I decide to stop it from happening for now. A theory I thought about an age ago bubbles to the surface of my foggy mind. I have nothing better to do right now, so let’s give it a try.

Pulling on my brain and heart at the same time I connect both together with a strand of qi. A massive build-up runs throughout my body as if something is heating up in another dimension, overlaying me. With a massive internal boom, my mind comes back to me.

Blinking furiously, I look inside. Glowing spheres of white are located in my brain and heart. They are both empty and filling with gaseous qi, a small and near invisible thread connecting both. It worked?

“IT WORKED, HAHAHAAA!”

Lola jumps away from me, seemingly scares shitless by my outburst. That was a bit risky there, but it worked. Already I feel my mental strength grow and my body infuses itself with qi. Sitting down again and breathing in, I can’t help but continue laughing.

Both cores are still fluctuating a bit, so I calm down. The qi that’s even now spewing from the broken tower is still far away from ground level, giving me time to chill for a few minutes. I calm my mind and racing heart as best I can. It’s kind of difficult because I have always been slightly envious of body cultivators. Instead of making intricate and complicated plans, fall-back strategies and weakness analysis, they can just hit stuff. Solving a fight like solving a puzzle is fun of course, but sometimes I just want to smash some faces in.

I stop breathing in for a bit, letting my own power settle. I use this time to look at the little bunny. Her core is stuffed to the brim again; she is just circulating the qi throughout her system to get rid of my fingerprints now. She will have her first drops of liquid qi soon. After filling her core with that she will be able to make an initial core crystal and step into the core forming stage. There is enough qi around us for her to form a full solid core; my qi is all she ever got so it’ll probably be compatible enough to use as construction material.

On a different note, I admit that I have detected a slight case of arrogance inside myself. Falling to the bottom from the top must have hit me harder than I wanted to admit. I kept pretty low key so far. At least, if you ignore the animal horde, the multiple cases of kidnapping and the broken Tower. But I took some risks that were too dangerous. I have not even investigated local power structures before starting with my own plans. The single direct usage of mana I did in the dungeon was proof enough that this world’s mages will hold considerable power, but I ignored them all. I have put myself in dangerous situations three times by now; my solid core formation in the clearing, transforming the tree into Tree. A random being at the core forming level could have killed me at the end of my mountain flight when I was low on qi, so it’s actually four.

I need to stop thinking of myself as this enormously powerful being, but honestly, I don’t want to. A normal mortals’ habits are hard to break; imagine how hard getting rid of a hundreds-year-old habit is. But more importantly, I don’t want to. I want freedom, the ability to do as I wish. I also want other people to do as they wish. Of course, if those people want to hurt me I will use my ability to kick their asses to impose my will, but that’s not the point. Limiting myself in order to avoid detection and attention is something I do by default, I prefer staying low key over lording my power over others like some spoiled young master. The main reason is that becoming famous is a bother and will limit my freedom.

I hereby decide that I will not leave the wellspring of qi until I have regained enough power to do whatever the fuck I want. The lure of not having to worry about poison or a dagger in my back is a big contributing factor to my double core experiment. Mind cultivation is awesome; the only downside is a lacking physical defence on all levels. A shiver runs down my spine at the possibilities of perfect mental control and a powerful body combined.

Alright, that’s enough blabbering about my feelings. My cores have settled down perfectly after that round of self-reflection. I would call it a reaffirmation of my Dao if that didn’t sound so pretentious.

My cores start churning again, but this time they are purring like engines instead of threatening to fall apart. I look at my hand, make a fist and do some flexing.

My heartcore has already started pumping body-reinforcing qi through my bloodstream. Instead of gathering the qi in a single place - like braincore and gutcore cultivators do - the heartcore releases the majority of its qi throughout the bloodstream. Here it slowly settles into the bone, sinew, organ, muscle, and skin cells, reinforcing whatever those cells do. Body cultivators make their entire body their core by spreading every strand of qi throughout their bodies. Training helps you control this strength, but no cultivator gets significantly stronger by lifting weights. At least, improving my body never gave me significant physical gains. I only ever powered up significantly after gaining more qi.

I now feel every cell in my body getting a little better every second. It’s a tingling feeling, like a really pleasant version of pins and needles. I stand up and walk around a bit. The tower is around two hundred metres wide at this height, giving me a third of a football field to move around in. The jagged diagonal shard of rock, the back of the chair shape, cuts this volume effectively in half, but it is enough room to do some jumping jacks and jog in small circles.

Shoes crunching on the loose-lying white shards laying everywhere, I start running past the edge. A quick look down nets me an amazing view. I see clouds blocking parts of the grasslands below my feet. At the very edge of the Tower, I can look straight down and see glimpses of the city. I am higher than some of the clouds and the wind is whipping my clothes about. Thanks to the qi now running through me it feels rather comfortable, while I know that it must be freezing up here.

I look around, scanning anything interesting and saving it to my ever updating mental map. I see more cities on the horizon, all to the north. I give my cartography process access to my eyes, causing my vision to swim as the process scans everything in sight as quickly as possible. Efficiency over usability is a motto of mine, and I stand by it despite the dizziness.

I start stretching as my map fills in with details. I am starting to understand why body cultivators never sit still, always moving at least a bit, always running instead of flying. Using the structural qi as it settles into my cells feel slightly orgasmic, just stretching a bit feels unbelievably good. I stop myself from moaning as I start running. I need to tone this down a bit. I can’t be soiling my pants when fighting.

I move my hand around while I sense its movements. The problem is that I move my hand, not my muscles. My previous physical exploits, aka fights, were all greatly limited by the power of my body. My mind could calculate everything perfectly, the slow reaction times of my nervous system and muscles hindering me. If my body now keeps up with my mind I will need to have a greater level of control.

I imagine myself hanging just over my own shoulders, remotely controlling each separate muscle via some holographic interface. My mental perspective shifts as I mentally take a step back from my own physical body.

That worked great! I start running again, increasing my pace. It feels very nice now, but the positive feedback isn’t quite so overwhelming anymore. Sometimes you only need a slightly different perspective on things.

I pull a massive rock from my spatial ring, the grey thing weighing at least a few hundred kilos. I struggle a bit, more with positioning and handling than because of lacking strength. I feel like I could juggle these boulders if I had longer arms. This is seriously exciting, a whole new path of growing stronger stretching out before me.

I try to move my body to the limit for the next half hour. I stop when I sense no improvement twenty minutes later. My coordination issues are fixed, exercise really doesn’t do shit for gaining strength, huh. I do start seeing similarities between both cultivation methods now.

My initial gaseous core was made up of something, a force I couldn’t really get a grasp on. All the qi it contains needs to be held under pressure. The core structure itself absorbs a part of the qi I absorb, strengthening itself so it can withstand higher pressures. This locked up energy is then utilised when a breakthrough happens. When crossing over to the solid core stage, that energy is used to rapidly transform large amounts of qi to my own fingerprints, allowing me to take in a large amount of power originally not my own. This newly gained power is then utilised in the creation of a new intangible containment field at the end of the advancement process.

My body works the same now, only on a bigger scale. My cell walls and blood vessels absorb a percentage of qi in a similar manner, using it only to strengthen themselves. The leftover qi can then be compressed more because the container can withstand higher pressures. This higher pressure allows for more qi to structurally reinforce the walls, which then allows more compression.

I wonder what the body equivalent is for the solid core stage. I can’t wait to find out!

I immediately sit down and start breathing in all the qi I can handle. Instead of the slow trickle I get from creating it by combining mana, this is a flooding wave. It has my fingerprints already, so it willingly surges into my body, running through my heart and into my brain. The small time it has spent in the outside world has started the process of reverting it to neutral qi, but it only needs a single cycle through my own flesh and blood in order to make it fully mine again.

I sink into meditation as the first drops of liquid qi start forming. The inner part of my braincore starts condensing mist at speed. My heartcore is infusing the majority of the qi it receives into my blood, and thus my body. A small portion remains in my heart and also starts condensing. Looking closer at my heart, I see that it has started forming microscopic drops of qi inside my blood cells. A portion is absorbed into my flesh and bones, while the rest returns to my heartcore and settles in the core.

I breathe in so much qi that the loose sphere of power surrounding me starts shrinking. The tower is still giving off a steady stream and for the first time, I hope that it will last for a while. With no need to make fancy stuff like mana vortexes, I focus all my concentration on both cores, watching them fill up with liquid.

I just breathe in, lost in a meditative haze as my cores fill up with liquid power. The fact that both are full alerts me to that fact that I will need to take steps to reach the next stage. I think I will have to crystallise both at the same time. Grabbing hold of both balls of liquid qi, I start squeezing. As if they were waiting for me, they both start collapsing immediately. Two small specks form, sucking up the liquid qi. They start draining the qi from my cells and I let them. I look closer and see them both absorbing all the qi in my body, even the structural qi stat has only recently embedded itself into my physical body.

Body cultivators are empty and stripped of qi after breakthroughs, and this is good to know. I will make sure to be careful when advancing in the future. I inhale more power-laden air while sinking into a light trance.

⁂
The sun tells me an hour has passed. I zoned out again while forming my solid core, no qi starvation keeping me awake this time. Two magnificent solid spheres are located in my body. One in my brain and one in my heart. The downside that comes with a completely formed solid core is that there is little place left for storing usable qi. I can soak liquid qi into my braincore, I know from experience, but this process takes time and only supplies a trickle when I need the power. I will have to test how this works now that I’ve got a heartcore.

Traditional teaching would have me starting to form my foundation now, or some such bull shit. I’m supposed to start making a representation of myself, carving up my core to elevate it into a more metaphorical position. I say screw that, I want to build a better carving material first.

Gripping both cores, I use my willpower and start squeezing again. Instead of stepping into the next realm, I want to raise the qi density of my core. I pretend my core is coal and that my body is a diamond making machine and pressure vessel.

‘HEAT, PRESSURE, LOTS OF HEAT AND LOTS OF PRESSURE, HNNGHGHGHGG!!’

Too excited to shout something funny, I press down harder until I feel two somethings snap. The solid structures collapse inwards, creating a smaller, darker core. I keep sitting there, breathing in the steady stream of qi and go through the entire process once again. I gather liquid qi and start adding to the smaller, denser crystals now floating in both core locations.

I take a deep breath and moan at the pleasant feeling. My muscles are having sex again. Cultivating my mind feels addicting as hell, but doing the same with body and mind is an otherworldly feeling. I grin as I see the sun going down, painting the snow-capped mountains orange and pink. I make a mental note to not get addicted to this feeling. I need an anchor to keep me grounded.

I feel like I forgot something though, maybe I should check on how my disciples are doing?
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Tess is confused. No, not confused, she reflects. She is weirded out so much that it can’t be called weird anymore. First, this guy shoves some weird energy in everyone’s body, gives a basic explanation that bordered on the insane and left. Then he tosses them out of the warm and weird space with the tree and they need to climb rocks. They talked a bit, but no explanations were forthcoming.

She just went to sleep afterwards, hoping that the world would make more sense in the morning. No such luck, as she was woken up by a voice shouting at everyone to get off their asses at an ungodly volume. She stumbled from her hut, nearly ripping the crude door from its hinges with her unexpected strength. She then blinked a bit, because this super weird human-shaped white cloud was the source of all the shouting. Then the white smoke cloud taught them these so-called numbers. Zero to nine, ten afterwards. She can’t remember what comes after that at the moment.

She had desperately looked around at the other victims but found no sympathy there. They all ignored her and each other. The smoke cloud turned more corporeal as the day went on, slowly resembling the weird guy. Adding and subtracting were shoved down her throat and left her even more confused. Now he is just telling stories. Ah, the robe around the slowly solidifying figure of white mist is new! Looking at the slowly forming face, Tess decides to focus on what he is saying.

“And then there was that entire organisation that focused on water ripples. The Holy Water Inference sect or something, can’t really remember their name that well. They started when ages ago some retard looked at droplets of water falling into a bowl. He liked the forming ripples so much that he stared at this phenomenon for the rest of his life. He made the basic technique of the clan, the Rippling Water Mysteries.

“It’s all based on how ripples interact with each other in a closed environment. Looking at these ripples should give you insight into the mysteries of water and how to apply them in combat. Their entire sect was filled with dudes staring at flat volumes of water. I would have been hilarious if they didn’t take this stuff so seriously.

“I used that sect as a case study. Eventually, I could even recognise the shape of the bowl those guys used based on their fighting styles. Rectangular bowl practitioners developed their attacks in the direction of areas of effect. They concentrated their efforts on the art of spreading a single sharp ripple over a larger area. Round bowl practitioners were better at focusing all the energies of a single ripple into a single explosive point. There were even wars fought over what type of bowl was better. I couldn’t stop laughing for a week when I read those history books!

“It’s all so sad because they never bothered to figure out what causes these ripples. Instead, they put this simple trick on a pedestal and lived their lives around it. Here, watch.”

The monologuing spectre waves its hand around, leaving visible ripples in the air that shoot forwards. A tree tens of metres away explodes into a single point, causing a hail of shrapnel to rain on everyone present. Another wave with its hand splits the tree next to the previous victim in two. From top to bottom. A golden swirl of qi starts gathering all the fragments and chunks of wood while pulling them under the soil.

“If you understand the underlying principles, a simple visualisation tool like a leaking bucket and a bowl becomes worse than useless. This is what I’m trying to teach you guys while giving tools to help you advance in the meantime. If they instead had looked at the physics of flowing water or studied any type of wave they came across, they wouldn’t have ended up as a lower tier sect.”

The weirdness is still there. Nothing the weird guy does is normal. She has to think about everything he says instead of shoving it into simple-to-understand categories. His motivation is even less understandable. Just picking some kids from the streets and randomly teaching them? Not even trying to curry favour with the ruling class? She scratches her head while focusing on the white figure again. She can see the beginning of eyes on the blank face now.

“So instead of focusing on something specific, try to take a step back and look at the bigger picture when developing your own stuff. Don’t just look at a single flame, look at what causes this flame. Then you will find out that fire is oxidation, and every living being uses that concept to burn and digest their food, move their muscles, and more!

“Control over something that happens everywhere around you is way more useful than focusing on a single, specific instance of that concept.

“You can ask questions by the way, but you fellows don’t know enough to know what you don’t know.”

A troubled expression flashes over the white figure’s visage while he is scratching his head.

“Alright, enough fun stuff. I have business to take care of, so I will give you homework.”

Movement and a flash of light cause Tess to look down. A bench is now in front of her, laying on it a stick, a small knife and a white rectangle. Touching the white sheet, her eyes pop open.

“Is this p-p-paper?”

Visibly trembling, Tess manages to squeeze out these words.

“Yeah, don’t worry, I can make loads more. Now here…”

A large black rectangle flashes into existence behind the white figure.

“…is all the stuff I taught you this morning. Next to it, I will write down exercises.”

White letters fade into existence. The numbers and math symbols she recognises, the rows of them combining to make up a dense block of random lines on the right side of the blackboard.

Is he controlling light or just creating something that creates light? Maybe he just changes the surface, making it look like white symbols? The board was filled instantly, not allowing her to get a glimpse of the writing process, but she thinks that she can understand some parts of how he wrote that down.

Looking over at the sums, she recognises what to do, but is at a loss of how to accomplish it. Numbers and symbols spin through her head, not making any sense.

“I’ll put some food down in front of you, you can get off the chairs when you finish all the sums correctly.”

Then the weird man, no, the devil, pulls out a massive covered dish, opens it and wafts a good cloud of heavenly aroma in their faces. Tess tries to stand up to go eat anyway, but white bands keep her stuck in the chair. Looking around she sees the other struggle. Bord especially is using all his strength in attempting to stand up, white bands cutting deep into his generous figure.

Maybe he can’t help being that size too? Normally only the rich can get so fat. Tess pushes thoughts about her pitiful aunt away. Her aunt ate the same as the other family members, but only she got so big. That is all gone now, so she refocuses her attention on the white sums artfully drawn on the blackboard.

Five minutes later she looks away, the swimming numbers not even once making sense to her.

⁂
I look at the forest down below with longing. The clearing is just a pinprick from this distance, but I know what is down there. Nice and cool walking paths covered by shadows. Much better than sitting on top of a tower in the cold wind and blinding sun.

I ended up spending the entire night on this blasted Tower, I spent the rest of yesterday breaking through and cultivating while teaching my disciples throughout the night. Basic math first, I’ve got to ease them into the more abstract concepts. It will be pretty cool to talk about advanced algebra or calculus again.

I planned on making a clone of myself anyway, I just brought that plan forwards a bit. I will be stuck here until I figure out what is going on with the dungeon under my butt. Using the mass of qi to teach relieved my boredom and allowed me to do some training.

Clones can be made in a lot of ways. Bleeding a lot and using that blood to make a clone is a quick and dirty method, for example. I decided not to go that route, the clone will look like a flayed torture victim the first few weeks. I searched for other clone creation techniques, but they all need rare resources, live sacrifices or long rituals. I decided to make my own. Pumping enough qi into a figure of myself seems to work so far.

I’ve got the skin layer done and I’m now working on forming the skeleton. It is sitting beside me, slowly coalescing a face from its bumpy white surface. I can get started on individual cell modelling in a week or so. Making something from pure qi is energy intensive, but I got all the power I need right here.

A glance at both my cores tells me they’re doing fine and are slowly growing. The two crystals fill half the available space, the liquid qi around them forming new crystal over time.

In retrospect, this is the fastest I’ve ever cultivated. I’ve landed here not even a week ago and I’m halfway to the solid core stage already. Disciples usually spend a month in the qi gathering stage, learning to control their own powers. The qi condensing stage where they compress their qi into a single drop of liquid used to take years. Core forming - the stage in which a core filled with liquid is compressed into a small crystal - was rarely accomplished under the age of twenty. The solid core stage starts the moment when your core is filled with solid qi. That’s the first realm, and from then on, the true fun can start!

Each continent and region used to have their own stages after that. All agreed that the second realm is called the foundation realm though. The other stuff like spirit severing, Dao seeking, saint realm, and more made up terms like those are all nonsense in my opinion. Cultivators beyond those levels have so much power at their fingertips that they don’t need physical crutches like cores to contain their cultivation. Nor do they need to follow a pre-set path. They nearly all did though.

I experimented a lot and found out that everything past the foundation realm were just loose guidelines. They weren’t the god-written rules everyone made them out to be. You can, for example, increase the density of your core before building your foundation. Forcing solid qi to compress another level packs it in a tighter crystal lattice. I can manage up to four crunches, as I call them. Instead of using my first solid core to carve out my foundation, I pack it all tighter together to give me more to work with when I start my foundation.

I got both my cores at the first crunch now. I will have to ask my students for better names when they get to that level. My hatred for pompously long names stops me from coming up with good names myself.

My language process has run through all the voice recordings I made before, my greatly enhanced mental capacity burning through the task with speed. My local language data file is pretty much complete. I will keep a process running to add in any new words and phrases I come across. I found a few books when recording all that talk, and those will be my next project.

What else did I do? I stroked my bunny a lot…

Besides that, I fixed up my own Treehouse. I made a small stone castle using mountain rocks. It looks rough and medieval from the outside but is a cosy love-shack on the inside. The few pieces of furniture I still had, along with some rugs and paintings now adorn the inside. I even put a little moat around it, drawbridge and all.

And then there is the huge massive army coming this way, did I mention that already? They are little figures just on the horizon at the moment, but a few thousand marching people are making their way over to the dungeon city.

The tight formations and banners flapping from their spears are a pretty good hint that they are military. I check my map and try to cross reference some landmarks. They should have left the closest city a few days ago before this massive tower had a hissy fit and decided to collapse. Did something happen to the animal horde in the clearing? Maybe they think a beast wave is coming?

And I saw a dragon. Let me repeat that, I SAW A DRAGON! A proper western, four-legged and winged dragon! Not one of those overgrown snakes with legs from Asian mythology or the Cultivation World, no, a proper dragon!

I’m pretty stoked. I can withstand a nuclear barrage with this source of qi at my feet, so I’m not worried about some breath attacks, I’m just really pumped. I always wanted a dragon mount, letting the wind whip through my hair as I settle in between the scales; so awesome.

It left before I got a proper look though, even my enhanced eyesight couldn’t get a good look, just a silhouette against the sun. Likely it was on a scouting mission. I hope it will be back…

I thought this world would be boring with its dark mana and darker souls everywhere. Now we have exploding dungeon towers and real dragons, pretty nifty stuff.

⁂
A war is waging in a dimensional pocket. A war of the mind against the flesh. Bord especially is an avid fighter in this war, struggling non-stop to reach the heavenly smelling food just out of reach. Another figure is also mightily struggling in her bonds, Angeta joins Bord in the roaring and snarling struggle as they attempt to get free from their chairs and desks.

A gloomy guy with dark eyes is looking Bord in the eyes while slowly eating.

“LET MEE GO I’LL KILL YOOOUU, REEEEEEEE! KEEEEET!” Bord’s spittle flies everywhere as he stares at the eating boy with crazed eyes.

“Just hand him a piece, I can’t think like this,” asks a distressed looking girl. Glancing back at the paper only causes her to flinch back. Two answers have been written down and they are both very, very wrong.

“I’m worried about fuzz ball here.” Ket points at another cursing and fighting blur. “It’s not that hard.”

“HUUMAN SET ME FREEE SO I CAN KIIILLLL Y…” Ket waves his hand and a thin grey mist covers the furry and fatty both, muting any sounds. They keep trashing about in their bindings, unable to move towards the food even a single millimetre.

The dark-eyed fellow smiles a manic grin at his hands, he seems to whisper things like “cool” and “truly awesome” under his breath. He focuses on Tess and walks over to the strapped down girl.

“Focus your eyes, command your qi.” Tess looks down again. “Maybe shove some in your head?” Ket asks while turning to walk away.

Just as Tess is about to respond, a single coughing sound booms throughout the entire place, making Tree sway and disrupting any techniques. The white bands stay in place.

“Ahum, look at this!”

A vortex appears in the clearing, made up of white energy with a glowing point in its centre. After swirling around for half a minute, it disappears. Next, a glowing haze appears, shrinking back into a ball at great speed. A blinding light causes everyone present to close their eyes the moment all the energy is compressed to a point. The two distinctly different displays of white light leave the majority puzzled and scratching their head.

“That was all,” rumbles the voice. Silence reigns supreme again.

“Wha…”

“FUUUUUU…”

“YOU FIIILTHYYY HUUU…”

Ket sighs and waves his hand again, muting the two loudmouths. He seems to understand something. If there are two ways of doing the same thing, there must be more.

He walks away while talking to himself again. Tess sighs in exasperation and rolls her eyes. Looking to the sides she sees the redhead snoring loudly, while Selis’ head hovers a few centimetres over the paper. Tess just sighs, trying to find that smile she never could go without. With a shrug, she pours some qi in her head and looks at the paper again. A minute later the sound of her pen scratching against the paper can be heard, the slight green tint on Tess’s face a clear sign that she really wants to be free.
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Irub my forehead. I have this massive knowledge database in my head made up of all the information I listened to during my day and night stalking session. The problem is I don’t like working through the data. I have to mentally and manually sieve through massive loads of data in order to find any answers.

Let’s say I want to find the total number of puppies in the city. What could go wrong with that? I know how my brain database works, so it’s probably right next to the number of dead puppies and the number of drowned kittens. I roughly know where all the information is stored, it’s just that I have to look at all the surrounding data to find something specific.

But no more! I can simply ask my disciples! If I truly knew how much shit is going on in the city below me, the power given me by the massive amount of qi around me is just too tempting. Sodom and Gomorrah will be summer holidays when compared to the righteous smiting power an unlimited amount of qi gives me.

Live and let live, though. I will give all the puppy murdering people below a chance at something better. Though the revenge slaughter committed by the last semi-disciple I had has led me to look for other hobbies. The only hobby I have dabbled in that hasn’t caused unintended catastrophes so far is gardening.

I close my eyes and sink into the qi clone beside me. I leave only my scanning, danger sense and qi gathering process running. I use the rest of my mental capacity to intercept my senses, linking them to the near-solid body of qi. I feel quite blurry despite how much qi is packed inside of this form. Its bones and skin are represented, and internal organs are vaguely outlined now. It will reach full immersion when every cell has been perfectly copied, so I will have to look at the world through a hazy white filter until then.

I take a few steps, getting used to the different levels of feedback. I then jump through Tree’s portal, appearing in the little clearing. I look around for a bit, appreciating the changes that have been happening. Deep grooves are carved in the topsoil and shredded leaves are still fluttering around. A big clump of roots is wriggling around, lashing out with thin secondary roots. That should be Angeta’s place. I will let her cool off a bit inside of her self-made prison. But it’s nice to know that she has started using her affinity in a useful manner.

The grass has grown in nicely, the bare patches no longer showing. The forest surrounding the clearing went from a few large trees and a lot of saplings to a few large trees and a lot of slightly smaller trees. The amount of damage done to the environment is rather substantial though.

Looking further, I see the rest of my new students. The fat kid is just sleeping. Selis is still stuck at her desk, peering at the paper on her desk from five centimetres away. The redhead… Vox is looking around with sleepy eyes. Ket and Tess are gone but I sense them running around inside the forest.

I walk over to Selis and place my hand on her short blue fuzz. Huh, it tickles. I force some qi through her eyes, barging through her underdeveloped qi defences, and check the focal points of her lenses. She is as farsighted as they get, any light coming into her eyes focuses on a point far behind her retina’s, almost inside of her brain. Blind as a bat, this one.

I tap a finger on my cheek as I think. Do I still have that glasses fetish, and do I want to unleash this look upon this world? I didn’t see anyone wearing glasses so far. Why not?

There are no libraries here, so if I want some innocent looking eye-candy I will have to make it myself. I pull some pieces of glass and some metal wire out of my ring. The next five minutes are spent wringing said materials into a wearable shape.

“Here, this should help.”

She takes the glasses from my hands, looking around confused. Blind as a bat, yeah. I put the glasses on her face, and she starts screaming like a madman.

“Just a qi clone, don’t get your knickers in a twist about some missing facial features, tsk.”

Confusion flashes across her face as she quiets down but I move on. I help her and as thanks, she screams next to my ears.

Lamenting this ungrateful world, I look at the sleeping fatty. He is physically exhausted, not a single shred of energy left in his muscles. He must have burned thousands of calories to get to this state but he looks as jolly and big boned as ever. He is unconscious though and won’t be answering any questions today. Not a single mark is made on his paper, I will need to work on his work ethic later.

Muffled screams come from the bundle of roots, let’s skip that ball of fuzzy fury for now.

“Vox, right?”

Sleep addled eyes swerve their way over to me.

“What’s the dungeon city called?”

“Hubuwa?”

Why did I even pick these guys up? A permanently PMS-ing fur ball, a spoiled little fat shit, a uselessly flamboyant redheaded lizard fellow, a blue-haired airhead, a walking pile of anxiety and depression and a suicidal dungeon diver. I want to cry for a bit but I haven’t made this clone’s tear ducts yet, so I can’t.

⁂
A certain king of a certain country is getting worried. Looking over the reports scattered over his desk he rubs his forehead and softly curses.

“Goddamn sky starts having a party, then the mages come running while shitting their pants. God fucking damn mana fluctuations can all go screw themselves. What the fuck are you guys talking about, permanent changes in the flow of mana? Can I eat that? Can my family or subjects eat that? Those goddamn cunt munching eastern hairy shits won’t be sitting still while we figure this clusterfuck out.”

More words flow from his mouth, every third one a colourful curse.

“Then this hanging pile of shit monkeys start screaming about the balance, balance this, balance that, balance my foot up their asses, I’d say.”

Pure prose comes flowing out of the king’s mouth again, even the basest farmers and sailors would not recognise some of those curses.

“Sure, send half the cunt fucked army to the fucking area where the weird fucking shit is happening, all while those shit stained mage supported pirates come looking to do some light raiding ON MY FUCKING DOORSTEP! And that’s just the external threats, when will I finally be able to wring those scheming, dumbfuck nobles’ necks?”

His mutterings slowly rising in volume and bouncing off the walls of his office shake the king out of his daze. He drags a hand across his lined, bearded face. “Purest fucking black, this beard was. Now it’s whiter than that pus infested hairy p… it’s pretty white, despite not even ten ass munching years having passed.”

Before this poor sap of a king can lament his fate further he suddenly stiffens. A sharp feeling is in the air as if a single movement will rip him to shreds. A shiver runs up the king’s spine while beads of perspiration instantly cover his forehead. He drops his head in his hands and mutters some more. “And of course this poop lizard comes knocking.”

A small thump shuts him up and he sits up instantly, his face settling into a grim mask as he speaks. “Welcome.”

The single word echoes across the lavishly decorated study, bouncing off the ornamental paintings of his forefathers.

“Hssssyessh, hmmh, interessting thingss are happening, noo?”

The voice seems to cut through the air, arriving immediately inside of the king’s head. He visibly suppresses another shudder as he looks up to the figure towering over him.

“The First Defender greets the Flight.”

“No time for thessse pleassantries, what information do you possesss?”

The king is silent for a long while. The two beings study each other, one stately and filled with authority despite his slightly slouching posture, the other lithe and long, curves made from sinew.

The seated man breaks eye contact first and slowly reaches down. Pulling a piece of paper from his desk he hands it over. The taller figure glances over the contents, its face a blank mask.

“Thiss will do for now.”

Another soft thump allows the king to slump down, settling deeper into his soft chair.

“God frigging damn scalers giving me the creeps.”

Some more curses are mumbled while the king shakily starts to collect the papers on his desk.

⁂
I can’t help but smile as my poor disciples reel back from the gesture. My qi clone is well and truly in the uncanny valley now, too realistic to not be human, not realistic enough to be wholly convincing. I gathered everyone and we are now sitting in a little circle just in front of the Tree.

“I’m using a qi clone at the moment, I have some stuff to do up top. Anyways, let’s not bother with those types of small details.”

I smile wider, it should get them nicely unsettled. People are less likely to accept things outside of their scope when they are comfortable, so it stands to reason that creeping them out will make them remember my teachings!

“So… What have we learned today?”

I look at Ket first. He had those math exercises done in under half a minute, not that impressive for a braincore cultivator, to be honest.

“I can…” He stops speaking and thinks for a moment. “Think more?”

He is not one for small talk, only saying what is necessary at the moment.

“That’s not wrong. Tess?”

“Uuuhm, the numbers stopped dancing when I put some qi inside my head. It was pretty easy to solve them afterwards, but the shadows started becoming annoying and I got a headache, so I stopped. How big is this forest?”

I beautifully ignore her question and focus on Vox. He looks me in the eyes, blinks for a bit and then decides to yawn loudly.

“Just smelling the food was enough for me, hun.”

I stop my eye from twitching. I will need to find some proper motivation for him later. I look at Selis, now wearing her glasses with wide eyes, looking everywhere.

“…”

She continues to look around everywhere but at me, lost in her own little world.

“Selis.”

No reaction.

“SELIIIIIIS!”

It is hard to keep this language flowing when you scream, my ragged voice not a good instrument to denote tone change. I think I’m getting better at it, though. I have plenty of practice these days.

She looks at me like a startled rabbit. I scratch my own rabbit under the chin while asking my question again.

“Did you learn anything today?”

“Thank you so much for this nose thing, I can see everything now! I had to hug someone before I could recognise them, I never knew trees had so many leaves! This is just beautiful, why are we here by the way? Is that a rabbit? Throw it away, they bite! Why is this fat guy sleeping? Ow, hey Vox, you got out of prison too? I’m sure that the…”

Despair clouds my heart. Did nobody notice that she was practically blind before? Was this the reason for her airheaded attitude? I feel like beating someone up. I angrily make a fist and feel… nothing. I expected to feel my muscles surge with infused qi, but I barely have a proper skin and skeleton while controlling this clone.

I wave away the green flows of mana that appeared with my pissed off mood. Calming myself down removes the flows from my vision. I got angry inside of a clone that doesn’t have the proper chemical processes for getting angry yet. These shitheads really get under my skin.

Angeta is still trapped inside her own creation and Bord is fast asleep. I stare at them for a moment but decide to let them be.

“What city are we in?” I ask my first question.

The four look at each other.

Tess is the first to open her mouth. “The Tower?”

I keep my mouth shut and look at her expectantly. She shivers a bit; my face must not be completed yet.

“It’s called Neutalinn, but everyone calls it Tower City.”

I search my local language database for the word Neutalinn. I find it in the curses and swearing category. It was said three times while I was creeping on everyone, the small sample size the cause for the miscategorisation. The fact that the pronunciation sounds like a medieval dubstep song isn’t helping either.

“What is the name of the country, kingdom and continent?”

“We are in the Shi-Eit kingdom. The Capital is to the north. Everyone calls it the Capital.”

I stifle my laughter as I hear the name. Having English as your base language makes a lot of foreign names sound ridiculous. I have my local language process auto translate as much as possible but I still think in English. I continue asking questions for the next hour or so.
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Imentally recap what I learned about this planet from my students. The dungeon city has a name, Neutalinn, but is commonly referred to as Tower City by everyone. That’s pretty self-explanatory. I am currently in the Shi-Eit kingdom. Best name ever. The first part is pronounced like ‘shie’ from shield, followed by ‘eit’, which sounds like the last part of bite. The Capital, it has a name but nobody bothers with it, is to the north, right where the nobles table map said it is. The king is called the First Defender and loses his or her own name upon taking the crown. It sounds pretentious as fuck, but the name flows nicely in the local language. It sounds like a catchy commercial jingle.

The Capital is a coastal city, with beaches running from east to west. Further north are the pirate islands, slave islands and mage states. This world’s mages have made their headquarters on these islands, and any ship that is flying a mage flag receives safe passage. Any ship with a mage flag without an officially sanctioned mage on board will become a floating pile of driftwood and corpses very quickly. I’m guessing the pirates are working for the mages, their unofficial, official naval force. Sailing without a mage flag makes you free game. It’s a pretty good system of controlled trade extortion, I’m slightly impressed.

The beastkin have their countries to the east. They are heavily divided based on their origin animals, creating multiple tribal kingdoms with their own rules and law. There is a single beastkin capital where all the races are represented and their leader - the Tooth - resides. The moment a beastkin is born, they are placed in a caste or class that is set for life. You will never see a goat beastkin ruling over other beastkin. Only predators have that right. The only exception are mana-sensitive beast people. And why is the image of a horned goat farmer tending crops so funny to me?

A lot of raiding, slaving and fighting happens on the beastkin-human border, from both the Shi-Eit kingdom and the beast people. Centuries of aggression building itself up in a vicious cycle of violence. I will have to teach each of my disciples some sort of body changing or disguising techniques if we ever want to traverse those lands. Then again, the majority of my sources of information are human, and Angeta told me that anti-human sentiments are pretty rare deep inside beastkin territories.

Pretty much all food comes from the dungeon thus explaining the lack of any farms. There are other dungeons scattered around the lands. If a dungeon isn’t farmed regularly, the beasts inside will spill out and make a danger zone, according to the legends. Any new dungeons found are claimed by the Kingdom and if the contents of said dungeon are profitable, a city will spring up around it very quickly. There have been no publicly known cases of people finishing a dungeon. Their origin and how they work remains a mystery to the populace.

I’ve also learnt that the massive walls around the Tower are there to defend against autumn. Why autumn? “So, all the beasts roam around as the summer ends?”

Tess answers me swiftly. “Yes, mana mutants lead large packs of lesser beasts during the all-rain. They come from the wilderness, probably looking for new territory.”

“All-rain? Does it rain everywhere in autumn?”

She looks at me weirdly again. I’ve been here for just about a week, please be a little more understanding.

“It rains everywhere in autumn.”

I focus my attention on my real body on top of the tower. I compare the sun’s position and size to my memories from the past few days. The sun does appear to be growing smaller over time. This planet must be on an elliptical orbit.

Earth had seasons due to its axial tilt. The unchanging arc of this sun implies that this planet is rotating on a straight axis. The seasons must thus come from the difference in proximity to the sun. I want to slap myself for not noticing the sun getting bigger and smaller, my excuse is that… I have no excuse. I love anything space related, damn it.

Worldwide seasons seem pretty neat though, I wonder if this planet knows about skiing and snowboarding yet? I focus back on my clone and continue asking questions.

“And it’s cold and snows everywhere after that?”

“Yes, winter is followed by spring when new life blooms, followed by the current calm season, summer,” Tess replies, her answer containing the hint of something like a nursery rhyme.

I add the unknown words to my library, picking up their meaning from context.

“You guys know anything about the rest of the world? Are there other continents beyond the sea?”

My word for continent literally means big swath of land. Sometimes one has to improvise.

“What, why? Why would you ask that?”

Tess is looking at me like I murdered her parents.

“That’s lethal knowledge, you know.”

Information that kills. This is getting interesting.

“Are you automatically killed when you learn such information?”

“No, the world ends there, the gods of old and the Flight have forbidden us from going beyond the islands. It’s a death penalty to even talk about it.”

That is very interesting information. I had already planned on producing scanning drones to map this planet. I immediately increase the priority of that task by a large amount. It’s also one of the first mentions of gods I have heard. I derived the meaning of the word from making a language context diagram, and deity or god was the most likely result. And they are old. Are they just old or gone?

“Okay, that is enough questioning for now. BORD, WAKE UP!”

I make a chopping motion with my hand, sending out a sharp strand of qi. The tangle of roots around Angeta falls apart and shows me an unconscious and sweaty heap of fur. I hope she learns a lesson about proper ventilation from this episode. Bord has wiggled himself upright and is intensely staring at the few scraps of food left on the plate. I just sigh again and put it back into my spatial ring. He looks at me with teary eyes.

“Did you even try to solve the sums?”

“Ah, I am still stuck in this chair, why?”

I look him in the eyes and only see confusion. I was getting my hopes up with how Lola turned out, but it truly seems that pig-headedness and body cultivation go hand in hand.

“Please try to notice when things happen around you.”

“Why? First master Fellis took care of me, now you’re doing it!”

He beams a happy smile at my face. I try to ignore him but the sickening happiness on display sours my mood.

“This master Fellis was buttering you up, you know.”

I get a confused face in return.

“He was going to make you his boy toy. I think he is a feeder; he must like his pets with some meat on their bones.”

“Master Fellis said that I was his special boy!”

Is he mentally handicapped? He looks so happy right now. “He was going…” I mime my left pointy finger going closer to my right fist. “To put his penis…” I pantomime the act with my hands. “In your bum and fuck you.”

These are not baseless rumours, I had the… pleasure… of observing him going at it myself. That was the first time looking at a map mentally scarred me. That basement under his mansion is a true horror show.

“His garden is filled with decaying fat eighteen-year-old corpses.”

He still looks at me without a trace of intelligence in his eyes.

“Haaah, I don’t care. You would have had a miserable few years left to live in his dungeon when you became fat enough. He likes to raise his toys like livestock and seems to enjoy the look of betrayal on their faces when he displays his true sadistic nature.” The penny hasn’t dropped yet but now the rest are looking at me askance. “I was curious if the Fellis guy has maps, so I scanned his entire house. Including the dungeon.”

Now I let a shiver run up my spine while showing a slightly haunted look in my eyes. I don’t let it show too much, though Tess and Ket seem to get the hint. Vox is looking at me as if I am telling him the sky is blue. “Do you guys know anything about an army marching here?”

Changing the subject is not running away, is what I tell myself. The lack of a reply tells me that they have no knowledge on the changed subject. “How about a big flying beast in the sky?”

They all turn pale.

“Y-You saw one of the F-F… Flight?” Vox barely manages to push that last word out of his mouth.

“Give me all you know about the Flight in one sentence please.”

They all look at each other for a long while, until Ket decides to speak up. “They are the true rulers; every kingdom or area has a Flight Guardian. We don’t know where they come from. They were here before us.”

“They are immortal and all powerful I assume?”

Selis butts in for once. “Even all the grand mages in the kingdom couldn’t possibly crack one scale, they are really pretty though. Why are you white by the way? Our Kingdom’s Flight Guardian is white too. Grass is sooooo pretty, there are so many blades! Thank you again for this looking thing, I really like it. The king meets with the white dragon once every five years, I got to see them from afar, it was huge! The dragon I mean; the king is normal person sized. There was also this…”

I hold up my hand to stop the deluge of words. “They are called glasses, thanks. That is enough for today. Here are your next assignments.”

I let my actual body breathe out a large portion of qi and push it inside the pocket dimension. I sink it into the ground and raise up six massive pillars, reaching high into the sky. I float my qi clone upwards and pull some cheap items from my spatial ring, putting them on the flat tops. Bands of colour mark which pillar belongs to whom.

“Tess, yours is the black one, Vox is white, Selis, blue, Ket, grey, Bord is red and Angeta’s is green. Please tell her when she comes to. Don’t bother climbing a pillar not your own.”

Casting one last look at my kidnappees, I shake my head and pull my qi clone outside.

Let’s get an update on the army and the dragon. Wind whips my hair around as I take a look at the sights below me. The army is still marching. Their destination seems to be the Tower; they are coming here in a straight line. I can’t see any dragons at the moment, and the city is covered by clouds. Looking downwards over the edge nets me a white and fluffy view. I think it’s about time I come up with a solution to this qi spewing tower.
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Ican finally stretch my mental muscles again. My core is at the first crunch core forming stage and slowly growing. The massive increase in power a higher density core gives me is enough to start simulating some basic models. Wait, no, I meant my multiple cores. This dual core thing is still new to me. Allow a thousand-year-old guy some adjustment time, yeah?

The things I’m simulating are magic circles. I set up a three-dimensional grid with a resolution of a few thousand measuring points along each axis. Using this simulation, I can observe how my mental imprints and various circle shapes interact. The mana-gathering circle in the Tree was a shoddy construction. This way of brute force rapid prototyping will allow me to make something that’s many times more effective for the same power and material expenditure.

I use a simple circle as the baseline for any complex construct. I assign the circle a base function; then it’s just a matter of adding more stuff in a logical fashion. The outer circle of this formation will act as a double one-way barrier, keeping physical stuff out and qi in. I spend the following hour tweaking the circle for optimum effect.

I end up with a rather ugly looking thing. Four ying-yang symbols to draw in all the energy around it, and a golden mean ratio spirals to transport said qi to the centre where it will be compressed into a single point. Spikes jutting out from the sides are meant to scare away any inquisitive strangers while a smaller spiked ring around the force-field is there to dissuade anyone from breaking it with force.
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It will absorb any qi the Tower produces for a few weeks, according to my calculations. I don’t know yet if it will have enough compressing power to form solid chunks of condensed qi, but it will prevent the apocalypse for a while at the very least.

I stand up and look around. Shards of white stone are still laying everywhere. I bend over to pick one up but find it firmly stuck to the ground. I take a better look and see it is melding back into the solid rock. It must be beginning to reconstruct itself. I should take my students on a dungeon dive later, let them get some practical experience. Any qi that’s touching the stone is still lost to my control, making the entire structure appear like a black hole to my senses.

I stretch a little, popping sounds coming from my back along with a pretty good feeling. I thought that mental cultivation could be addictive, but body cultivation is like hard drugs compared to the mental soft drugs. It’s pleasurable in a similar manner, just on a much higher level.

I look around and see the army has advanced a bit further. I do an automated visual sweep around me and find the dragon again. I find it hiding in the sun, so I take care not to look at it directly. No need to let unknowns know that I know about them. This is a good opportunity to spread some misinformation, however.

I start dancing. My usually awkward movements have gained a certain grace after my heartcore formed. Shuffling about, I do all the dance moves I can remember. First comes the submarine move, grabbing my nose while sinking through my knees. My other hand makes a vertical wavy motion, indicating water. Then the peace signs over the eyes, that’s a classic. I do some rockabilly moves and start creating the circle.

Heeeey-Macarena, AHOY! With a shake of my butt I place the ying-yang circles one by one. A few twirly moves later, the spirals are in place. The spikes are created by doing some rhythmic shadow boxing. I decide to just spaz out as much as I can for the last part. With flailing limbs, I let the compression centre form. I spread my arms about, waving them wildly in the air. The circle is guided into position while stomping around, imitating some traditional African dance, or something.

I go all out and throw some break-dancing in the mix. I am giving that dragon quite a feast for the eyes. I notice that the white lines of qi start disintegrating. Mentally berating myself for getting too into the dancing, I re-focus my mind on locking the circle in place. I stand up and place the glowing thing above the uneven floor, right over the spewing geyser of qi. I then link it to the concept of the surface instead of the physical material. That should prevent the dungeon from stealing the circle by growing around it, like Tree did.

I jump high in the air, corkscrewing and flipping like mad. This is actually really fun. The moment I land, the circle flashes with a bright light and it starts working. I feel the surrounding qi getting drawn to it, allowing me to cancel the mental process that was keeping the qi from flying away. Any new qi gets sucked into the centre immediately. The qi still floating around will be absorbed in a minute or so.

I could have done all that with a single hand wave, but where is the fun in that? I don’t plan on showing potential enemies any of my true skills. The shrinking bubble of qi must have piqued the dragon’s interest as a process alerts me to the fact that it is flying closer. I can see its white scaly body by the time all the loose qi around me has been sucked up into the glowing circle’s centre.

I look back at the ornamental circle and give it a mental yank. It starts slowly spinning, the rotating spirals producing a mesmerising effect. A short while later its spins fast enough that only a transparent white circle is showing. A field shimmers into existence around it, the protective force-field slightly bending the light.

And what is that ruckus in my mind? Ah, my threat assessment process has started ringing every alarm-bell it can get its hands on. The dragon is deemed a threat unknown and dangerous enough to send the analyser into high alert. DEFCON One, people, ready battle stations, ready battle stations!

Reduce threat target to basics, possibly multiple tens of tonnes. Flash emotions to check mana usage, none of the known ones are reacting to said dragon. Eliminate fire, water, earth, metal and nature as possibilities. State of qi shield is solid, should be able to withstand multiple hundreds of kilotons of force, no problem.

Start active target negation. Structural integrity of threats’ body must be high to withstand forces observed so far. Blunt force can be applied in high amounts, fun! Link to circle formation, extend shield to cover self. Impact in 3 seconds. Anchor sphere to… where? Qi anchors embedded in Tower won’t work, lose any qi that contacts Tower. Grab volume of air? Calculate… Must grab volume bigger than current reach in order to negate momentum of threat. Alternate options?

Can grab air surrounding tower, leave single centimetre of untouched air as impact buffer. 2 seconds to impact now. Threat assessment suggests that body is now strong enough to withstand impact thanks to heartcore at first crunch. Ponder this important question. This is a very important question. One second till impact.

Can spare half a second to ponder the most important question: Do I want to punch a dragon?

⁂
A glorious white creature glides through the sky. Massive wings carry several tonnes of meat, bones, scales and fangs into a diving trajectory. It speeds up while falling towards the broken remnants of the white pillar sticking from a medium sized city. The dragon produces deep growls from its throat, but the wind scatters the sounds before it can reach any ears. Honestly, it kind of sounds like the petulant mutterings of an oversized baby. Not that the overgrown lizard in question will ever admit to something like that.

The swirling gas of doom surrounding the tower has retreated, giving the glistening beast the courage to employ its usual tactics, namely shock and awe. The dive down is all about the shock, many weeks and even months practising has led the dragon to its fool-proof strategy. That strategy could very well be described as “bombing the shit out of them.”

In a way, smashing at maximum speed into the designated intimidation target is something extremely dragon-like. If the target dies, it wasn’t worth intimidating in the first place. If it lives, at the very least it should be peeing its pants and negotiations can be started off on the right foot. Working with a target that’s scared shitless is much more relaxing.

These types of mind games are in large part why the Flight is so feared in the first place. “There is always a sky above the sky,” as the saying goes, but not a single creature dares to fly over a dragon.

The dragon squints its eyes as it sees the small insignificant figure moving around. The air seems to shimmer around it. Is it casting an air barrier? The dragon opens itself to the wind but feels no amazement or loathing radiating from the small figure. No air magic then. The dragon decides to speed up a little anyway.

The small figure gets bigger, faster and faster, the wind shrieking around every scale and ridge jutting out of the sleek body. The wide grin of the human man fills the dragon’s entire vision just before the massive beast loses sight of the figure.

A massive spray of stone shrapnel launches from the Tower, carried by the shockwave of a fleshy smacking sound. The rain of white shards dissolves the further it gets from the Tower, leaving sparkling trails. Looking back at the point of impact, a dragon is draped over the edge. White scales along with red-golden blood splatters now decorate the uneven break. A figure wearing drab clothes is seen walking over to the massive dangling beast. A single hand yanks it back from the edge, laying it beside the spinning formation.

Eyes bigger than basketballs flutter open. A fist shaped indent is seen on the dragon’s forehead, making it a very weird reversed unicorn. The human walks over with shaking shoulders and studies the laying form with interested eyes.

“Hello dragon, do you speak this language?”

The rough song without any rhythm wakes the dragon from its stupor. Its eyes open widely, and a flame ignites behind its dark pupils. A visible wave of white-purple mana starts flowing off its body in strands, like a slow-motion full body fire.

“I am Re-Haan Ra-Lush-Neer Hu…”

A stately voice made up of pride and gravel sounds from the beast’s throat. The slowly spoken name filled with audible capitalization gets rudely interrupted by a carefree voice.

“I am pretty bad at names already; I am not even going to try to remember such a long one. Can I call you Rhea?”

The dragon snaps its mouth shut. Never in all of its many hundreds of years has a mortal dared to interrupt it.

“I bet I’m the first human to ever punch you in the face.”

More stifled laughter follows this statement, much to the stricken dragon’s fury. It spends a moment thinking things through. Then it narrows its eyes and is enveloped by a white glow.

⁂
THAT WAS AWESOME! I have punched a dragon in the face. Just in case you didn’t follow me there, I PUNCHED A FUCKING DRAGON IN THE FUCKING FACE! I hold my bleeding right fist behind my back as I look at the changing figure with my spiritual sense. Hard-headed is an understatement, my right-hand bones have cracks all over them. Never punch with your fists, kids, they are way too fragile for that kind of stuff. Use your elbows or legs or something.

I flooded my skull, spine and pelvis bones with liquid qi while I was but a simple braincore user. My heartcore has been infusing the rest of my bones since its creation, but the rest of my skeletal structure is not fully reinforced yet. My fist would have been turned into tomato soup if the dragon had been ten percent bigger.

The dragon is changing forms now. I suspect that it thinks that if it can’t beat me physically, it will try doing so magically. Very little mana radiated from the lizard’s big form, I think it is changing to its caster form now. I am very curious about what types of magic it’ll throw at me. It is shrinking down rapidly. Questions like, where does all that mass go, don’t even cross my mind anymore. You just accept these things as magic and move on.

What the dimming light reveals is a pretty good sight. A tall female in her mid-twenties, with a lithe figure wearing white leather armour with violet and gold trimmings. Scaled leather armour actually, those seem to be her own dragon scales covering her important and vulnerable parts. Long white hair and eyebrows frame an angular face. C-cup, my breast measurement process chimes in. That’s pretty good info, this is why I love mental automation.

The flame inside her grey eyes starts burning brighter as her hair starts whipping around. I still feel no recognisable mana around her, she must be using something outside of my known mana types. Air is the most likely candidate.

Let’s fight air with air then. I stretch a hand towards the spinning formation and call a thin strand of qi my way. No need to use my own while my cores are growing nicely. I spread it out around me in a shell and imagine a sub-molecular grid holding every single molecule in place. The whipping wind stops a metre in front of me. Resisting an immense force is a lot easier if you divide the entire impact over billions of tiny connections.

I cough and expand the air lock over a bigger area, turning the flowing wind into a rigid shape with my thoughts. The dust caught inside the grid falls to the ground slowly, the sub-molecular bonds not strong enough to hold solid objects in place. The female looks at me with narrowed eyes.

She opens her mouth and I assume she is going to speak. Instead of audible words, her lips undulate as she screams at me. The concussive blast batters uselessly against my shield. I let my smirk grow a little, I want to know what she is capable of.

“Ru-aan nu kudnir…”

She starts chanting some language I don’t know. I don’t pay it any conscious attention; my language process will record it anyway. I focus on the area in front of her mouth. I feel the vibrations of her voice flowing through my qi, it is a simple application of will to stop the spread of these vibrations. The air just in front of her mouth starts to glow. Any air that her voice is traveling through is being affected by the spell. She shouts the last phrase of the spell and the air shoots forward.

A rather disappointing ball of air makes a small dent in my qi shield. I can only imagine how embarrassing that must have been. I check my threat assessment for the numbers. My face pales a little when I realise that that little ball of air had the punching power of a full howitzer artillery barrage. If that ball had fallen onto any other target it would have hit like a few tonnes of TNT.

It seems like she is preparing an even longer spell. I didn’t fail to notice it because her intake of breath made her boobs jiggle under the armour, no, not at all.

“What does the Flight want with me?”

She stops her intake of air and speaks. “I have no business with you worm, my business is with the Root.”

I file away the bit of information for later. “Then do your business, no need to land so roughly, yeah?”

I need to handle this delicately. I keep looking her in the eyes the entire time, studying them. There is a certain quality about them, a certain disconnect from the real world. I recognise that look anywhere, those eyes have seen a lot, those eyes are pretty old.

If there is one true fetish I have, it is a female with an old soul. The body’s shape is largely irrelevant to me. Any person younger than two hundred years or so can be perfectly predicted when all the backstory is provided. After a few hundred years of life, though, people start to recognise life for what it truly is, a lot of stuff just happening, action and reaction on all scales. This allows them to take a step back and see things from a truly objective perspective. All the subjectivity scrubbed clean by life happening around them. And this sexy dragon lady has eyes old enough to see quite a lot.

I manually restrict blood flow to a certain part of my body. No need to show her what hold she has over me. I have found a new goal and I place it rather high up on my list, find out everything there is to be found out about this lovely being. And maybe fuck her.
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Multiple miniature suns cast their life-giving radiation upon a small clearing. In said clearing is a big Tree. This Tree is seriously big, towering over the surrounding plant life by multiple folds. A massive whirlwind of white qi is flowing from the branching crown into the sky. Smaller golden threads surround the Tree like a flowing web.

A pond is located beside this wooden behemoth, reeds and various aquatic plants forming a picturesque scene. Two small streams of water flow from the small body of water, creating two babbling brooks that run through the forest. Two clothed figures are sitting in the pond opposite each other, a black-haired boy and girl are half submerged. The boy has his eyes closed while the girl swirls her hands through the water surface. A black knife and a few metal balls are laying on the shoreline, seemingly forgotten.

“You are right, normally I’d have started shivering by now. I feel fine. How many hours has it been now?”

The boy just grunts in reply, apparently too occupied in his meditation to give a proper answer. If you listen closely enough, a muttering can be heard from the boy. The majority of it is an undecipherable mess, but occasionally numbers can be heard. His entire face is twitching like mad as if his mouth can’t move fast enough to keep up with his thoughts.

“So, I solved all those stupid sums we were given, but why are you so obsessed with that stuff?”

Standing up the girl wades through the pond until she stands right in front of him. She bends down a bit to look him in the eye but gets no reaction whatsoever.

“Okay then, I am going to figure out what the deal is with my knife.”

A dark sheen flashes over her body, leaving dry skin and cloth where it travels. She snickers a bit as she walks out of the pond and picks up the black knife.

“Angeta is kind of funny, and so frustrated. I got on top of that thing after a few seconds. Everything casts a shadow, after all.”

Twirling the knife through her fingers she saunters away. Behind her, steam starts coming from the boy’s head, almost as if the organ inside said head is starting to overheat through overuse.

In front of the pond is a clearing a few hundred metres wide. It is surrounded by a ring of trees and underbrush. It must be said that none of the current occupants suspect that this luscious environment is just a few days old. The aged appearance of the entire space can be explained by examining the floating seedlings carried by golden strands of qi. With budding leaves swaying in the breeze, the stream of little plants is carried further out. The ring of green in the middle of the large earthen disk growing with each newly planted sapling.

The microcosm hasn’t gotten any bigger in the past few days, but it has gotten a lot richer in terms of qi. Maybe the fact that Tree has been syphoning off any qi it can get its branches on has something to do with this. As a result, the previously barren soil has exploded with life. Various plant mutations have sprung up, attempts of the local plant life to adapt to qi usage. Samples are being kept in the growing garden behind the Tree, the previously planted herb seeds now bursting their first growths through the dark soil.

A girl with blue fuzz on top of her head is slowly walking through said garden, occasionally bending down and studying the growing plants. A fruit carried from afar speeds its way over to the Tree, only to be smashed into a gloopy paste as it is smashed into a wooden bowl. Golden energy pulls the solids from the pulp, leaving a small amount of clear juice. This bowl then floats over to the girl, who accepts it with a smile on her face. She sips some of its contents while the wooden rim bumps against her glasses and the girl smiles wider.

“Thanks, mister Tree, this is really good! Did you use pruk-ito fruit in this one? Those are the soft fuzzy fruits with blue pits. Ooh, this is a pretty flower. It smells wrong though, ouch, it bit me! No, no, mister plant, that is not nice.”

A frown wipes the girls smile from her face while she sucks on her finger. The plant she was stroking wilts in front of her, a clear water bubble rising from the dying flower.

“If you are going to be mean, your water will be used for nicer plants. Mister Tree! I think this flower got nasty from trying out the qi. Also, has the stem-fruit changed yet? No? That’s my favourite, so let me know when it starts to do qi stuff, please. Wow, these leaves are round! Where did these come…”

The girl keeps monologuing to herself while strands of golden qi float around her. A small sphere of golden energy is hovering a metre in front of the talkative girl, bobbing up and down with the flow of the one-sided conversation.

Besides the happy chattering sounds, another noise can be heard. Further into the forest, these noises become louder and clearer, the soft rumbling turning into smashing and splintering sounds. Shouts interweave with noises of violence, creating a cacophony of violence.

In the middle of this cacophony is a furry figure. Angeta is venting an entire life of frustrations on the tree in front of her. Big dents appear in the brown bark, showing lighter wood underneath. Falling leaves get caught in the woman’s slipstream as she rains down punch after punch on the hapless tree. She gives a bestial roar as she steps back to wind up a kick. The remnants of the tree splinter in an explosion of wood as the fur-covered leg passes through its trunk. Breathing heavily, she turns around and walks over to a tea set.

“I fucking hate tea, why was this stupid thing on top of my pillar? It took me hours to get a grip on that slippery fucking thing.”

She continues to mutter about qi control, having to spread it over her claws to get a grip and then followed by more cursing at her kidnapper. She clumsily pours steaming water into a small glass pot, black leaves unfurling and swirling through the yellowing liquid. Any person from Earth would recognise the scent wafting from the steaming pot as jasmine tea. She pours some into a small cup, sniffs it and drinks the entire thing in one gulp.

“What the fuck is so special about this stu… whoa…”

Stumbling a bit, she sits down. Eyes that normally shine with suppressed rage seem to calm down. Green fog seeps from her body as she sinks into meditation. Meanwhile, a golden web of energy brings over a few seeds while pulling every scrap of wood underground. As the green glow around the beastwoman grows, the ground around her is cleaned with remarkable efficiency. Seeds glow golden for a second before they plunge into the grass-covered soil, small saplings sprouting up seconds later.

Back in the clearing, some man-made structures have appeared. In contrast with the perfect vibrancy of nature, these buildings ooze an amateurish air. Rough cut wooden logs make up six huts, with a much bigger stone castle towering over the lodgings. The castle is a mix of tower and castle in one; a square wall surrounds the building; a large tower sticking up from between them. The top of the tower is a glistening dome.

The relevant thing here are the soft sobs and sniffling coming from one of the huts. A redheaded man is walking in circles before the entrance. He sighs to himself, takes a moment to compose himself and enters the hut. He is greeted by a crying blob on a straw bed, curled into a ball. Vox stands there for half an hour, unsure of what actions to take.

“Go -hic-away.”

Soft words come out of the boy’s mouth. He tries to make himself smaller by curling up, with mixed results. Vox walks over to the pile of depression and lays his hand on Bord’s back.

“Fellis is the reason Selis and I were in jail. He has two well-known methods of entertainment. The major one is raising children under his protective care in an isolated part of his estate. There are still three boys in the other parts of the garden being raised by him. Were you ever allowed out of the compound? Didn’t think so.

“Alternatively, he puts some poor schmucks in jail on false charges while giving them the death sentence, that was Selis and me. After letting them rot in their cell for a few weeks, he shows up, all smiles. With a serious face, he will tell these poor guys that they are about to be publicly hanged. He will then extend an offer of slavery. Afterwards, those people are his to do with as he pleases, no matter their background.”

Vox starts stroking the back of the blubbering mess lying on the floor. His hands are flashing with pinpricks of light, bright sparks appearing on his skin. Vox continues to pat the fatty’s back.

“And the worst part is, he is so good at talking to people that everyone will suspect him of being a saint in disguise. Every word will stroke your ego or give you something you never thought you needed. I was about to give in to his demands you know? And I knew what kind of horrible person he really is.”

Bord says nothing, he just continues to wallow in his misery. Vox sighs again, retracts his hand, stands up and walks out. He stops and puts a box on the ground just before he leaves, flipping the top open with smooth motions.

A few seconds later a tremor runs through the neglected pile of human. It sniffs the air and turns his head around.

“Tha… that’s…”

One moment Bord is lying on the floor, the next he is sitting beside the open box. A sudden gust of wind blows the salivating figure’s hair in further disarray, the air suddenly catching up to that ridiculously fast movement.

Vox looks at the boy bouncing out of his hut, box clutched tightly to his chest. He smiles a bit as he walks on, his concentration back on his glowing hand.

“Yoohoo, Tess, let me stab you for a bit!”

As the redhead runs after a black silhouette, Bord is in heaven. The entire debacle about his life falling apart and the structure of society collapsing in on him forgotten for now. With trembling fingers, he opens the box and stares at a small slab of meat. His fingers turn from clumsy sausages into surgical instruments as he brings the morsel of food to his mouth as fast as possible. A whole slew of expressions crosses his face, but by the end, there is just contentment.

He looks around and sees the pillars jutting from the ground. All but one are slowly crumbling, leaving a single red banded column in pristine condition. He walks over and looks up. His face twists into a frown as he thinks for once. Not long after, a single shake of his head seems to dispel such useless things as thoughts. Looking upwards he narrows his eyes to slits, bends his knees and jumps.

An invisible force pushes him off course, causing him to launch sideways away from the pillar. He also seems to have underestimated his own physique, as he goes flying over the treetops. After a forceful landing that causes the underside of the island to bulge out, Bord climbs up the crater wall, staring daggers at the pillar. He crouches down a bit, getting into a starter pose. An explosion of dirt gets left behind as our intrepid hero careens towards the top of the pillar. A weak force-field launches him off course again, causing another flight over the treetops.

The force put in the jump is significantly higher than his first attempt; this is easily observable from the fact that he is flying twice as high. The underside of the little microcosm doesn’t bulge out this time - it bursts apart under the built-up momentum. The tumbling fatty then screams his lungs out as he observes the underside of this flat little world for the first time.

A minute of yelling later, Bord stops squealing to take stock of his surroundings. His immediate thoughts of falling into some dark abyss are not met, he is now floating a good way from the Tree and its soil circle. Still looking at the underside, black earth and dangling roots, he notices that he is falling upwards slowly. A few minutes later, Bord is looking around with bulging eyes, now in orbit around the Tree. He sees the ring of water stretching out from the circle of earth, thin but shimmering in the light of multiple sources. The suns are even higher up, he sees.

A few orbits later Bord is thoroughly bored. Flapping his arms didn’t get him anywhere, the very idea of moving through a low gravity area is a total unknown to him. He has been having troubles with his stomach though, and Bord is starting to suspect that the meat Vox gave him wasn’t that fresh anymore. He rubs his stomach while pondering how to get back to the ground.
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So there is a dragon studying my qi-absorbing circle. It is spinning at a few thousand rounds per minute, but that shouldn’t be a problem to magical eyesight, right? The dragoness holds out her hands, gathering some of the yet unknown energy. Now that I think about it, this is an ideal opportunity to find out what emotions I may have missed.

Quickly cycling through all the known ones nets me nothing new. Feeling some anger, love, worry, grief and fear puts up a pretty light show of swirling mana, but the dragon’s actions remain invisible to me. What am I missing here? Emotions are one of the more complex types of phenomena to describe.

I can tell you what something tastes like and you might get a pretty accurate picture of what I am trying to describe. Doing the same with emotions is inherently useless since there exists no way to accurately transfer feelings across to someone else. Any cultivator I knew that went it that sort of direction, the direction of emotional manipulation, went insane and died a few hundred years later. The brain is a tool that apparently does not like to be abused and manipulated in that manner. Maybe there were a few old monsters that mastered this art, but they were not telling anyone.

I make a list of all emotions known to me. I am still missing stuff that can’t easily be defined, like surprise, amazement or desire. Is pain even an emotion? How would I even simulate being surprised? Loathing is also missing, but that’s more due to my nature than anything else. How can I truly despise something or someone without having lived their lives?

This gives me a few ideas though. Clearing my mind, I look at the dragon in female form, studying every detail. White straight hair that ends uneven around her shoulders, light brown leather vest and pants, with big, flat white scales protecting the important bits. Light skinned hands carry long white nails, her grey eyes have a slight flicker of light in the middle of their pupils. Her face is perfect. Whatever mathematical codes for beauty or fertility recognition are hidden in my DNA, they are all yelling at me that her proportions are impeccable. C-cup, some process I definitely deleted pops up.

I bring up a golden ratio analyser and she hits perfect marks. Every piece of her face is in a one point six ratio with another part of her face. I empty my mind of everything that isn’t her, I leave my automation running, of course - I don’t want to end up insane just when I meet a rather hot chick.

White strands form around her. Panic flashes through my mind, the world around me flashing dark blue for a second. The white strands have disappeared. Is that the colour of her mana? I thought my qi trap had broken for a second, but a quick check allows me to calm down. All the qi the Tower produces is still being sucked up by the circle.

Was that amazement? Admiration? What is the opposite of admiration? Despising someone? Maybe loathing?

I don’t want to start despising her before having a proper conversation, so let’s go with self-loathing for now. Here we go!

“What kind of idiot made that circle like that? And must it be spinning? Totally useless, it might even affect the gathering process adversely. The anchors are shit as well. Absolutely disgusting, the creator must be a pathetic lowlife for sure.”

White strands with a sinister hint or purple surround the dragoness. As my thoughts turn more and more self-incriminating, whatever the dragon is doing becomes clear to my eyes. Air mana gushes from her hands, forming into a rapidly spinning object. Is she trying to drill inside the protective shield? Did she not see that I made this thing? Too many questions, let’s try asking for now.

“What are you doing?”

I get splendidly ignored. This isn’t the first time I am ignored by girls, so let’s not get depressed. She just pours more power in the energy construct she is controlling. I decide to entertain myself with something I should have done a while ago, and that is seeing how the city handled half of a massive space pillar falling on top of their heads.

Pulling some qi from the circle, I spread it around and then down the tower. The city is at the edge of my current reach, I will have to be careful not to lose control of the qi at that distance. Taking it slow, my spiritual sense reaches the building tops a few minutes later. I sit down and make a mental map of the city, observing what is happening beneath the clouds.

The first thing I notice is a deep hole in the ground. That must be the place where that splinter landed. I can answer one of my questions about the Tower; the hole is a couple of tens of metres deep and I see no trace of dungeon walls or the sort. Stairs to a next level inside the dungeon are going down, the Tower must be messing with space magic to pull that off without creating massive underground caves. Beyond the new pond in the central plaza, various noble houses have taken damage. A couple of mansions have crushed wings and a single tower lays in rubble. It’s not the tower on which I sat when learning the language. That one is fine.

The population is unchanged; the only difference is that nobody is entering the dungeon anymore. A lot of people are gathered on the main plaza, all geared up and ready to go. The thing stopping them is the guards blocking the entrance. Any attempts at probing the door to the dungeon are met with the disappearance of my qi.

Something is strange though; my qi is slipping from my grasp at a few other places. Concentrating my focus on one such place, I find a bird. A bird that is greedily gulping up as much of my qi as it can get its hands on. Of course, flying animals could get to the qi before it touched the ground, I am feeling pretty stupid for overlooking this fact.

One by one, I seek out all the qi infected animals. This might make for a good teaching moment about how qi influences living creatures. I tie a qi string to each animal and pull. Around thirty birds start flapping their wings wildly while being pulled upwards. I tied the strings to their feet, and the sight of birds flapping upside down is pretty humorous to me. I expand my spiritual sense further downward, trying to cover a larger area. I find no other infected animals, but I do find qi loaded bird shit.

Here I am, a thousand-year-old world travelling cultivation expert, trying to think of the best way to clean up bird poop. I decide to grab onto the qi inside the shit, no need to get my metaphysical hands dirty. As the birds are being carried higher and higher, I methodically erase any scrap of qi from the city. There is a chance that other qi infected animals have left the city, but that shouldn’t be a big problem. There is no qi in this world besides mine, so they will run out of energy eventually. A cultivator needs a solid core to start generating his or her own qi, and in the beginning, it’s a paltry amount.

I think of Lola and her mana breathing technique. She needed a lot of prodding and teaching before understanding that mana can be turned into qi. Let’s just hope there are no cultivation geniuses with a heaven-defying constitution among the birds that did get infected…

I pull the birds the last few hundred metres upwards, keeping a solid grip on them against the wind. I float them before me in a neat row, inspecting my catch. They are a mix of breeds, with none that I recognise. A few are pitch black with white pinstripes on their feathers. One has green spikes jutting from its spine, while another one has… How do I even describe this thing? It has down-covered tentacles? Three squirming protrusions stick from its sides and rear.

Without touching any of them I stuff them inside my necklace, creating a qi cage around each one. I place them in the crown of the Tree, chaining them to the branches with more qi threads. That done, I stand up and walk towards the spinning circle.

I ignore the stare of a certain rude dragoness and walk through the barrier she has been pounding on for the last few minutes. Taking off my necklace, I place it in the centre of the circle, willing it to hover in place. I observe how the dense load of qi starts getting sucked inside by Tree. Ignoring the sound of explosions coming from behind me, I observe how the necklace stabilises, the fine chain slowly moving with the rotation. I take a breath and push myself inside it and appear in the clearing.

My danger-sensing process takes autonomous action, shoving a large portion of qi inside my brain. As the world slows down around me, I take in what is happening.

Projectile aimed at me? Speed is near Mach one. Take qi from the air, form solid shield around self. Sphere constructed, reinforce with sub-molecular bonds. Brace for impact in 3 milliseconds. Analyse situation. Toxic gas in the air? Higher methane concentrations than average. Source of projectile is… Angeta. Projectile is Bord. Impact now.

Bracing myself I weather the collision. The sight of a hundred kilos of soft tissue rippling on impact with my shield is a mesmerising sight. My feet are shoved back a few centimetres as I try to figure out what is happening here. Angeta is now rushing over, fury written all over her face while she covers her nose. Various plants are wrapped around her arms. Yep, those clues are enough for me to understand what is going on.

I gather qi in my vocal chords and shout.

“STOP!”

The world around me slows down. It takes me a slight moment to adjust to the fact the world is slowing down, instead of my thoughts speeding up. I retract the qi from my mind and observe a few leaves hanging suspended in the air. Everything in a circle around me has frozen in time, the fatty stuck in place a metre above the ground, the beastwoman stopped mid-stride.

This is another benefit of being a body cultivator, every part of my body can now be weaponized. I once heard of a body cultivator who could piss with such force, that he could cut through metre thick steel plates with ease. How would other bodily functions work if the power is cranked up a few thousand or million times? I create a small process to explore this question. So far I know about talking, pissing and farting. Let’s hope the results that this process comes up with are a little less juvenile.

“Everybody farts, Angeta, no need to get so pissed about it. It is commendable that you can utilise plants in such a way though, keep it up!”

I turn to face the slowly undulating blob of fat.

“Please do any bodily excretions inside your hut, I suspect that our furry friend over here has a nose that is quite sensitive.”

I snap my fingers and the world around me starts moving again. I cover my face to protect me from some wooden shrapnel that comes flying at me. A good number of trees are in pieces, victims from the flatulence induced violence. I smile at Tree as a wave of golden threads starts cleaning the area.

Angeta stumbles and falls on her face, her roaring shout ending with a face full of dirt, branches and roots flying everywhere in her fall. A quick check tells me that the rest are hiding at either the edges of the clearing or inside their own huts. Bord smashes to the ground and gets up immediately. He has this whiny expression on his face as if the entire world has wronged him.

“I was stuck in the air, how else…”

My fierce glare shuts him up. Right after that bit of intimidation, I pick up Lola who came running the moment I appeared. While petting the fuzzy cutie, I address my sorry group of disciples.

“I am going to teach you guys one more lesson, then I will kick you out for a bit. Gather round!”

Putting Lola on my shoulder, I pull one of the bird cages to me, grabbing the white cage that comes flying. I take out the bird, a sparrow-like beast with the colouration of a parrot. I tap my foot a bit as I wait for the rest of my students to gather. Ket is one of the first to come walking up to me. He has a glint in his eyes that I don’t like.

“Ah, Ket, you should learn about automation first. I don’t want you going crazy on me. If a single person gets too much thinking power, they will start to see the world in only numbers. You should overlay any calculation on top of the world, not have it be your world.”

I let my words sink in a bit. Ket’s eyes shine with understanding a few seconds later.

“Take any task you do manually, such as spreading your qi around to sense stuff and shove it in a part of your mind. This will give you a slightly less efficient version of that task that runs without conscious effort. It will also limit the amount of thinking you have to do per second, and then you can stop doing sums all the time to prevent all that boredom.”

Ket closes his eyes and I sense a surge of energy focused on his head. A second later he opens his eyes again, a much calmer look in them now, the beginning madness gone.

“Maybe teach those basics from the beginning?”

“Nah, you guys need to figure this stuff out for yourself. I don’t want you guys to become copies of me. You should find your own ways to progress. I only told you about automation because I had to find out about it the hard way.”

The rest of the small group has gathered by now. I see some of them wanting to begin speaking but I glare at them until they give up. Let’s begin the lesson. As I open my mouth I think about the dragoness up top. She might need information like this too, the way she is handling the barrier covering my circle is rather juvenile. She could do some serious damage if she tinkers with my construct the wrong way.

“Cover yourself in qi and sit down. It is pretty cold and windy where we are going.”

I pull the entire group along with myself through Tree as soon as we all sit down. We appear inside the protective bubble of the formation, the spinning circle to the side. Gasps are heard as the group feels the biting cold, Bord being the only exception. Slightly coloured haze begins to cover them instantly.

More gasps follow as they take in their surroundings. Tess touches the cracked floor with trembling fingers, and I sense Ket spreading his own qi around to feel what is going on. He stops half a second later and retracts his qi; he must have felt the dungeon stealing his power. The dragoness is… hugging the sphere? What can that accomplish? Ah, and she is back to bashing on the shield again, the jiggling that’s caused is nice to look at, but the sound is rather annoying. I make a small modification to the shield surrounding us, muffling any outside sources of sound. I tell it to smooth out any incoming air, turning the fierce whipping wind into a steady breeze while letting any sounds from outside go outside.

“As you can see, the Tower had a slight mishap. I’m not sure how this happened, but I have my theories. I went into the dungeon a while ago to check it out, as I had never seen one before. Whatever is running this thing,” I pat the floor, “must have tried to take my qi and attempt to create his own. I saw the tower snapping in half from the top of the mountain you guys were climbing.”

I look at the caged bird I’m still holding. Dissolving the cage, I put it on display for the small group. Grabbing it around its wings, I hold it out in front of me.

“Normal people, even mages, don’t know what to do with qi. I helped each of you to form a core, allowing you basic control over the energy. People that don’t know what qi is will fight it and die within a week.”

I lift the bird up, allowing a portion of the qi the tower is putting out to flow around the creature.

“Now animals, like this little one here, don’t think about what to do with qi. This allows them to absorb and use it naturally. Qi only reinforces what is already there, so this bird will become better at what it already does, namely flying and pecking stuff.”

I look at the group and they display quite the range of emotions. Angeta is smirking, happy about something that humans rely on has broken, I assume. Ket is just thinking very hard while Tess is looking at me with horror in her eyes. She looks like she is about to burst into tears every time she looks at the broken floor. Selis is staring at the horizon with wide eyes. Did she even listen to a single word I said? Vox is looking down, also thinking. Rhea, the dragoness, is about to explode. She seems to be screaming her head off, wildly flailing against the transparent shield bubble. Bord is picking his nose…

“So now that we all know what is at stake, take a look at this fellow. This bird absorbed some qi when the tower broke. I managed to keep the flow of qi from the city but forgot that birds fly… I was thinking so much that I couldn’t see what was right there in front of me.”

I glance at Ket but see no reaction from my words.

“This means that this bird had a little bit of qi a day ago and I am only allowing it to fill itself up now. We are going back inside in a moment and I want you guys to fight this bird. You have been inside of a qi rich environment for quite a while now, and your qi exposure is much larger than this bird’s. Thus it should be easy to win against this tiny animal that’s only recently exposed, right?”

Ket glances at Lola with doubt written all over his face. Angeta is staring at the bird while licking her lips. I wave goodbye to Rhea and pull all of us inside the medallion again. I stand up and take a big leap over to my little castle, still holding the bird. I sit myself down on top of the tower, it sticks up over the treeline, giving me a good vantage point from which I can enjoy the show. I take a deep breath and shout.

“ALRIGHT, you all have a basic grasp of qi. Show me what you can do. The first to catch or touch the bird gets some good food.”

They don’t seem that interested until I speak the word food. Their heads snap up in my direction. With a big grin on my face, I release the bird, which flaps away immediately.
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Re-Haan Ra-Lush-Neer Hu-Ungu Le-Fetsun is a proud dragon. Her long name a testament to her many feats and accomplishments. Gaining the ability to change into a bipedal form before her tenth millennia is a great feat in and of itself. So, imagine her wrath when some random lower being, some insignificant mortal ignores and insults her.

The punch to the face did not tick her off. If a being can punch a dragon, more power to them. The blatant disregard he showed her after that made her angry. The interruption when she was telling him her own glorious name was rude. But the transgressor is only human, so his ignorance is forgivable. He then proceeded to just stand there, ignoring her wind-calling completely. He then wanted to talk to her, so she cut that off as fast as possible. The Root that is spiking with unknown energy fluctuations is a bigger concern.

The transparent dome surrounding the massive energy signature has withstood everything she threw at it. She was already ticked off at this entire situation, she was taking a ten-year long nap, and being woken early by an alarming wave of mana did not put her in a good mood. And then this small pathetic creature just walks through the barrier, puts something in the middle of the circle and vanishes. She tried very hard not to explode and bring ruin to the city beneath her, but she had to fight for it. She even felt a flicker of nature mana in the air, her anger so towering that it overcame her natural air mana disposition for half a second.

She vented her anger by exponentially increasing the power of her attacks, the last one she performed was able to put a small crack in dungeon stone. Just as she was about to unleash an attack that contained half of her total might, the rude human reappeared. And he brought friends.

This instance of distraction was enough for the magic she was holding above her head to explode with wild abandon. This resulted in her smacking against the shield with tremendous force. She felt it, all her bones rattled around and she was dizzy for a moment, but the tower and shield managed to ignore the violent impact without a single bit of movement.

Re-Haan does not know a lot about humans, just enough to intimidate them properly, but she is pretty sure of the fact that humans can not duplicate within such short timespans. Nor do they have the ability to change the gender or weight of said impossible duplications. There was also one of those animalistic humanoid offshoots from the east in the group, and those two ethnic groups never mix well.

A second later, however, these thoughts were swept away by the fury coursing through her veins. She lost control of the air around her completely, the beast girl now giving off a green glow in her eyes. Now that she thinks about it, she really lost her temper for a moment there, wildly flailing, punching and kicking the smooth barrier stopping her from committing revenge on its inhabitants.

Her memories are a bit fuzzy from that point on, the only thing sticking out in her mind was the happy wave goodbye the human gave her. She completely lost it at that point and spent at least half an hour in a furious frenzy, hammering the shield in all kinds of novel and interesting ways.

She does regret that slip of control now, as she is now entirely empty of mana and her muscles are hurting a lot. Her total state of exhaustion did bring back some clarity, and Re-Haan is now contemplating her place in the universe and existence in general. The fact is that she has started to understand and remember bits and pieces of what the human was talking about. The voices were extremely muffled, but being an air attuned dragon - one of the most mana sensitive races to begin with - allowed her to get the gist of what he was talking about. She does not want to admit it to herself, but she is thoroughly shaken. The fact that nothing is going her way, combined with her seemingly powerlessness in this situation is not helping either.

⁂
I want popcorn. The show in front of me is worthy of some delicious popped kernels, half salt, half sugar. Only the thrill of not knowing whether the next tasty morsel will be sweet or salty can make this situation any more entertaining. The bird is wiping the floor with all my disciples, of course.

Bord is just running at it like the dumbass he is - or seems to be - but the rest aren’t doing any better. Ket is the only one that has come close so far, the intricate and strong qi webs he made a testament to the power of a mental cultivator. This intrepid group of young folk theoretically contains all the power and ingenuity of mankind - I use a rather loose definition of mankind here - and they are all being outsmarted by a bird. A colourful bird that can be seen from miles away; it is not even camouflaged. A bird that has only a fraction of the qi that they all possess.

It should be said that the important factor here is the qi to body weight or body size ratio. Birds are rather light and don’t have a lot of useless meat on their bones. The already fast flier is now zooming through the air with speeds reaching… a quick calculation tells me the thing is flying at something like three hundred kilometres per hour.

Ah, I almost forgot, I should check its core location. I don’t want any mental cultivating animals walking around, they get way too intelligent way too fast. It’s kind of creepy. Scanning the colourful streak with some spiritual sense tells me that it is a body cultivator. I scan the other birds still in the Tree and notice a fifty-fifty split between dantian and body cultivator birds. I release another specimen of the colourful species that has a dantian core. Let’s see what the difference is.

“That bird is a body cultivator; I will also release a gutcore cultivator. Maybe you guys have more luck with that one.”

It is really hard to stop myself from giggling like a schoolgirl at the end of my little speech. There are now two birds flitting around my little spatial dimension, six figures dashing after them and still failing spectacularly to get within a metre distance of either of them. This will be some good path prediction training for them.

I don’t need to worry about losing sight of them, the birds mostly stay above the treetops and the crashing sounds along with the occasional deluge of wood fragments keep me informed where everyone is. I see vines flashing into the sky, making a cage. The dantian bird is unable to break through and is about to be trapped when the heartcore bird casually sweeps its wings through the reaching plants.

Selis comes running into the clearing, dashing over to the pond and dives in. A pillar of water shoots up into the air, the blue-haired girl now standing on top of an undulating transparent water snake. She then proceeds to shoot bullets made of the water under her feet at the birds. I also see some shiny things flitting around. Pouring some qi into my retina and lenses shows me that Ket has finally started using his metal affinity for something useful. Looking closer with my spiritual sense, I see that he is floating metal balls in front of his chest while using his arms as magnetic rails to launch them at high speeds.

My grin grows wider, a human railgun, how fucking cool is that? Bord is totally exhausted by now. He either needs to go on a diet and get in shape or learn about energy conservation. The single leftover pillar with the red band should have taught him that, but he hasn’t managed to get on top of it yet.

I then see a black knife spinning through the air. I quickly predict its trajectory, but see that it will miss the birds by a wide margin. Then Tess appears behind the spinning dagger in a dark flash, right in front of the birds. She manages to touch the dantian bird, but the heartcore flyer takes a sharp turn, its reflexes too good for Tess to keep up with.

“Score one for Tess!”

Bord crawls over to Vox, and after a few words, the redhead places his hands on the big guy’s body. White pinpricks of light flash all over the duo, and Bord dashes after the birds, not three seconds later, full of energy again. I had put a small booklet with medical and anatomical diagrams on top of Vox’s pillar, that should allow him to utilise that light affinity a lot better. The manic look in Bord’s eyes could have two reasons though, either he is hungry, or Vox managed to find and stimulate his adrenal glands.

Angeta has a short conversation with Ket, and the combination of mathematical perfect qi nets and a load of controlled plant life is enough to let them catch the dantian bird. The bird flashes with a blue light, its panicked eyes glowing fiercely, and the plants binding it are stripped of their water. Ket attempts to keep it chained inside his grey qi construct, but the bird manages to escape anyway.

“Angy and Ket, half a score each!”

I see Angeta’s ear twitch in irritation as she hears my new nickname for her. Angeta is just such a mouthful to say.

The water magic the bird just performed is another reason animals and qi are a dangerous combination. Instead of drowning in its panic like a normal human would have done, the bird simply used its newfound control over the water mana in the air to its advantage. The group of disciples of them try to cooperate, but the birds have grown too quick and agile to catch.

Taking a look around I see the desks and blackboard still standing in the clearing. A closer look tells me that Ket and Tess managed to solve every problem I gave them. I want to slap myself as I see that nobody used their pencils. I think I should have explained to them how to use the things. Ket’s answers are meticulously printed, each number a perfect copy of my examples. He must have used his qi to burn the answers in the paper, or something. Tess used a brute force scribbling method, leaving barely legible answers in shallow relief. I pick up the papers to take them away and see that Tess used enough force to leave the answers marked on her desk. Okay, it might be a good idea to explain some stuff - like how to use and sharpen a pencil - once in a while.

I pull the wooden blackboard and school desks back into my ring, but I see that I’m missing some items. Tess’s knife is gone and Bord’s pencil is chewed to a pulp. All the metal screws are gone from Ket’s table and chair, causing them to fall apart as I pull them into my ring.

Five minutes later, I have had enough of the show. A single wave of my hand snatches both birds from the air, the creatures totally helpless against my power of two stages higher.

“That’s enough, come back now!”

My qi laden voice travels through the entire space, and a few seconds later I am greeted by a divided crowd, half smiling broadly at their success while the other half frowns. I put Lola down, having been stroking her soft fur the entire time, much to her delight, and jump down. I motion for them to sit, and seat myself in the soft grass, just in front of their semicircle.

“Now, imagine that nine out of ten humans are bedridden because of qi poisoning, and the rest isn’t doing much better. Maybe one in a thousand sapiens will be able to instinctively form a core and is just learning how to control qi. That is if they haven’t all been killed by a power-hungry family pet.”

I look each of my students in the eyes, forcing them to show me they understand.

“Do… not… leave… qi… lying… around…”

Should I tell them about my theory of the energy hierarchy? Qi seems to be a semi-heavenly energy in this world, but I decide to let them figure that out by themselves.

“Unless you want to invoke an apocalypse of course, then go ahead. But please be prepared to be hunted down by me personally in that case.”

I give them all a rather toothy and predatory grin. Angeta must have been thinking certain thoughts, as I see her face pale under her layer of fur.

“On to a happier topic, who has directly killed someone before?”

I get blank stares in return to my question. Tess seems to be fidgeting a bit, while Vox is playing with some grass.

“As I thought, none of you have directly killed someone with your own two hands. Keep it that way for now. The way the path of cultivation works is as follows: everyone starts in the qi gathering stage. This is the stage you are all currently at. This stage is all about learning to control, contain, and use qi. Once your core has formed, you can fill it up with gaseous qi. The moment your core is full and your mental strength is sufficient to compress the gas into a single drop of liquid, you enter the qi condensation realm.

“Just gathering qi isn’t enough; you will need to make it yours. The difficult struggle of separating natural, wild qi from your own seems to not be an issue here, so be glad for that. You will be ready to enter the next realm, namely core forming, by the time your entire core is filled with liquid qi.

“Compressing this liquid filled core into a solid material will allow you to enter the core forming realm. This stage will consist of gathering more qi while growing your solid core. Only people that have formed a full solid core can truly call themselves qi cultivators, and your power will once again multiply many times over. So look forward to that. You will all need to figure out what comes after the solid core stage yourselves. This is the first realm; the second realm will be up to you guys to figure out yourselves. You can grow your core by filling the empty space with liquid qi.”

I purposely remain silent about compressing solid cores and crunching them to a higher density, that took me a lot of effort to find out. I’m willing to give away the basics, but some stuff they will need to learn by themselves in order to appreciate the information’s value.

“I think there were names for each step and stage in between these realms or stages, and each stage should have something like nine steps, but I never bothered learning those. It doesn’t matter whether you cultivate your dantian, heart, or brain, the realms and stages are the same. Only the application and qi consistency are different between those methods.

“Now, onto the murdering aspect. What you do in qi gathering and condensation has a large effect on your later journey to power. The manner in which you progress in these two initial stages is formative for where your quickest cultivation methods lay once you are beyond the solid core realm.

“To put it simply, if someone crafts items while in the initial two stages, that person can get massive power boosts by creating better and better artefacts in the later realms. If a cultivator fights a lot in the beginning, only the thrill of a truly dangerous battle will allow him to progress. If someone farms or fucks a lot in these… you understand the point, right?”

I wait until they all have nodded at least once, before launching into the meat of my small lecture.

“Now if someone murders a bunch in this beginning period, they will be stuck with slow cultivation speeds until they kill a number of other people or beings on the same level as themselves. This wo… continent has no other cultivators, so there are just two routes this murderer could go down. Either they massacre the entire planet and are then stuck on a dead ball of dirt afterwards, or they start their own sect. They then must wait for their disciples to grow up to their power level and then kill them.

“Both methods guarantee a path of destructive cultivation, they would need to destroy an immense amount of potential for a small power gain. If there were more cultivators here, this would be balanced out by warriors of justice that cannot proceed easily until they kill a certain amount of evil cultivators. But what are the chances that you will survive a thousand thousand battles to the death with people of your own strength level?

“Anyway, I hereby forbid any of you to kill someone with your own two hands until you reach the solid core stages. By that time the basics of your cultivation have solidified and are a lot harder to change. My advice is to do what you like in this period before your solid core forms.

“When I was exploring the dungeon at night, I found Tess on the eighth floor, almost dead. Lola here,” I give the little bugger a good head rubbing, “saved her by forcing some of her own qi inside of her. By the time I found Tess, taking away the qi would’ve killed her. Instead of killing her or letting her die by qi poisoning, I decided to take preventative measures against this entire world becoming a beast paradise without any living intelligent sapiens. Thus I searched for people with special constitutions or affinities. It takes only slightly more effort to take care of six kids than it is to educate a single one.”

I have no idea if this is true in the mundane world though. I never had kid, but from my cultivator’s perspective, this is very much true.

“I know I kidnapped all of you, but I at least made sure that none of you had any permanent ties to Tower City. You can go back to your previous lives if you want, but you must and will leave any qi behind if you decide to do so.”

I don’t speak for an entire minute. Nobody interrupts the silence. Even Bord and Selis have serious expressions plastered on their faces.

“I have some stuff to do in the outside world, you should use that time to think about what you want out of life. If you decide to stay, I would like you to gather information about what is happening in the city and the kingdom. Any information about what the ruling classes are doing in reaction to the Tower break or any info on the army that is marching here would be greatly appreciated.”

I stand up and rub my spatial ring, handing Tess a covered plate. I give Ket and Angy a covered bowl each. The rest are staring at the dishes with extreme focus. I sigh and give in, dropping a large plate of snacks in front of them.

I turn around and walk over to the Tree, keeping an eye on the rising tensions behind me. Tess is the first to react, she flicks her knife to the side while grabbing a few snacks from the big plate, disappearing in a dark flash and taking her food with her. Angeta is staring daggers at the rest, the grass around her waving as if inviting anyone to near. Bord gives a qi loaded shout of “MINE!” which causes some of the snacks to shoot towards his opened mouth.

I sense the pond stirring under Selis’ control while Vox explodes in a flash of light, blinding the group. A moment later, I hear Vox’s footsteps while he sprints away, arms full of qi rich finger food. Ket is staring around with dull eyes that contain a hint of despair at the developing situation, until he is drenched by the water Selis just lost control of. I just chuckle and push myself outside.
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Idon’t like stories or books that use the Deus Ex Machina principle. This is often a symptom that a writer has written themselves into a corner and needs to pull some far-fetched miracle out of his ass to make the storyline work. My spatial ring could very well be accused of being such a trope, so allow me to defend this black ring on my finger for a moment.

Back in the Cultivation World, the ring was filled with all sorts of treasures and artefacts, gathered over a millennium of adventuring and exploring. I sold all the items that were considered expensive and easily sellable in order to buy massive quantities of electrically conductive metals in preparation for my ascension. I had felt the laws of the world itself starting to reject me, so I knew that I had to initiate the ascension procedure soon, else the process would start randomly when I wasn’t prepared.

What I did not sell were my handicrafts. I made lots of furniture, books, toys, weapons and other miscellaneous knickknacks in my free time that might hold an immense amount of value. It’s just not immediately apparent that these items are potentially powerful. My mental cultivation path hinged on knowledge, so I spent a lot of time reconstructing all the known sciences from Earth, using whatever basics I remembered from a myriad of fields as a starting point.

For example, a mathematical genius will be able to derive a lot of arithmetic, algebra and math from a set of basic principles, such as adding, subtracting, multiplying and dividing. I brute-forced my way through a lot of scientific fields using the basic general knowledge I held. Except for chemistry, as the basic elemental table is totally useless when you bring mystical powers into the mix, but one plus one is still two even if you have the ability to crush planets with a single punch.

I knew about Newton’s laws of motion, and with those, I managed to rebuild a lot of aerodynamic principles. The ability to make scientific lab equipment from qi is incredibly useful. I did not need to build a complex wind tunnel. I could just will one into existence and work on proving principles with that.

I then wrote down all these scientific laws in self-made books. I knew that it would’ve created an uproar if discovered, but they would have to pry this ring from my cold dead fingers. I would be beyond caring at that point, and I was reminded of a small book in said ring when I saw the dragoness using powerful but structurally simple air magic.

⁂
Rhea has a tranquil look on her face when I appear on the Tower. I grab the necklace and hang it over my neck. A quick check of the circle tells me that the dragoness hasn’t done anything that the circle deems threatening as of yet. The look on her face would not be so peaceful if her attacks tripped the defensive measures.

I take advantage of the blank expression on her face to step closer to her. I pull a small booklet out of my spatial ring. It is red with a small gemstone in the middle of the cover. Surrounding this stone are intricate swirls of turbulence. It looks like a wind tunnel experiment that uses smoke trails in order to show how wind flows around an object. The insides of the book are filled with drawings and illustrations describing all my insights into aerodynamics and other wind-related topics. Basically, this book contains a starting guide to the scientific Dao of air.

Designing illustrations is so much easier if you can do it directly, without the need to go through a computer and editing program. All my self-made items were a good opportunity to practice my qi drawing skills.

“How are you doing? This is a little present for you, so please humour this insignificant human with a small request.”

My wide smile wakes her from her dazed state. She looks at the gift I am holding out with a single raised eyebrow.

“If this little book helps you in any way, please never mention me to anyone. You can talk about the six idiots you saw all you want, just leave me out of any reports.”

She grabs for the book, but I pull it back. Her eyebrow goes back down and they both crease into a frown. I have to keep her off balance.

“I know some tricks that allow me to withstand your power for a bit, but I don’t think I’m a match for you in an all-out brawl, so do me this small favour please?”

The hook is set, let’s see if the line and sinker will work as well.

“I don’t know if this small gift will be useful to you…” Yeah, right, this will be pure steroids for her magical prowess. “But it is the result of a lot of work, so I would be greatly honoured if you could accept it.”

I make a small bow while holding the book out in front of me. I am weaving a rather complex formation in the meantime. I never found out how those oaths made before the heavens and earths worked, but a deal made between willing parties is easily enforceable. It is like a scale, one promise on each side with a balance in the middle is the basis for my spell. One side is my promise of her gaining power, the other is her potential promise of silence about me. If she gains power, the gag order on my information grows stronger. If she blabs about me, the book will burn up and she will lose a portion of the power she gained.

‘MAKIN A TRADE, KNOWHOW VERSUS NOT BLABBING, FIGHT! KEEP IT ON THE DOWN-LOW THOUGH, YOU KNOW, FO SHO!’

I finish the last component of the spell, a detailed depiction of her brain with the information centre highlighted. Combining intricate symbolism with mental shouting is the most powerful way of laying formations I have found to date. She makes a grab for the book, but I hold on tight as she tries to pull it from my hands.

“Please promise, I just want to explore this continent. I have no desire to come into contact or cause trouble with any of the true ruling classes.”

A vein pops up from her head as she exerts more strength, but I hold on tight. I don’t even need to flood my body with qi to keep a grip, being a heartcore cultivator is really cool! We stand there like jackasses, locked in a miniature power struggle for half a minute. I can’t see her expression while bowing but something must have changed her mind. She gives in and says a single word.

“Fine.”

I can hear the annoyance dripping from her speech. Line and sinker successfully deployed. I hide the glee in my heart as the formation snaps into place around us, binding us both to the promise. It helps that the deal is incredibly lopsided. Is a massive potential power boost even comparable to simply forgetting to include me in her reports? She gains a lot while I gain little, and this helps the deal settle in place easily.

I hide the glow of my qi while it wraps around us. Let’s distract her before she notices that I pulled a fast one on her. I let go of the book immediately, causing her arms to snap back, still clutching the red rectangle. I look up to her face and smile. I talk very softly, just loud enough to be audible.

“My name is…” I allow a gust of wind to blow this single word away. “…and it has been a pleasure doing business with you. Think of me when you are reading that.”

I contemplate stealing a kiss but decide against it. That would give her power over me, and I want her to come back to me of her own accord. Let’s be aloof for now. I give a wave and jump of the Tower as fast as I can, falling into the nearest cloud. I shout back up to her while falling.

“AND PLEASE Leave the circle alone, it is there for a rea…”

The small sonic boom my accelerating fall produces cuts off my sentence halfway. I look down and see the city growing closer at an alarmingly fast rate. I spread my arms and cover myself with qi.

‘NOT HERE, NANANAA, YOU CAN’T SEE MEEEEE!’

I sense thousands of gazes glancing over me, unable to hold onto my form under the misdirection spell. A massive crater will be harder to ignore, so I use the qi bubble to bleed of excess speed. I land with a soft thud in a dark alley. I base jumped towards the south-west, so I landed in the middle of the slums. The sun high in the sky indicates that it is midday, plenty of time for my students to gather information before nightfall.

I make sure nobody is watching me. Pushing qi into the necklace, I grab each of my students around their middle with qi threads. I can hear the screams of shock reverberating through the necklace as I yank them through Tree’s portal, landing them the right side up in the dank alley.

“Welcome back to Tower city. I am going to do some shopping, while you guys can do your own stuff until nightfall, but I would appreciate it if you can all gather the latest news and rumours.”

I pull a large sheet of dark cloth from my ring and hand it over to Angeta.

“I am not sure how people will react to you walking around the city on your own. You can use this to hide your features if you want. Putting a collar on you would solve this problem, but I don’t feel like doing that.”

I walk off, making my way towards the centre of the city, towards the crafting district.

⁂
A group of six young people is standing in a dark alley. Trash litters the ground and a filthy smell permeates the area. The first one to speak is a fur-clad female.

“Grrr, typical human. He only thinks about how I would inconvenience him and forgets that my nose is rotting from the inside by breathing in this smell.”

“Can’t you use your plant control to make fake armour?”

Angeta glances over to Ket and replies while clicking her tongue.

“Tsk, to cover my nose? Do you see any plants around?”

Ket shakes his head and closes his eyes for a bit. The trash around them starts to shift, a wide variety of items extract themselves from the goo. They start to float towards the black-haired man as he inspects each one.

“This is all the metal around here. No discarded armour, unfortunately. No fake Tower crap either.”

The metal pieces gather into a single pile and clatter to ground. The only red-haired man in the group speaks up.

“We could use this opportunity to run away from him?”

“I’m staying for the food.”

They all look at the fat figure that just spoke. One by one they nod to themselves. Tess is the next to chime in.

“That might be the smartest thing you ever said, just thinking about that meat I ate on that mountain makes me drool.” She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand.

“I’m off. I have some information to find.” With a dangerous glint in her eyes and a wave, she walks off, leaving the group behind. A second later she dips into a shadow and disappears.

Ket is the next to walk off. He turns around and leaves with some parting words. “I’m going to do some information gathering too. See you all tonight.”

Vox and Angeta look at each other. He lifts his shirt out of sight of the rest, showing her the white scales on his midriff. He gives her a wink and motions for her to follow while walking in the opposite direction of Ket. Her eyes open wide, and shock flashes across her face. She grins, showing a pointy row of teeth and walks beside him. “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

Vox looks at Angeta and makes a fist in answer. He joins her in smiling savagely. “The weird guy did make a good point about killing though, so we should limit ourselves to near-death beatings. Okay? I will show you some places you can hit really hard without killing anyone. And some places that will hurt a lot with little force.”

Vox unconsciously fingers a small book in his pants pocket. The beastwoman nods and starts stretching while throwing the dark cloth over her head.

“We should really ask him for his name one of these days.”

Vox looks up sharply. “Hmmh, that totally slipped my mind. It seemed more important to figure out what the hell was happening. But more importantly, I know a few ‘trading’ buildings that are manned by scumbags. Let’s go give them a visit, yeah?”

The duo continues to speak in a soft and conspiratorial tone as they walk off.

The two remaining humans seem content with ignoring each other for a while. Bord then rubs his belly and speaks.

“I’m hungry. You know any good eating places in the city?”

Selis snaps out of her daze of looking around. She touches the glasses and with a rueful smile she takes them off and puts them in her pocket.

“Let’s go to the Lycan. They have the best stew there.”

They both walk off, leaving the dark and damp alley empty again.
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Iretract my qi senses from around me. My vision shrinks back from an entire city to the nearest block. I prevent myself from laughing out loud; they all acted in precisely the way I predicted. I am rather mean with acting this way though. I don’t want to attract any attention, as that would prevent me from freely travelling the lands, so I am using my conscripted disciples to cause some havoc. That should force the authorities to focus their investigations on them, allowing me to remain anonymous.

My students can remain inside the necklace to hide away. I don’t feel comfortable joining them for long periods of time, as that would leave my necklace out in the open. I don’t think many beings in this world have the power to really mess with it. It would still suck to jump back outside after a long time inside and find myself inside the digestive system of some random animal.

I peer inside the small pocket dimension and see Lola jumping around, playing with Tree’s golden qi. Tree must be gaining intelligence, as the glowing obstacle course is rather intricate. Lola is working hard as she twists her body around in the air, creating a perfect setup for the next jump. I can see that she is starting to learn to plan several moves ahead. I don’t think she does it consciously. Body cultivators can do amazing things with just instinct and reflexes. They are the opposite of mental cultivators in that aspect, as I have to manually perform every single action.

Gutcore cultivators are in between the two, as per usual. The feeling of elation about the fact that I now have a brain-and a heartcore is still there. Every single step feels amazing; the dragon punch I did was done on instinct. Instead of meticulously planning every single muscle contraction, I had an idea and acted on it. A flash later the dragon’s momentum was stopped by me and the big body laid crumpled on the tower. My mental side then told me that she would fall off in half a second, while my body cultivation side acted by pulling her on top of the jagged platform.

I break away from my ruminations because I have reached my destination. The gaudy mansion of that master Fellis noble guy looms ahead, framed by meticulously manicured gardens and trees. I need some money, and what better way to get it than from one of the richest people in the city?

I get some funny looks from the fancily dressed people that walk around here. I am still wearing my neat peasant clothes, brown jean-like pants with simple leather shoes and a nice feeling silk shirt covered by a dark buttoned jacket. I have a lot of fancy dress clothing in my ring, but they are all distinctly Asian in origin. A lot of those, what are they called? Changsoam? Hangfu? I probably misremember the pronunciation, they’re all those dragon robe type items.

Anyway, the people around here wear a mix of medieval nobles clothing, a lot of flowing finely embroidered cloth with ornamental decorations everywhere. I see some of the higher class women wear corsets while the men all wear multiple layers with fancy capes with fur and gold trimming. Those tights the men are wearing seem absolutely ridiculous to me though. The servants are wearing neatly pressed uniforms in what I assume are their houses’ colours. It takes some effort to keep my face blank as a pink and white clad butler walks past me.

If I were to dress up in a flowing dragon robe I would catch all kinds of unwanted attention, so with that let’s resume my mission to gain capital to buy clothes with. I walk around the big estate, scanning everything above the ground level. I already know what’s beneath the ground, no need to refresh those horrible memories. The mansion has a few storage places, so I concentrate on the one with the greatest guard density. Feeling shapes with my spiritual sense is easy, feeling what kind of material is present requires some concentration.

I find that there is no need for me to concentrate that much. My spiritual sense feels a lot of chests filled with small disks in the vault with the most guards. Target acquired! The entire thing is hermetically sealed, no ventilation or air ducts anywhere. This is going to be a little more trouble than I initially assumed.

I find a park nearby and jump into a tree when nobody’s looking. Making myself comfortable in the branches, I close my eyes and concentrate my focus on the vault. A large number of chests contain only coins, a few have irregularly shaped objects in them – those should be gemstones. Those would be hard to turn into currency, so I ignore them. I also gloss over all the bar-shaped objects, and the few weapons hung upon the wall are ignored too. I try to make an eye from qi but only see darkness. Lighting the place up will possibly trigger an alarm. I’ll to do this by touch only.

The vault is placed on the second floor. That is two floors above the ground level, just in case you are using the wrong story numbering system. An attic is above this floor, filled with dusty furniture and paintings, followed by the roof. I make a rigid qi thread, as thin as possible. I stop and think for a bit. I was going to make perfect parallel circle cuts, cutting and rotating cylinders on the fault line to lock it back into place. That is needlessly complicated though. One negative aspect of being a mental cultivator is that all that thinking power wants to be used, all the time. I can open up holes by cutting them in a slight cone shape, that way I can simply place them back in the hole without doing anything complicated. With that in mind, I drag the long thread through the roof first, cutting a cylinder that is slightly tapered down. I cover my working area in “IGNORE ME” qi while pulling the plug of roof to the side. I do the same with the treasury’s ceiling. I shape a complex pulley and rope system from qi, using it to haul the large chunks of stone to the side.

I choose a chest filled with the largest variety of coins and lift it from the floor. Lifting stuff with qi directly is rather ineffective, so I form some more structural qi ropes running over qi pulleys stuck in the walls. Controlling the heavy chest becomes a breeze this way, and I quickly lift it through the ceiling and roof. I cover it in more concealing qi and float it over to my tree. I use a stilt system, creating an invisible pole of qi under the chest, combined with qi threads that span between buildings and trees. I give it a slight tilt so the chest will fall in my direction, preventing me from having to exert a lot of effort. I slow it down when it reaches the canopy I am hiding in. I grab it with both hands the moment I can reach it and break the lock open, the mundane metal no match for my strengthened body.

A sea of diverse and glittering coins greets my eyes, and I recognise some of the currency that they use in the shops and markets. I pull the chest into my spatial ring and think about robbing some more. The damage to the mansion has already been done, why not make full use of it? I spend the next ten minutes lifting each and every money-filled chest from the building, robbing that Fellis guy blind. Other chests are filled with a single denomination, one is filled with thick gold coins while another is stuffed full with thin strips of silver, just to name a few. I recognise most of the gems, a few diamonds sparkling amidst a sea of rubies, topaz, jade and more.

I decide to finish the job by pulling the metal bars out one by one. Half are gold, while the rest is a mix of silver, steel, and there is even a single platinum bar. Two glass jars filled with mercury get liberated too. I leave the weapons covering the wall alone, not interested in those wall decorations.

Finally, I carefully put the round stone slabs back into place. I carve out spheres in the middle of the cuts I made, rotating them so they keep both slabs locked into place. The cuts themselves are a few molecules wide, small enough to be practically invisible. The only way to find out what I have done is to exert enough force to break the rotated plugs. I have no glue on hand and heating up the stone to melt them back into place will take too long and be very obvious.

The day is not over and yet I already did so much good work. I can be proud of myself! I immediately walk over to the crafting district, since I want to buy some more crafting materials.

The first shop I enter is a smithy. Medieval tropes tell me to expect a showroom with the smithy in the back, but that is not the case. The open back of the building looks out over a small courtyard filled with a wood and coal storage. Some training dummies stand beside a small stack of covered metal bars. The smithy itself has a round forge filled with smouldering coals. Various tools hang on the wall and three men are pounding glowing metal on their anvils. One of them look at my clothes, scoffs a bit and goes back to work.

I am content with being ignored, it allows me to take a look at their smithing methods. The youngest is creating metal nails, while the other two are working on swords. I walk over to the only display rack in the shop; it is filled with glossy and dangerous looking weapons. The bottom is filled with spearheads, and above that is a nice collection of swords. The size range goes from one-handed short swords to a single huge zweihander. I put a single finger on one of the swords and push some qi inside to check the internal structure.

I manually lock up all my muscles. The wave of rage permeating through me at this disgrace is threatening to make me do things I will regret later. A few seconds later the trembling stops, and I walk out of the door panting. I prepare my mind for the worst and scan the pile of ingots in the courtyard from outside. Yep, those bars are perfect steel. Just over half a per cent carbon by mass.

I breathe in deeply. That sword looked pretty from the outside, but the internal structure is the worst junk I have ever seen. Did they melt down the steel while mixing in charcoal? I don’t know how those smiths could ruin perfectly fine material like that otherwise. The carbon content of that sword is nearing pig iron. Any properly strong person that swings that sword has a large chance of getting half his blade stuck through his face when it rebounds after snapping in half.

This world is not only being held back by magic, I realize. The dungeons must be guilty of stifling any form of scientific progress. I would not be surprised if this world has been held in this exact state of technology for thousands, if not hundreds of thousands of years. I start to feel a bit stifled in this city. I just want to find out what is driving this dungeon and then go and explore again. I did start exploring again, nearly passing the mountain range to the north-west. Then the Tower exploded and that got me stuck here for a little while. The qi absorbing circle will hold out for a few weeks at the very least.

The fact that I have both mental and body cultivation cores should allow me to travel at great speeds. The barrier preventing me from zooming around the world is the speed of sound. I need to be at foundation level at the minimum to overcome that limit without spending a massive amount of qi. At that point a cultivator gains, what I call for a lack of a better word, a domain or will. These people don’t need to spread their qi around to sense the world. They have such power at their disposal that the world simply bends to their will in a limited fashion.

I decide to move on, I want to buy some disgui-I mean, clothes. Yeah, having something to wear over my simple outfit will allow me to blend in more. I walk down the street and look around for clothing shops. A weapon shop a few blocks onwards catches my eye. A katana hangs above the door, and it is the first I have seen. I have no desire to swing such a piece of steel around, but maybe this world has other people from earth?

I enter the store, a tinkling bell announcing my entrance. I see racks and racks of weapons lined up in orderly rows. Each weapon type has its own place and the walls are covered with random armour pieces. I walk over to a rack of spears. Touching one, I examine it closely. The craftsmanship is impeccable; I can’t find a single fault with this weapon. The shaft is perfectly round on the nanometre scale. The iron is one single crystal. Normally that would make this item brittle, but the crystal isn’t uniform. Instead, it has a curved lattice, the warped crystal adding extra strength in the needed directions. It has iron, point six per cent carbon, and some trace elements I don’t recognise without a reference. It’s all perfectly mixed. This is a marvellous piece of engineering perfection.

Why is there such a difference between this piece of perfection and the pieces of scrap I saw in the smithy? I look over to the man behind the counter, a thin reed of a person, wisps of grey hair sticking out of his face haphazardly. He catches my gaze, and with a single look, I see him dismissing me. He wouldn’t have dared to act like that in the Cultivation World. There were a lot of hidden monsters that liked to dress up like a mortal, me included. I shrug it off and walk over to another rack. I push my qi into a falchion and reel back. That is another piece of shit sword, the finish is nice but the structural integrity is horrible. The one next to it is another piece of engineering perfection. I am starting to notice a trend here. They must not do a lot of destructive testing.

I walk over to the counter. Half a minute later I cough politely to get the old geezer’s attention, but whatever he is doing seems more important than me.

“My master has sent me to buy a few weapons for his son to try out. Could you recommend me something a fifteen-year-old can defend himself with?”

I let a single silver coin tinkle on the table. Most everyday produce on the market is being sold for coppers, but I noticed a few large orders that cost silver. Showing him silver should get his attention without raising any ‘rip me off, please’ flags. The sound of money catches his immediate attention.

“But of course, my good sir. How may this humble servant help your esteemed master?”

Isn’t a single silver kind of cheap for the everlasting loyalty you seem to be expressing right now? He is a merchant for sure, able to flip his entire aura at the drop of a hat, or coin in this case.

“Just show me some of the better weapons you have.”

“Yes, right away.”

He bustles from behind the counter, leading me to the end of the store opposite the entrance. He motions to a rack filled with a smorgasbord of weapons.

“These are our finest Tower arms; what particular type is your young master interested in?”

Alarm bells go off in my head. I touch a falchion and it is a piece of pretty shit. I touch another one and it’s a piece of crap too. I grab a short sword and swing it around experimentally. The weight is perfect, the balance sublime. The only thing keeping it from being a superb weapon is the internal structure and the crafting. The sword in my hand has various internal faults running through it. It seems to be a bad patch job that has been polished to a mirror sheen.

At least I have my answer about the quality disparity; the perfect specimens must have come from the dungeon. I quickly check my knowledge library that I built while analysing the local language. It confirms my suspicions. These crappy weapons are being sold as genuine Tower loot, and they are then pawned off to new adventurers for a lot of money. I really should build my own query database, but I tried that in the past. It caused the process to crawl to a halt; it has to do too many things one after another to be practical. The brain is basically a parallel processor, telling it to do one thing after another negates this advantage completely.

My mood takes a steep dive at these shady as fuck business practices. It is an efficient system though, considering that any suckers that buy these weapons have a high chance of dying in the dungeon, and thus; no complaints. The risk of kicking the bucket is rather high if your sword breaks in the middle of a fight. I plaster a smile on my face and turn to the salesmen.

“Thank you so much for your assistance, I hope you have as great a day as you are.”

I quickly exit the store, leaving the old guy to figure out the true meaning of my words. Let’s not enter any more armour or weapons shops. I still need to buy clothes and I want to see if these kinds of practices are also applied to other dungeon diver essentials. I want to check if this world has something similar to mana or health potions, but the data is sure to be surrounded by a large number of suicide-inducing facts.

I check the katana hanging above the store with my spiritual sense and see that it is a perfect blade. It is folded a few hundred times, the metal layers perfectly parallel. That shifts the mystery from a possibly summoned other-worlder to the Tower.

With a rather sour mood, I make my way over to the tailor and miscellaneous crafts part of this district.
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Afew thousand years ago, a certain dragon hatched from her egg. From the moment it was born, it was showered with praises. Her white scales combined with her rare wind affinity caused expectations upon expectation from every level of their society to be offloaded on the growing creature. She, therefore, grew up proud and arrogant, even judged by dragon standards. Dragons by themselves are filled with pride and nobility, so imagine the inflated ego of this being.

But things didn’t pan out all that well. The dragon did not perform any ground-breaking feats, nor did its power grow any faster than its peers. From the spotlight, the dragon’s mediocre performance caused it to be forgotten, its unique colouration now a mark of shame. This caused said dragon to grow rebellious, the unfulfilled hopes and dreams still pressing it down, even if it was starting to be forgotten.

So when the dragon reached its juvenile stage she sought attention through other means. This dragon seemed to live by the motto, even negative attention is attention. From a beacon of hope, she grew into a thorn in the side of the ruling classes. Nothing the dragon did was bad enough to warrant serious punishment or expulsion, but slowly the “forgotten” status turned into a “hated” one. Other dragons whispered behind her back, sabotaged her from the shadows or ganged up on her out of the adults’ sight. The fact that she was one of the few dragons that weren’t content with sleeping nineteen out of twenty days didn’t help either.

The moment a new Guardian position opened up, everyone jumped at the chance to get rid of this eyesore. Even the dragon herself was thinking about this chance to get away. Even though the dragon was too young to leave the nest, not even ten thousand years old yet, the decision was unanimous. The previous prodigy was sent into the semi-banishment of one that watches.

⁂
Re-Haan snaps out of her daze. She had been staring at the spot the human jumped down from, her mind still a mess. With glazed eyes, she looks at the small object in her hands, a red book covered with intricate lines flowing around a gem set in the middle of the cover. She does not know why she agreed to the humans’ request, but something in the core of her very being had told her to accept. Something had whispered into her ear that, yes, she should accept the weird agreement the human had proposed. So she did.

Now she opens the small cover and looks at the first page. A mess of symbols, lines and illustrations greets her eyes. Blinking slowly, she pages through the entire book, not learning a single thing.

Twenty minutes later, she is still reading the book, methodically flipping through every page one by one. She closes her eyes while snapping the book shut. Half a minute later she looks back at the book, flipping it open to the first page. She has done this thirty times now, the casual flipping turning into serious studying.

The first time through, the book was just nonsense to her eyes. The second even more so. Only by the third time did she start to realise that the symbols all had their own meaning. A single symbol, a line with a triangle stuck to it, is used a lot. By comparing the uses and various forms this symbol took, she understood that it was meant to draw attention to something. Either another object or the flow of something the page cannot illustrate.

The fourth time she paged through the thing allowed her to understand a few more of the strange symbols. By the tenth time through, the first few pages were beginning to make sense. The densely packed symbols and line drawings were telling her a story, a story about air. A story about flowing rivers through the sky, a story about evaporating water and rising columns of white clouds.

It did not describe any specific rivers of columns, only outlining the basic principles of phenomena. The line drawings were starting to make sense too. The first part of the book has only simple diagrams, the middle has diagrams that seem to flow into more than one direction. The last part of the book is filled with lines that seem to jump out at her, as if she needs to see them with volume, instead of flat on a page.

Now she starts her thirtieth read-through. Reading the first page allows her to understand everything illustrated there. While it seemed incomprehensible at first, her insight into the later pages allows her to understand the concepts on display here. Everybody knows that a thrown stone keeps moving until it hits the ground. It is such a simple thing that Rhea never really thought about it in all her years alive. Only now, after it has been laid out before her, does she understand that this applies everywhere and to everything. It applies to a drop of water in a stream, a puff of smoke in the air, and it applies to birds in flight.

The second thing she understands from this page is that things that go fast are heavier than things that go slow. Another moment of ‘aha!’ shoots through her mind, and she races to apply it to everything she has ever seen once again. And then there is the simple fact that throwing a stone will force the thrower backwards. That one blows her mind. Such simple things, right in front of her entire life, and she never quite saw it from that perspective.

She flips to the second and third page, and from these pages, she suddenly realises that water and air are the same, only different. Pushing on water is impossible, it just pushes other water out of the way, while air gets pushed all the time. She lacks the word to articulate her understanding, the concept going beyond any words she has ever known.

She blinks and flips to the cover. The small and detailed black lines cutting through the red cover now convey a totally different meaning. Half an hour ago, she thought the illustration plain and boring. Now her eyes follow the straight lines coming in from the right as they curve around the gemstone. To the left of the gemstone are wavy, curly lines, while the rest continues to flow smoothly over and under the precious stone, flowing over the spine and back cover.

Broken air, she realises. She remembers falling out of the sky whenever she flew behind an adult as a child. The chopping wind confused her, the understandable flows and lines that she got from her affinity a turbid mess of swirls and chaos. Now she sees the even air being broken into separate flows that tumble and bounce off of each other.

She flips onwards, stopping at the depiction of a whirlpool. She had scoffed at this image the first time through the book; what does a water whirlpool have to do with her? Now she waves her hand around while calling upon the wind and sees small cylinders of air forming and collapsing behind her moving hand.

She flips on, finishing the book once more. Moving her hand around again, she holds it perfectly flat and horizontal. Observing the relatively small disturbance that is created, she bends her hand like a curved piece of paper. The bigger disturbance is accompanied by a slightly higher pressure against her palm, the air pushing just ever so slightly more.

Every new concept she understands blows her mind. The last few pages seem to describe sound, and she finds her old archenemy, namely the wall in front of her when she flies at top speed. It never occurred to her that she was trying to catch up to her own sound, the entire concept foreign and unknown. She shivers a bit, as it seems like every new realisation causes a slight pressure in her chest while her head seems to get warmer, but she is too immersed in the knowledge of the wind to take notice. A small smile on her lips now, she opens the book to read it another time.

⁂
I grin to myself. That sexy dragon has kept some of her brains through her many years of life. She started comprehending the concepts of aerodynamics and its related physics by her fourth read through. I am glad that my gamble is already paying off.

I pull the qi back from the top of the tower. Seeing a hot chick clad in tight leather wave her hands through the air is entertaining, especially the energetic movements, but I am in a changing room at the moment. Clothes shopping is fun on your own, but hell with females along, so I am glad that she is occupied for now.

The deal I made with the dragon is lopsided as hell of course, but I want a contact point that’s related to the Flight. My students had such reverent and worshipful expressions when we talked about the Flight that it piqued my interest. Honestly, they didn’t really look worshipful nor reverent though - “about to shit their pants” would be a more apt description - but it comes down to the same thing. I wanted information about that organisation, and here comes a dragon falling into my lap. I would be a fool if I let that opportunity slip away from me.

I pull my arm through a black silk shirt and walk out of the changing area. Besides the dark shirt, I am also clad in wide pantaloons made from black and grey materials, with matching, finely made leather shoes. I smile at the female attendant and throw some gold coins in her direction.

“These will do for now.”

With a vain smile and my nose in the air, I walk out of the store. Outside, I release the cloud of qi covering my face. Instead of the usual “IGNORE ME” qi, I clad myself in a “SOMEONE YOU DON’T KNOW” aura. This will cause her to remember my behaviour, but she will be unable to recall my facial features apart from some basic stuff, like my hair and skin colour. I pat down my new clothes, their combat utility is non-existent, but I look like a well-off lower noble or merchant now. Quite an upgrade over my previous peasant look. I’ve even taken this opportunity to buy some essentials for my students, so now my ring is filled with various clothes. In addition, I bought a single, high slit dress. I scan the top of the tower and see the intended recipient still waving her hands around, the book opens on the floor in front of her. All in good time though.

I leisurely walk through the city until I see an apothecary I haven’t visited yet. A small bell announces my arrival as I step inside, the clerk walking over after one look at my new clothes.

“How can I help you, sir?”

“I am looking to buy some essentials. My nephew wanted to go and visit the Tower. What would you recommend me as far as supplies go?”

The man smiles widely and guides me over to the counter. He then launches into a spiel about what items are must-haves. Yep, I am being scammed again. That health potion is coloured sugar water. Similar potions on the shelf are brimming with mana, the glasswork immaculate. Does this city really get everything from the Tower? I interrupt another round of him praising a useless glass bauble and hand him a small note.

“Now that I think about it, I really should have brought my nephew along. Those explanations are truly profound. Do you have the materials on this list available? A friend of mine asked me to bring these back for him.”

I try to outdo his smile. I have perfect control of my facial muscles, and I don’t think my smile wins in this contest. Merchants are truly not to be underestimated. The man’s eyes start gleaming, and I can see him thinking of a hundred ways to rip me of.

“He also gave me the suitable amount of money.”

I try to out-smile him again while I lay a small leather bag on the counter. Inside is enough money to buy everything on this list along with a small tip. It will leave him with some profit, but it will be a pittance compared to the sum he probably planned to overcharge me with. The clerk takes a single glance inside the pouch, and his smile fades by a fraction. Playing around like this is truly amusing.

I receive the crate filled with precious resources while spouting more nonsense about my friend and nephew. I then carry the box myself while walking out the door. Yep, the clerk is simmering with rage. No noble worth his salt will carry his own items, they have servants for that after all. He must realise that I have been playing my own game by now. I pull the crate into my ring as I leave the store.

The sun is starting to set, and I have shopped all that I wanted for now. My ring is filled with raw resources, a lot of metal ingots, local herbs and alchemic ingredients and a wide variety of cloth. I am not going to pull out all the qi cloth I still have from the Cultivation World; the cheap stuff I have remaining leaks qi like a fountain. It’s not a problem in a qi rich environment, but taking them out here will destroy them as the materials bleed all their qi into the air without any new coming in. Besides all that, I have a lot of cooking ingredients again. I bought big sacks of grain, flour, sugar, salt, spices and more. My pre-prepared dishes are starting to run low.

Not really, but I don’t see how I can find any seven thunder heavenly cow steak on this planet. My students won’t know the difference between the genuine article and a qi infused steak I can make. Maybe dragon tastes good? Let’s ask around for good tasting legendary beasts later.

I walk on towards the central plaza. I check my running processes in the meantime. My language analyser is still picking up as many conversations as it can find. Every sentence is checked a few times, any new words or grammar rules are sent to the language library, while the rest get ported to my general knowledge database. The chest measuring process is back again, is that my sub-consciousness’ doing? I shake my head and decide to let it be.

I add a small process in between to catch any prices said aloud. The information is technically inside the general database, but I really don’t like manually rooting around in that cesspool of objective facts. I link it to a sectioned off piece of the main database and watch the average price of many products jump up and down as new data averages out.

The sky is painted a deep red by the time I arrive at the Tower’s base. I sense Tess skulking around in the shadows, but the rest have yet to show themselves. The few city guards still blocking the door are walking away in clumps, the adventurers that had gathered in front of the entrance are gone. Going into the Tower at night is such a bad idea that they don’t need to guard it then? The mobs at the tenth level were comparable to top tier qi gathering beasts and thus easily defeated by me. Does this mean the inhabitants of this world are weak, or that Lola and I are too strong? I make a rope of qi to Tess’ ears and whisper.

“Why is nobody going in at night again?”

She jumps a couple of metres into the air. People look oddly at the black-haired figure that just jumped out from the shadow of a missing brick. She looks around and only recognises me by the third time she looks at me. The clothes work, excellent! She jogs over, meeting up with me as we are halfway to the dungeon entrance.

“Nothing drops loot at night, it’s too dark to see and the monsters are more than double their usual strength.”

Why would a dungeon do that? The usability of that design decision is rather shit. Is it a hard mode? But why doesn’t it drop anything?

“It is evil to disturb the dungeon’s night rest. This entire city, but especially the divers, treat the Tower as a god. The general populace thinks it is odd that the tower snapped in half, but don’t treat is as something bad. It is just a thing that happened.”

There’s a good girl! I want to pat her head, but I restrain myself. Unwanted head patting can be incredibly condescending. Instead, I decide to follow my good buddy Pavlov’s teachings and throw her a Red Morning Violet Croissant. She takes a small nibble from the faintly glowing pastry and immediately her face is the perfect picture of bliss.

We both snap out of our respective enjoyment at the sound of rumbling footsteps. I am now in front of the Tower’s entrance and can look down the straight main street for a long way. A dust cloud starts to rise above the streets, and I enhance my eyes to see what is going on. My mood sinks as I see three figures pumping their hands up and down, running frantically. I recognise the shock of red hair at once, the black hooded figure whose face is covered is easy to figure out too. A drop of water falls on my cheek just as I see that the third runner is Ket.

I wipe my face as I recognise the ones doing the chasing. Since when did the army get here? They should not have reached the city yet, but I recognise the uniforms. Another drop falls on my head and I turn my gaze upwards. Where did that enormous water tornado come from? Two figures - one round and one small - can be seen floating in the eye of the storm. Lances of fire start flying towards the two, but they’re snuffed out as soon as they come near the water swirl.

I make a new process, a threat analyser for everyone but me. I don’t want my stupid disciples accidentally killing someone important, they won’t be safe anywhere with a massive bounty on their heads. It won’t be that dangerous, just more immensely annoying for me. The process should make sure there are no accidental or stupid deaths. I set it to only take minimum action in order to prevent mortal injuries.

I see Ket stopping and stretching his arms out. The army goes flying backwards the next moment, their metal items glittering grey. His skills are increasing at an acceptable level, I saw him only pushing against the armour, leaving the weapons to clatter harmlessly on the cobblestones. As he begins sprinting again, the groggy soldiers start getting up. A few figures clad in robes walk through the sprawl of limbs, pointing their hands at the fleeing group. I see water blobs and chunks of earth materialise before flying towards the running trio at high speeds. Angeta doesn’t pay attention and gets clipped by a stone chunk. Vox picks her up and keeps running, his hands now glowing with pinpricks of light.

I turn to Tess, begging and pleading with my eyes that it might not be true. “Please tell me you weren’t hiding in the shadows to lose your own chasing mob, right?”

Faint shouts of “There’s the bitch!” and “She injured Lord Fellis, kill her!” provide an immediate answer. I see a ragtag group of men clad in torn clothing pointing to the girl standing next to me. I have long since covered myself with “I DON’T KNOW THESE FUCKING IDIOTS, DON’T ASK ME,” qi. A closer look tells me that those thugs’ clothes are not torn, they are cut to ribbons.

“I told you that knife isn’t good for fighting. It has such an insane shadow affinity because it doesn’t cast one. It is the shadow of a knife given form. That is great for shadow skills but useless for cutting anything alive.”

I am furiously rubbing my eyes, but the same scene greets me when I open them again. The blue tornado is getting closer now. Why is Selis moving through the streets with such an extravagant transportation method? The running trio has reached the plaza, busily dodging spells and thrown spears. The army has gotten its act back together and are running in a single row towards them. The army’s mages have climbed upon roofs, using the height advantage to increase their spells’ reach.

A wall of water crashes into the reformed army as Selis steers the tornado from a side street onto the main road. Is she shouting apologies? I can barely hear sentences like “I’m sorry, but I can’t see good!” and “Waaa, please get out of the way!” over the massive din of crashing water. It’s a good thing she followed the roads; they are sparkling clean wherever she passes. Also, that water construct would grind any house and its inhabitants to a fine powder. Good job on not wrecking the place, I will make her another pair of fancy glasses later.

I give up all hope as Angeta runs through the group of thugs approaching Tess, not even looking where she is going. As I walk towards the Tower, a big and bassy BOOM scatters the water, spreading rain and a putrid stench everywhere. Vox runs back, catching the falling Selis, while Angeta makes a beeline towards the culprit of the explosion while covering her nose.

“I SAID I WOULD KILL YOU IF YOU DID THAT AGAIN!”

“I can’t help it; it just happens when I’m nerv-” HURK

BOOOOOM

A fierce wind whips my clothes around as Bord flies by, missing me by a few centimetres. I just can’t handle this anymore. I ignore the bouncing fatty and walk into the gaping Tower portal.
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Meh, I should have known better. I can’t put weapons of mass destruction in the hands of children and then expect them to behave responsibly. One by one the group stumbles into the Tower, wet and exhausted. I scan their auras, but it seems like they kept their promises. The first time someone makes a conscious choice to murder, something snaps in their psyche. The undeniable fact that life can be ended quickly, just like that, makes a deep impact on any healthy person. Auras are representations of one’s true self, so a fundamental thing like that is easily noticeable.

I check my mortal injury preventer and see the ticker standing at five. I stick my hand through the black fog of the entrance, sensing the aftermath. No additional fatalities; a few hundred people got injured but none are in mortal danger. They did pretty well, the spectacle to fatality aspect ratio is praiseworthy. Not that I will ever tell them that though. I hold up my hand, all fingers stretched out.

“Five.”

The group stops slapping each other on the back to look at me.

“Two kids, a woman, and two soldiers.”

I let some anger show on my face. Not true rage though, I shift my expression to irritation. Yeah, the look as if I just stood in a pile of dogshit – you know the one.

“Had I not been there, those five people would be dead by now. I would have had to hunt you all down, cripple your cultivation base and take back any power.”

I shake my head in irritation as their faces turn a shade paler. I walk towards the back of the reception room. As I walk over the immaculately clean floor, I hear the group whispering to themselves. I reach the first door and wait for them to catch up.

“Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.” They all look at me again. I see no recognition in their eyes, I guess that that saying is not known here. “Is something weak people say. I have enough power at my disposal to level this city. Should I?”

Let’s have a small philosophical discussion before we start beating up some poor animals. “You guys have enough power to topple a large part of this city, should you?”

They look at me blankly again. Ket is the first to speak up, as expected. “No?”

Not the best answer ever, but it’ll do for now. I look at the rest, obviously waiting for them to speak.

“I forgot that I didn’t have any money.” Selis puts her glasses back on while replying. The inn they went to, the Lycan, is an underground slave hub. I honestly want to praise her and Bord for making trouble for that place.

“They wanted to take me back to Fellis,” Bord chimes in with a complicated look on his face. He seems torn between two options. He doesn’t address that fat fuck as “master” Fellis anymore though; that’s a good start to independence. I see something I can’t be bothered to analyse on his face. Something big must have happened to him.

“And, and when we couldn’t pay, they wanted to take me away too. They called the guards, who called the local mage, who called the-”

I cut her rambling off with a chop of my hand.

“And your solution was taking control of the mage’s restraining water spell, and turn it into a hurricane?” I face away from them, about to walk into the left doorway. “I don’t care if you freed slaves, gorged yourselves, ransacked the governor’s private vaults, healed some injured, or distributed food. The question you should ask yourself is ‘should you?’”

I take a deep breath. Do I really want to go spouting my personal philosophy at these kids? Then again, why not. It’s better for them to know where I stand. “My way of life focuses around a single word. The word why. Why did you guys do all that? Why am I allowing this? Why is this city such a pile of shit?”

I turn around and look all of them in the eyes. “Why should I care about you guys in the first place? Why is this dungeon smothering any form of human progress by providing barbarians with highly advanced materials? Why are shops allowed to sell shitty versions of Tower-dropped weapons to naive newcomers?

“It’s all because I want to know. I want to know how you guys will develop. I want to know why these dungeons are here. I want to know why this city’s moral compass is so skewed. Honestly, learning new stuff is all I really care about. So just make sure you don’t get in between me and the things I want to know.

“Learning new stuff will get a lot harder if the entire world is after me, so thanks for being a rather juicy distraction. The only reason I told you guys not to consciously kill, is because I want to know. I have read through a thousand, thousand books in order to formulate the theory about the initial two realms being a formative period, so you guys are my test subjects.”

The words “a thousand thousand” sound pretty cool, but I will have to introduce the concept of millions and billions pretty soon. I have found no words for numbers bigger than a thousand, and I will probably have to make them up myself.

“Don’t get in between me and the knowledge I want, as that is basically the only way to make me really angry.”

There, now it’s all open on the table. Only after reading through hundreds of thousands of history books did that theory form. I started to see a pattern – whatever the historical cultivation figure was doing in his initial two realms was indicative of his activities in the later realms. This is the first time truly testing it out, so I don’t want my test subjects to mess up my experiment.

They all look rather bashful, except for Vox and Angeta. They are just secretly grinning at each other. I wave my hand, as if to wipe the current mood away.

“That’s enough serious business; let’s go beat up some innocent dungeon animals. The last thing you guys should do before forming your initial core is fully integrating your new powers into a fighting style. You all have nearly enough qi to enter the qi condensing stage, you just don’t know how to use it effectively yet.”

I turn around with a big grin on my face and walk through the dark doorway.

⁂
Tess feels a twinge of apprehension. The last time she walked through that dark portal it almost spelled her doom. The one in a thousand chance that allowed her to live is not something she expects to happen again. As the weird guy, whose name she still doesn’t know, disappears into the black fog, a cold hand grasps her guts.

She looks around, observing the state of the rest. Vox is staring at his hand, fingers splayed wide. Bord is… gone. He must have leapt into the portal when she was still pondering things. Angeta claps Vox on his shoulder and drags him through after her. Tess looks further down the line and her eyes meet Ket’s.

“I…” He begins to speak, but can’t find the words.

“Yeah, I wanted to settle some scores. Thank the Tower that I decided to leave them alive.”

Ket’s troubled expression fades as he narrows his eyes in response. His mouth shows a vicious smirk. “I also left them alive. They won’t be much longer though. It’s not my fault they can’t even escape from the sewers, right?”

Ket murmurs something to himself about missing legs, too soft for her to hear properly. Tess had seen Ket before this entire discipleship started. The melancholic youth had placed himself on the lowest rung of society; he was a baggage carrier for diving teams. Tess’ position was just above his, being a sneak is a slightly less shameful profession. She is sure that quite a few high-ranking adventurers won’t be alive by next week.

“That should teach those arrogant assholes a lesson,” she thinks to herself, the slight feeling of glee wiping away her previous fears. She flexes her body a bit, feeling strength surge through her every fibre. She has come into contact with drugs before, the one time she joined in is a hazy fog filled with bliss in her memories. She can’t think of any form of drugs that would be as fulfilling as this cultivation business though.

Now in a much better mood, she steps through the dark mist.

⁂
I pull Lola from my necklace and place her on the ground.

“Only help the rest if they truly need it, okay?”

She twitches her nose, puffs her chest up a little and turns around, facing the dark cave stretching ahead. How can a rabbit give off such an air? It is almost as if she is a spoiled little lady, huffing in annoyance at her overprotective parents. It’s a good thing I don’t believe in corporal punishment, else I would have given her at least ten minutes of tickling for that small insubordination.

My danger sense process takes control of my legs, moving me forward one step. Before I can even bother to figure out why, a loud smack resounds. I see Bord bouncing off the wall. I check the process’s settings and turn the intervention threshold up a few notches. No need to get out of the way of attacks that can’t even hurt me, right?

I walk forward as Bord struggles to get up from the uneven floor. The first pair of glowing eyes have appeared in the tunnel, so I dash forward and punch one of the racoon dogs in the face. Its face explodes, showering myself and the cave around me in small bits of gore and wet fur. This is why practice is important, not to become stronger, but to control my strength with precision.

The next dog gets his skull caved in by my adjusted punch. I have a good feel for the power of my arms now. I try kicking a dog, but my foot just ploughs through its midriff, cutting it into two. Leg muscles are quite a lot more powerful than arm muscles, so the spray of intestines was to be expected.

Braincore cultivators have to calculate everything. In combat situations, I used to have a good quarter of my brain occupied with solving muscle tension requirements for planned movements. I could plan one or two moves ahead, but the complexity of simulating a complete skeleton with muscles took up too much power to plan more. That’s the shitty thing about this method of movement. It took up a quarter of my brain power on every realm. Calculating the force necessary for a mortal to jump upwards would be like adding one and one together. Calculating the same move with the power of the foundation realm is like adding a few thousand to a thousand. At my previous pre-ascension peak I was adding up numbers that had hundreds of digits, and the complexity of the moves meant I sometimes had to multiply or divide these numbers. The more power I had, the more power it took to calculate the necessary amounts of force that needed to be applied to each separate muscle. Now, however, I can relegate the calculation of movement to my heartcore, it will accept a simple command like “go there,” and execute it with optimum efficiency.

The fourth dog gets all his ribs cracked by my kick. I use my braincore to calculate the necessary force and let my heartcore do the physical work. I sense a few ribs splinter off and slice into the beast’s heart and lungs, just as planned. I can’t help but smile at the massive improvement I gained. Battle used to be a slow-motion slog of hellish math. Every move needed to be planned, simulated, refined and then executed. I had to spend the entire battle with a large portion of my qi flowing through my brainpan, just to be able to calculate everything fast enough. This also meant that truly dangerous battles took years from my perspective.

Now I can roughly plan hundreds of moves and possibilities ahead and leave all the tedious movement to my heartcore. Fine tuning punches against weaker enemies used to take me a few dozen tries, refining my algorithms after every attempt. Now I am fully tuned up to fight against these weak dogs after just four hits. I look back and see the entire group looking at me with pale faces.

I quickly wipe the grin and blood from my face. I laugh a bit, embarrassed.

“I gained some strength recently, I needed to fine-tune my use of force. You all should do the same. Use the least amount of force to inflict a lethal injury, don’t waste your power uselessly.”

I nod to myself and turn around, walking deeper into the cave system. I snap my fingers and execute my area scanning technique, blue lines in a grid shortly flash into existence.

The layout has changed? I compare the current map to the first one I still have on file. The main branches seem to be similar, their details and small branching paths are not. Does the dungeon generate a new floor for each party?

“Why is the layout different from last time?”

The group that is busily stepping over the smears of gore halts for a moment. Selis stumbles a bit and falls. She throws her hands in front of her face, trying to soften the fall. Her momentum gets stopped while all the blood on the floor gets shot away from her, covering the rest of the group. Blood is water, after all.

“Huuuh, sorry.”

She looks down with red cheeks. Ket plucks a piece of skull from his face and walks on. “The main tunnels remain the same.”

I can always count on Ket to give me short and concise answers. I compare the two maps again, and he is right. The paths have different bends and twists to them, but the main intersections are similar. The room layouts are also the same, not in shape, but in function.

Bord bumps me aside, muttering an apology as he waddles on. A new group of dogs is visible in the gloom ahead, the deepening dark behind them an indication that an open space is coming up. The heartcore cultivator rushes ahead, a grim look on his face. He turns the first dog he reaches into a pancake. A large spray of blood bursting from the flattened canine in a circle pattern.

Should I tell him to preserve energy again? I watch him pound dog after dog into a fine paste, who knew that a spoiled little brat like him could grin so savagely? I will snap him out of his bloodlust before he can get lost in it though. Blood-drunk body cultivators are super annoying. I decide to let him figure that stuff out by himself. Even the world’s most valuable lesson needs an active listener.

I decide to do something useful in the meantime. I pull a bar of steel from my ring and slice it into small workable chunks. Every new sect disciple in every xianxia story I ever read got a complimentary welcome spatial bag or ring filled with goodies upon joining the sect, right? I hum a tune while immersing myself in the crafting.
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Awhite smile is surrounded by red splatters. A row of teeth that contain endless amounts of savagery. That is the first thing Tess sees when she finally enters the dungeon. She is suddenly paralysed by fear, some instinct deep inside of her screaming to stop, to not move or it will see her.

A hand wiping across the face suddenly frees her. She hears the man in question say something about increased strength, but it does not enter her ears. Only the gist of the last sentence said lingers, something about using the minimum force necessary for lethal injuries.

Tess looks at the face again, now wiped clean of any dirt and blood. The savage smile somehow turned into one of true joy, a row of pearly whites filled with satisfaction. She decides to shudder for a bit, letting the tension drain out of her. The sudden flash of blue lines everywhere snaps her out of it completely.

She hears the man ask another question and a sudden wave of lukewarm wetness splashes across her face. Swivelling her head to the source, she sees the blue-haired girl standing in a ring free of gore, looking down at her feet. Water is blood; blood is water. Tess has learned something new today. She decides to just ignore everything happening around her, the continued shocks a little much for the still shaken girl. She wants to smile, but the droplet of blood running over her lips stops her from opening her mouth. She just decides to walk forwards.

It is a good thing she stepped out of the way too, the biggest of their group rushes forwards and starts turning softhounds into mush – with his fist. The weird guy pulls a glimmering bar of metal from somewhere. Qi lines appear around the bar before they flash out of existence, the small cubes the bar turn into the only evidence they were ever there.

Her mind is blown again when she realises that Bord’s behind may be a better blunt damage weapon than the most exquisite club. She looks at her own ass and decides to leave sitting on enemies to Bord. Finally, fully exasperated, she pulls a small black dagger from her waist and throws it forwards. She can barely make it out as it spins in the gloom, but she doesn’t need much light for her next move.

The dagger clatters to the floor after colliding handle first with a softhounds nose. The dog sniffs it a bit before he gets blown away by a small fist that suddenly appeared with a dark flash. Her smile returns in full at the sight of the previously unconquerable enemy smacking against the cave wall. She catches Bord’s eyes, and they grin at each other in the middle of piles of minced meat. Maybe that blood splattered look isn’t as bad as she first thought?

⁂
Spatial rings are impossible. Looking at the black ring around my finger through the lens of science brings forth a paradox. I know of no theory that could explain the phenomenon. In the past, I spent loads of thinking power trying to figure it out. There are no traces of wormholes, black holes or multiple dimensions when I use the ring’s spatial functions. All this wasted effort did allow me to realise that using science in combination with a strong mental image or will powers up the scientific effects  a lot.

In hindsight, it only makes sense. Science is a product of the human brain. Using the product and the producer in tandem is bound to create interesting effects. Using them both in combination with forces that take Newton and his laws out back and beat them up works even better.

It was common sense that spatial rings can only be made by foundation realm cultivators. I would agree with those people, if not for the pendant around my neck and my braincore. Making a spatial ring is done with the same process I used to create my Tree. Just shove so much stuff and energy into a physical place that it starts to spill out into another dimension.

Being a mental cultivator is a cheat sometimes; I have never come across a ring with a bigger capacity than my own. The creation took a lot of effort and required some very specific circumstances, so I will have to improvise with the ones I am creating now.

With a basic outline of a plan in mind, I begin. I agitate the molecules of a small steel block, using up a small stream of qi in the process. It starts glowing within seconds, and I carefully guide the molten metal into a tree shape. When the blob of metal is shaped similarly to my own pendant - a flattened Tree around five centimetres in height - I let it cool. A single tap of my finger and some boosted vibrations flake off all the oxidised metal, leaving a gleaming miniature Tree floating in front of me.

I pump a good amount of qi inside the small sculpture and begin squeezing. Ten seconds later my head starts hurting slightly, but with another push, the hyper-compressed metal inside the trunk flows into another space. The slight ringing sound caused by the vibration is swallowed by the fighting sounds around me. The small Tree has shrunk down to a quarter of a centimetre. I look up to take stock of how everyone is doing.

We are still walking through the first floor, I am taking a nice and relaxing stroll while my students are flitting about, beating up dogs. Their official name literally translates to “squishy dog,” so I looked through all the synonyms of those two words and named them “softhound.” Their fur is indeed incredibly soft; it’s a shame the leather keeping that fur together is about as strong as wet tissue paper.

Back to my ring project. I melt another cube of steel and form it into a ring. A quick scan of my disciple’s fingers gets me the perfect measurements. I manually oxidise the outside of the ring, turning it a dull black. This was called patina if I recall correctly. The miniature spatial tree floats over to the ring and I let it sink inside the black metal until it is half submerged. I pour some qi inside and feel a space of a few cubic metres. In the Cultivation World, this would be a low-grade spatial ring, perfect for beginner cultivators.

The following five rings take less time; I finish the last one in a few seconds. We have reached the ending of the first level by now, so I put them away in my pocket. I don’t know if putting spatial pockets in spatial pockets is possible, and I have no desire to find out. The energy contained in these things is comparable to a nuke, and I am talking about the ones I just created. I think my own spatial ring could be described as a planet cracker if detonated. Some experiments are better left as thought experiments.

Lola bumps my leg to get my attention. I thank whatever gods there are that she hasn’t activated her qi horn. I can’t take her seriously when she does that. I am walking through the last room, the few dogs that are still alive won’t be for much longer by the looks of it.

The group gathers around me as the last dogs are mercilessly murdered. Selis waves her hand around, gathering the dog fluids covering every student. She hovers the murky red glob over her hand. This could be a problem, her affinity with water could easily shift to blood. That would limit her water control, although her blood attacks would be stronger. “Do you plan to become a blood mage?”

She looks up startled, putting her glasses back on. I will have to introduce the concept of contact lenses to her. “Uhmm, n-no?”

“Then why are you using blood instead of the water inside it?”

She looks at the hovering glob of gore above her hand with a doubtful expression. She timidly places her other hand above the sphere, pulling both hands apart slightly. The underside of the undulating blob becomes a darker red, while transparent water drops are being pulled from the top. She ends up with a sphere of pure water and a hand filled with dark red powder. I nod with satisfaction. Now let’s blow her mind one more time.

I pull a bit of water from her grasp and form it into two disks. I fine tune the disks to the correct curvature. I pull the glasses from her nose while hovering the two water lenses in front of her face.

“Take control of them.”

She holds a hand up to her face while I slowly retract my own qi from the water. The shape wobbles a bit, causing her to blink rapidly as the lenses deform slightly. She manages to retain the concave shape needed to correct her near-sightedness, but the changing optical strength must be hell on her eyes. Holding those in the perfect shape and position should be good practice for her. I put the glasses in my ring.

I look at the rest of the group; they all seem to be smiling for some reason? Beating up cute dogs is fun for sure, but they are almost glowing with happiness. “What are you all so happy about?”

Tess is the first to speak up.

“Softhounds at night are of the unknown word rank.” I look at her confused, I never encountered that word before.

“What does this place use for a ranking system?”

“Ah, of course, normal people are unranked. Someone with a good sword or spear is a private, some training or good armour will get you a corporal ranking, followed by sergeant, colonel, and then the rank of the strongest adventurer in this city, a major.”

I automatically insert some army jargon to represent the ranks. The words Tess actually spoke have no meaning I can identify. The roots of the words used have a slight military feel to them, so it seems fitting to with them with army ranks. And the unknown word used to rank the softhounds was corporal. At night, these dogs are comparable to a mortal man with a sword that has trained for a year. Good to know. The fact that an unarmed and untrained person can get to sergeant rank by paying to win speaks volumes about this city by itself.

“I don’t know how mages rank themselves.”

Vox replies to Tess’ late addition.

“The mages use the same ranks, but being a mage puts you one rank higher.”

So treat any mage I see as minus one its rank, got it.

“What rank were you all? Private or unranked I assume?”

They all nod while looking at the floor. I guess that beating creatures two or three levels above your previous ranking would put anyone in a good mood.

“Alright then, the next floor is filled with walking dogs. I will give everyone that kills them with minimal force and as little mess as possible a snack.”

Their heads all snap up to me, licking their lips and drooling. It feels kind of pathetic that I have to entice these fellows with food. Mortals in the Cultivation World would sell their own parents to have a solid core expert give them guidance. I just sigh and begin walking down the stairs.
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It feels rather satisfying to see my lessons bear fruit. We are almost at the end of the second level and everyone is starting to grasp their own paths at this point. Ket points at one of the hunched gnolls, causing it to slump over with a hole through its chest and heart. He has shattered one of his metal ball bearings, letting the shrapnel orbit around him. A single finger points to a new gnoll, and a single metal shard rips through its chest.

Angeta was just pummelling away with her fists on the first floor, now she is using the few plants that are growing from the cracks to entrap and snare everything coming too close. Vox has started using his power offensively. He started with blinding the gnolls with flashes of light, and now he is using concentrated beams of light like lasers to burn through the mobs. Tess is flitting and punching all over the place, occasionally tying up the beasts with dark tendrils. Selis drowns her victims by forcing water into their lungs while Bord’s victims no longer completely explode into a bloody mist.

The pillar with Bord’s present on it is still standing proudly in the Tree’s dimension. The only way he can get up there is by moving extremely slowly. It is meant to teach him fine muscle control, something he is sorely lacking. He is now learning to control his punches the hard way. The first gnoll he punched splattered all over the walls, but now he leaves his victims with merely gaping holes in their bodies. The other students are actively avoiding his combat zone, the holes he punches through the gnolls still spray blood and guts everywhere.

I had to slap Bord only once. His aura started to run away from him, the blood covering him causing him to sink into the initial phases of being blood drunk. Body cultivators can get such a euphoric high from fighting that they might slip into a crazed trance. In that state, there is only more blood and movement, more blood and more movement. I slapped his face so hard the blood flew of off his body, clearing his foggy brain. I told him to control his brain, not be controlled by his brain. Body cultivators are more susceptible to hormonal imbalances, Qi reinforces what is already there, after all. This means that stuff like testosterone and cortisol - the stress hormone - will have a bigger effect, and this also includes dopamine, which is the “feel good happy juice” that your brain rewards you with – has more effect. He was silently walking behind me for fifteen minutes afterwards. His punches were much more subdued when he did start to fight again.

I look over the fighting figures around me. I almost feel pity for the poor humanoid dogs. What did they do to be punched to death this efficiently? I did not pay particular attention to the progression of monster strength, so I don’t know at what level my students will have to start working for their kills. I wave Ket and Tess over, as they seem to have the most experience with Tower diving. “How is the mob progression from floor to floor?”

The two panting figures stare blankly at me. Was that too difficult? I understand that Tess didn’t understand the sentence, but Ket should be able to get the gist of it.

“How much stronger do the beasts get with every floor? At what floor will the dungeon mobs be as strong as you guys are now?”

That seems to have done it. Ket closes his eyes to think while Tess opens her mouth.

“I have no idea! I’m a sneak, you know?”

Don’t state your ignorance with such pride! Don’t smile and puff your chest out when telling someone you don’t have a clue. I continue to grumble mentally while sending her back to the rest with a wave. She twirls the dagger through her fingers as she turns around, ignoring the shooing motions I make. Her face sports a big smile as she kicks a gnolls chest, perfectly crushing its heart.

“We can handle the first two decads with ease. I never went past the twentieth floor.”

Hah, I love the language system I have in place. I heard an unknown word at first, but the context of the sentence allowed my language process to figure out the correct word. A decad is an old English word for a group of ten, just in case you didn’t read that word somewhere by accident, like me.

I nod to Ket in response and say my thanks. He turns around and the small shards of metal floating over his head start orbiting him again. He runs forwards into the next big room, shooting three shards through the last three living gnolls. The second floor is almost done now; the staircase to the next level is after the last room.

“Everyone, come here for a second.”

Let’s kick this training montage up a notch. Nothing like a little bit of competitive spirit to get things going. When all six are gathered, I start talking again.

“The next floor has more and bigger gnolls. I am proposing a little challenge. I will clear the last room just up ahead to show you retards how it’s properly done. Next floor, you will all take turns clearing the rooms by yourselves. The fastest and most efficient ones get more food at the end of the level, deal?”

Only Ket thinks for a bit, the rest immediately nod like pecking chickens, eyes sparkling. I can feel depressed over this motivation method later. I got to put up a good show for now. Shall I do it personally or let Lola have some fun? She seems fairly bored, a single glance at the fighting students told her that she isn’t needed yet. She has been walking by my side the entire time.

I pick up the rabbit and look her in the eyes.

“I want you to fight everything in the next room. Wipe it the fastest you possibly can. I believe in you!”

Her eyes become bright, and I can feel the qi pumping faster through her body. I cover my face with my other hand in shame at my next words. “You… You can even use your horn.”

“Squeee!”

The students take a step back at the long horn now protruding from Lola’s forehead. Don’t make such a happy sound, you shitty rabbit! That horn is ridiculous and inefficient, and you know it. I glare at the fluff ball for a little longer, but staying mad takes effort, so I honestly can’t be bothered. I drop her to the floor and walk to the beginning of the next room. “Take a good look at how a proper cultivator does it. Ready?”

Lola looks up to me. She nods. When did she learn that nodding means yes? I don’t know whether my students have a good or bad influence on her. “Set!”

She crouches down, wiggles her butt and prepares to speed away. “GO!”

A third of a second later, the entire room is massacred. The white streak zoomed past every gnoll in… yep, I calculated it and she chose the most efficient route possible. The gnolls fail to react to the sudden white streak that just sped past them, then every single furry dog head topples to the ground at the same time. There are no spurts of blood anywhere, she used her horn to stab every gnoll through the heart. She then dragged the sharp qi construct through their chests, making a sharp turn to cut through their necks. She did this nineteen times in a third of a second. The training with Tree was super effective!

I smile my widest smile yet, pick her up and start petting her furiously.

“Who is the cutest murder machine?! You are! Yes, you are!”

I stop because I feel six hot gazes drilling holes in my back. Then I decide that their opinions of me can go to hell.

“You are the bestest cutest murdering machine ever! Awawaa cootchy cootchy.”

My voice derails into that horrible baby babbling voice that some people start speaking with when confronted with something intensely cute, like Lola. She squeals back at me while I rub her belly. Half a minute later I have mercy on the poor rabbit and let her go. My students are still looking at me with horrified faces. I simply straighten my clothes and put on a stern expression.

“Did you guys learn something? Or was this adorable fuzz ball too fast for you?”

Selis has her eyes focussed on Lola, her hands are twitching. She also can’t withstand the cute; I have at least one disciple that recognises greatness when she sees it.

I think I am drifting off topic here, so let’s go to the third floor already. “Figure out who goes first among yourselves. Anyone that can’t do what Lola just did by the time we are done with this Tower gets no food for at least a week.”

Their accusatory faces turn into shock. I sigh at the power some qi infused food has over these lazy bums; it’s a good thing that I bought a lot of raw ingredients. Keeping in mind that I have to lure six people with the stuff I have left, I will run out of pre-prepared food in half a year. The qi levels in my necklace dimension are now high enough to start growing some of the more delicate plants. I will need to keep an eye out for natural sources or fire and ice. Stealing a frozen mountaintop and half a volcano will make suitable growing gardens, I want to make my frozen lava chili again.

I wipe the drool from my mouth and start walking towards the stairs, but I’m overtaken by a horde of frantic disciples trying to get there first.

⁂
Bord is shaking. He is shaking for various reasons, but for him, the two main ones are the near loss of control and potential food deprivation. He does not want to admit it, but the new perspective on life that has been pounded into him over the past few days is shaking his mind on a fundamental level.

He was pampered from first moment he could remember. His parents looked at him with - what he thought at the time - loving gazes. The last few days have allowed him to get some perspective. Now, he gets chills down his back every time he recalls the feverish stares with which his parents looked at him. He was sold to a noble at the ripe age of seven, the upgrade from a small hovel to a mansion was all he could have wished for at the time.

He never once left that mansion, always confined in luxury, the small part of the gardens a golden cage. The maids that took care of him were all older women who doted on the cute blonde boy. They stuffed him full of food every day, and a few times per year the master of the house, master Fellis, paid him a visit.

“My precious boy” is what he was called. A new toy was pushed into his hands, and the master disappeared again for a few months. All those warm and nice memories now have a rather macabre undertone running through them. His new master, the weird guy, as Tess calls him, told him that he was being raised as a pig for slaughter. He believed none of it, consciously blocking the man’s words from entering his mind.

He told Selis that he needed to poop before they went to the Lycan to eat. He returned to Selis half an hour later. And while nothing was changed from his outwards appearance, his inner self was still reeling with shock.

Instead of doing a sizable number two, he decided to check in on master Fellis. Running to the mansion took only five minutes, his improved bodily constitution allowing him to sprint the entire way. Breaking in was easy; he still remembered the place of every plant in his section of the garden. Breaking into the basement was also easy, the old brickwork crumbling under his fist. The next twenty minutes of the half hour he was away was spent throwing up. The stench coming from that dark hole in the ground was enough for him to empty his stomach. He started spewing pure stomach acid when he entered the dark room.

The room was empty except for some rusty chains on the wall and a big table in the room’s centre. The iron taste of blood in the air was so thick it was vomit inducing; the dark red stains covering the table confirmed his budding doubts.

The thick wooden door to the cell did not require a lot of force to open. Only after the door fell down did he realize that he had pulled the entire thing from its hinges with a firm push. The route he followed can then be seen from the sporadic small puddles of stomach acid he left behind.

He was not the only “precious boy.” He knows that now because he found various such individuals in various incomplete states. They all had blonde hair and were fat, just like himself. They all had blue eyes and white skin softer than snow, just like himself. They were all missing their tongues and fingers, just like…

He tried not to show it, but his world was crumbling while they were sitting in the Lycan, eating bowls of stew. He tried to hide it while Selis took control of the water arrows racing towards them. He forced himself to stare around vacantly while his new master rambled on about the word “why.” Then they entered the dungeon, and he could lose himself in beating up dogs.

And then, just when he was starting to forget all he saw, just when he was starting to think about something else than the big fat lie that was his life, his new master slapped him silly. With a stinging cheek and a clear mind, he realised that his brain was taking him for a fool. That made Bord angry. So Bord decided to be angry.

He managed to keep it together until the rabbit turned out to be a better fighter than him and all of his fellow students combined. Then came the threat of losing the only thing keeping him going for the last week, namely food. Then Bord got really angry. Not a boiling anger, not a wild rage, but a cold and calculating fury.

Now, in the middle of this cindering rage, he sees his fellow disciples running ahead of him. This is unacceptable to Bord, so he decides to act. Brain, dantian and heart, he briefly recalls what the possible core locations do. Tightening his muscles, he feels the power of his entire cultivation base roaring to go. All his power, trapped in his flesh, wanting action.

So Bord takes active action for the first time in his life. For the first time ever he sees something ahead that he wants. Instead of waiting for the world to come to him, he goes for the world’s throat, for the first time in his life.

Bord explodes into action.
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Wow, that “no food for a week” threat must have lit a fire under their asses. We are at the seventh floor now, the one with the pigeons, bats and ankle-deep water. We went from a nice and relaxed dungeon crawl to a speedy blitz.

Every time the corridor opens up into a new room, my students gather and discuss quietly among themselves. One of them then steps forward and proceeds to dismantle every enemy in the shortest possible time. They are improving at impressive rates, as they are now forced to pull the maximum effectiveness out of their budding fighting styles.

The third floor, occupied by bigger gnolls, was where their individual styles started to show. Bord rampaged through that floor until the rest caught up with him. They restrained him halfway through the level, stopping his spree of violence. He went from punching holes clean through the gnolls to tapping the beasts’ foreheads. This either shook their brains or shot small fragments of bone through their grey manner, just barely enough to cause death.

He also ran forward blindly, going the wrong way. I used some glowing qi lines to guide the group back to the correct path. They decided to take turns after that.

I had to start using my own movement technique to keep up with them. I’m still leisurely strolling along, it’s just that every step propels me tens of metres. I memorised these kinds of techniques in a few different ways, and this way of moving around used to be a long, long list of specific muscles to activate and in what order and with what strength. It feels pretty good to just walk around using my heartcore instead of going through such a massive checklist for every step.

I don’t think I will get bored of this double core system anytime soon.

Every student had markedly improved at the end of the third floor. The fourth floor was smooth sailing, the gnolls and pigeons being no match for the group of qi gathering cultivators. They are beginning to form their own styles; I think I will give them some basic techniques to ponder over at the tenth level. That way they have the beginning to their own path, and they can improve it using the specific and most optimal ways of walking and fighting that I can give them.

The fifth floor - the one with the disorienting golden stairs everywhere - threw them all for a loop. They had to switch from fighting soft flesh to hard metal. Their average room clear time shot up for a while until they discovered the controlling mechanism inside the puppet’s chest. They no longer needed to beat the things into metal scraps after that discovery, they could punch the chest once and the puppets would flop over lifelessly.

The sixth floor strained my acting abilities. I know it’s irrational, but I had to instruct Lola to keep any spiders away from me. I still get chills down my spine when I see any form of potentially poisonous insect. Stop thinking about poisonous insects.

And now we are here on the seventh floor, the floor where I cast my first ever local water magic. Selis pushes all the monsters inside a corridor back into the open rooms with a wave. She waves her hand and a wave pushes them back, ha-ha. Puns are the best.

The group finishes discussing who is going next. They are using the potential food they can earn as bargaining chips. Angeta steps forward, plants coiling around her arms. She picked up a few of the weeds growing from the cracks in the first level. They began as small reedy things, but she is constantly pumping qi into them, and they have already grown significantly.

Her back is now covered with a tangle of roots, stalks spreading from that point all over her body. She bends her knees and I see the plants tightening around her. Then she disappears with a green flash and a gust of wind. I can hear her mumbling angrily under her breath while pummelling the pigeons. The birds are sitting on rocks jutting from the water and explode into bloody feathers one by one. Thin tendrils separate from her arms and legs, whipping at the flying bats. A blue striped pair of bats come flying low over the water, churning up a big wave behind them. She has disabled half of the animals in the room when the wave separates from the surface and launches towards her at high speed. The bats veer out of the way of their own spell.

Just before I get to find out what wet cat smells like, a web of vines weaves itself together, forming a round shield. She jumps and tucks her legs in, planting roots and thick branches in the ground to anchor herself. Now hidden behind her shield, the high-speed blob of water smacks against her. She gives off a roar while straining muscle and fibre.

Lola is hopping around, walking on the water as if it’s solid ground. She watches Angy fight for the first second or so before losing interest. Now she has jumped on top of the biggest bat and is enjoying the free taxi flight.

A sharp tendril of root punches through the bat, barely missing the fluffy thing. She squeals a bit while reorienting herself in the air, staring daggers at the beastwoman. Angeta looks like a hedgehog now, sharp bristling roots and branches pointing away from her. She throws a few more, finishing the last of the stragglers.

That took her four seconds or so. Though I wonder why she didn’t make a cone shaped shield? Letting water smash against a flat surface is bound to leave some bruises. I try to see if she is injured, but her dense fur prevents me from looking at her skin. She is using the plants in a rather novel way though; she made herself an organic exoskeleton.

I start looking through all the profound fighting techniques I remember, searching for something that might fit her. A bunch of long and pretentious titles flash by my mind’s eye, but I can’t find anything that would incorporate plants in the way that she uses them.

Gliding over the water with relaxed steps, I look at the more esoteric fighting styles, but nothing really pops out. I take a mental step back and try to look at the entire situation from another perspective. I really should compile all these miscellaneous spells and techniques into a coherent whole. There used to be no need to do this. Why optimise a library if you have the ability to instantly search through everything at once? Sure, I analysed some to understand their base concepts, but analysing them all was immensely redundant.

I decide to do it anyway, so I disable my language process and limit the space my threat analyser and scanners take up. I fill the available thinking space with a new process, one that will go through every fighting style, move, and spell that I know and extract the essentials. Combining all these essentials should allow me to compile a small library that contains all the most useful moves and styles.

I grin as I see ninety-nine percent of the manuals’ contents being discarded. These manuals are massive in and of themselves; a main style manual is the result of millions of man-hours thinking about the best way to punch and destroy things.

Let’s take the Dark Moon Sect as an example. A new disciple would receive a small spatial bag filled with their beginner cultivation technique and some pills. These low tier cultivation methods usually come in book form. They consist of text describing the core concepts and superstitions, followed by illustrations on how to circulate your qi. Then there are a few pages filled with basic fighting moves, some footwork diagrams and some mental meditation images. Then there is a lot of miscellaneous information. Pages filled with the best cultivation spots and times, calendars showing how auspicious dates can be calculated and a lot more relatively useless information.

All of this would fill a pretty thick book by Earth’s standards. This information was suitable for a mortal to begin cultivating. The main sects used the same realm and stages as I use, but they divided each stage into nine steps. This book is good for the first step of the qi condensing stage. The first step is reached after the new cultivator has the first strand of qi in her body. The Dark Moon Sect did not give its sect disciples the manual for the second step until the cultivator in question could recite the entire thing word for word and show a certain mastery over the fighting style and footwork.

That done, the disciple would receive another thick book for the second step. This would contain the slightly more advanced versions of everything in the first volume but would be at least twice as thick. It would be even thicker if the volume contained new spells. If there was an award for lack of actual information in text, cultivation manuals would win that contest hands down. A lot of talk about the spirits of the earth, the guidance of the dark moon or random mythology, but very little concrete information.

I once found a beginner manual that was half filled with telling you to think certain thoughts in order to attract more qi, for example. I did some testing and found it to be complete bullshit. It had zero effect on qi; maybe it is applicable to this world’s magic laws, but that’s just stupid. Why use laws from an entirely different world? Another possibility comes to mind. Was the Cultivation World one that only had mana until a certain point? That is a theory I can think about, but I won’t get any concrete answers at my current realm, so I put it on my mental backburner for now.

By the time the second stage - qi condensing - is reached, the cultivator has read through an entire library. From the solid core stage on, writing all that information down would be impractical, so pieces of jade are used to imprint massive amounts of information on. If you think that those small memory cards have a high data density, you are wrong. A one-centimetre cube of jade can contain a few million books worth of information. Those old monsters crammed every single molecule full of data they thought was relevant to the younger generations.

I have not even touched upon the required reading and studying cultivators have to do besides their cultivation manuals – massive amounts of data about every single plant variation ever found; loads of mystical mumbo jumbo about the supposedly optimum way to forge artefacts; and massive buildings filled with data on pill forging, alchemy, mystical weaving techniques and more needed to be read to advance inside a sect.

It was basically mandatory to hyper-specialise if you ever wanted to advance in any sect branch. I have met people that studied healing pills for thousands of years. Some people spent millennia on making one specific type of talisman. There were several millions talisman types, and these people spend their entire lives studying just one single aspect of them.

So, to conclude my rambling thoughts, cultivation manuals are massive, humongous piles of useless info with some workable titbits of info here and there; and my braincore is a total cheat, because I can flip through a book quickly and analyse its contents later. I can then let my brain slowly percolate through this data and sift out the useful stuff.

I pull myself from my thoughts to watch the technique analysing process work. It’s blitzing through the available data at an acceptable speed, sifting out the useful information. Anything that isn’t describing something concrete gets marked. All the mystical bullshit gets discarded and the leftover data gets integrated into the growing central web of techniques.

I see two main techniques get stripped and analysed. I snicker to myself as I realise that these belong to two rival sects that had a mutual kill-on-sight policy. Strip away the useless fluff, and both techniques are practically the same. They were fighting over what manual was better, and it turns out that they are both pretty much the same without all the useless shit.

I let the process do its thing while I observe my own disciples. I have no desire to let these kids rot away in a small room, meditating on their forcefully dictated way of life.

Selis seems to be up next. The two disks of water hovering over her nose have steadied a lot. They wobbled all over the place at first, causing her to close her eyes every time she moved her head. I feel you, girl. Glasses with the wrong prescription are seriously headache inducing.

Instead of rushing into the room like the rest, she stretches her hands out while standing still. Five seconds later all the bats and birds drop dead. I stealthily spread my qi around the sinking animals to see what she did. I can’t find what is wrong at first, but then I notice a higher contrast in blood cell distribution around the beast’s hearts. I push some more qi inside a pigeon to take a better look, and see a sphere of clear water inside the being’s heart.

Wow, I did not expect her to take that route. She extracted water from the blood inside the bird’s bloodstream, forcing it to a standstill inside its heart. I must have scared her with my blood mage question, and this is a rather creative way around that problem. It is rather slow still, but we are not done with this dungeon by a long shot, so she has a lot of time and opportunity to improve.

We all speed over to the next big room. A large group of pigeons is flapping about, making a ruckus. Vox is up next, it seems. He crouches down, his skin glittering with small beams of light. Then he turns into a flashbang, causing me to put some mental shades on. Please tell me in advance if you are going to perform such fireworks in a dark environment! With a much dimmer view of the surroundings, I see Vox’s legs shining brightly. He zooms over to the closest pigeon in a straight line, speeding ahead like a laser beam. Then his fist makes contact with the big pigeon, and a big chunk of its chest just evaporates. Light can give life, but it can just as easily burn you. He could tone down the fireworks a bit though. In no way is he suitable for any form of stealth operations.

He lands back on the water after punching every bird he can reach, downing a third of them. He pulls his fists back to his side and moves into a horse stance. Then a rain of punches that shoot out beams of light take care of the rest. It looks really pretty, like a flower blooming while raining death. All the beams come from a single point of origin, creating a mesmerising fan shaped wave of transparent white beams. I push a mental stopwatch button and see he took about two seconds to clear the room. An impressive improvement in my book. I have no idea where he got that weird stance from; maybe he observed some adventurers fighting in that manner?

Ket goes next, but he just snipes everything with high speed metal fragments. Bord is vetoed from participating a few times because he did half a floor by himself. Tess is the slowest of them all, her shadow constructs are not that powerful without a direct source of light. She can teleport around really well, but it takes her a few seconds to jump to a new location. She ends up running around, breaking necks with black tendrils wrapped around her forearms as she pops in and out of shadows.

“No good, Tess, that’s too slow. Work with Vox for your next room clear.”

Tess and Vox look at me and then at each other. They start talking about light and shadows, and they soon realise that one cannot exist without the other. They have all figured out the biggest flaws in their fighting styles by observing each other and implementing the most necessary fixes. Nothing forces understanding like cooperation, though. Angeta walks over to Selis and they start whispering too. Bord is just picking his nose, looking bored again. I know something big happened to him, but his mental resilience must be better than I thought for him to act this way again.

Lola has attentively observed every fight so far, and I see her trying out the techniques of the others. Her horn turned into a small beam of light for a second, before she shook her head. She also bothered Ket for one of his metal spheres, but after nibbling on it for a few seconds she lost interest. Angeta is actively avoiding the water-walking bunny. Lola was eyeing her plant covered form rather hungrily, so I totally understand.

Now she is stomping the water she walks on, making waves. She stomps on the water once more but sinks through the water surface with a big splash. I shield myself from the spray as the fur ball sprints away, drenching half the group. She starts zigzagging, kicking the water away from herself to make sharp turns. Selis distractedly catches the incoming water and drops it on top of the white bunny. This starts a mini splashing war between the two. I secretly funnel water to the ceiling while the entire group devolves into a childish water fight.

I declare myself the winner after letting several tonnes of water drop on everyone, drenching them all.
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Selis is too good-hearted for this world. She dried everyone with a single gesture, even the instigator - Lola - has her fur completely dried. As a result, her fur poofed up, so now there is a literal ball of white fur hopping over the water surface. Everyone is sending dirty looks my way, but I just chuckle and walk on.

Bord gets a chance at fighting the flying beasts next. He walks over to the middle of the room, ignores the bats and pigeons pecking at his head and rubs his belly. I can see where this is going, so I speed through the room at maximum velocity. I grabbed Lola on the way, no need to let her suffer too. The group of five students look at me as if I am dumb or something. Bord looks at Angeta, grins and speaks a single sentence.

“I’m warning you.”

The moment I reach the opposite hallway; a shockwave of sound hits me.

brrt KA-BOOOOM

If the concussive blast didn’t kill the poor animals, the stench will. Or the fact that they all crashed into the ceiling and walls at high speeds. It’s one of those cases where the cause of death has multiple factors. I decide to walk onward at a brisk pace while petting Lola’s fur down. I have no desire to get involved in that mess. Telling them that qi-enhanced-already-present processes might have been a bad idea. Who knows what kind of other gross bodily function he will weaponise.

I hear a lot of fighting sounds echoing through the hallways, but splendidly ignore them. Catlike yowling is interspersed with fleshy smacks. I even hear some retching sounds. I could have warned them, but they need to learn that the world can be a cruel place. I decide to leave a glowing qi trail that shows the way.

I have been waiting at the stairs going to the eighth level for a good while when I see a bedraggled group stumbling through the corridors. They have spent larger amounts of qi fighting each other than they spent in this dungeon so far. This will be another lesson in power preservation. I almost rub my hands together at the delightful scenes that can unfold from this. Nothing like a bit of sadism once in a while to keep myself sane.

I smirk but say nothing while walking down the stairs. Bord actually has bruises? Wow, that is impressive. I didn’t think that Angeta had that kind of strength. But it could be a concerted effort from all five? I also see whip marks on Bord’s skin. I don’t even want to know.

The stairs end in a narrow walkway, solid wall on one side, dark abyss on the other. More bats and, oh god, spiders again. I hear shuffling behind me, and I feel them sitting down on the last stairs. They are not coming any further. They are just casually silently chatting with each other, ignoring me completely.

“Why are you losers sitting down?”

I continue to walk as I start taunting them. “Ket has never even been past the twentieth floor. I want to know what is at the bottom of this thing. You guys are falling over after a few floors already?”

I pat the single wall for emphasis. I snap my hand with my other finger and execute my scanning technique. Lola gives a squeak of surprise. Why does she dislike that spell so much? “I heard that nobody has ever made it past level forty? I plan on going past level one hundred at the minimum. And I am too lazy to fight until then.”

I show them an arrogant sneer. I could bring out the threat of withholding food again, but that is getting old by now. If they are too weak to fight through some tiredness, they might as well give up now. “None of you require much sleep anymore.”

This is a blatant lie of course. Only braincore users can go without sleep for years without side effects. Bord especially needs sleep. Ket will hold on for a month or so. A sudden realisation stops me in my tracks. I have a heartcore now. Does that mean I will have to start sleeping again? I really, really don’t want to though. Once per year might be acceptable, any more than that is not pleasant. I move on.

“So I see no reason why you should have a rest. Or are you babies tired already? Is it a fact that even though you all possess qi, an energy immensely more powerful than mana, you all are still weak? Ask yourself, is that physical or mental weakness?”

I spit on the ground. “Pathetic.”

There, that should motivate some of them. I know I am being hard on them; the first time a new cultivator expends all of his or her energy is extremely draining. But the longer they go on now, the more potential they will have later. Making a cultivator fight on while they are running on fumes is one of the better training methods I have found so far. Their bodies are normally filled with qi, which is constantly repairing and reinforcing their cells. Stress testing these cells in the early stages will allow their subconscious to notice what can be improved in the body in terms of chemical fine tuning. And a good way to stress test is to force the cultivator to keep on trucking while they have no qi repairing any damage.

This is, of course, all theory, but I have gathered enough circumstantial evidence that I heavily suspect it to be correct. I also suspect that a lack of training like this will limit cultivators at a later stage. You can supercharge an inefficiently working body with qi, but it will always perform less than a super fine-tuned beautiful machine of a body working on the same amount of qi.

Let me phrase it this way, if you don’t allow something to break down, you will never find the weakest links. A single process on the cellular level could hold back an entire organ. I personally went through a phase like that, I think. I didn’t know jack shit about cultivation back then so I didn’t bother to pay a lot of attention to details like that. This was before I got my braincore. Now the perfect opportunities to prove these theories are standing up from their sitting positions.

The abyss next to my walking path gets ignored by me. I know that below is a shortcut to the next level. I know that we could avoid all the spiders that way, but I am being hard on them. The least I can do is be hard on myself too.

Yeah, that sounded so cool. Truly what a wise teacher would think to himself.

I am overtaken before I can reach the first room. Surprisingly, by Bord and Selis. Ket is next, while Selis and Vox support an exhausted Angeta. An exhausted Angeta that is simmering with rage. I don’t even need to feel angry myself to feel her influencing the nature mana around us. Tess is… a black dagger flies by, suspiciously close to my neck. Yes, show some fighting spirit, you babies!

I start grinning as they decide to ignore my rules, they all pile into the big open room. All the bats and spiders are dead half a second later. They send defiant looks my way, I answer with a widening grin. I pick up my pace and follow them.

We progress through the floor smoothly after that. They are starting to learn how to best conserve qi, a necessity in drawn-out fights like this. Halfway through the floor, I feel someone pulling on my sleeve. I look down and see Selis looking up to me.

“Ca…” She takes a deep breath and tries again. “Can I have my cup from my hut?”

I smile and pull a delicate porcelain cup from the necklace. This was on top of her pillar. The only way to open the force field keeping the cup in place was to surround it with water, something she figured out pretty quickly by dousing the pillar with the contents of the pond. I hand it over and she darts back to the rest.

It’s an enchanted cup that cools the air inside of it. Any moisture in the air then condenses and starts filling it. She carries it around, giving her teammates a sip of water now and then. She herself uses it to grow the sphere of water floating above her. That cup can even produce water in a desert, so it seemed a fitting training tool.

Angeta is the next to come to ask me something. “Tea?”

“What tea?”

She starts to snarl at me but schools her face into an impassive mask. “Can I pl…”

She also takes a deep breath. “Give me my tea pl.. please.”

She nearly chokes on that last word. I hand her the tray without saying a thing. If only Bord had climbed his own tower, then they would be in fine shape in no time. Super compressed sugar and protein candy is exactly what they need by now, but Bord spent too much time crying in his hut. The tea will help though; it is similar to jasmine tea in the smell. It allows the consumer to think clearly, uninfluenced by emotion or fatigue. It also has a slight invigorating effect.

Angeta hands the set to Selis, who starts brewing with a flame that Ket provides. I hear them agree on letting the one to clear the next room drink a cup since water is a limited resource now. They have reverted back to the single person per room system it seems. Six rooms later, they all had drunk a cup of tea and various animals lay murdered on the ground. Slain by all sorts of creative and innovative ways. The bodies once again vanish the moment the last person is around a corner. The students’ complexions are much better now, the tea and water doing wonders. They really went all out on each other after Bord used his… unconventional room clearing tactic. Now that we are talking about mental invigoration…

They don’t need any supervision and I just got an idea that I want to check on. I motion Lola over, and I get ignored. I snatch at her with a qi thread, but she darts away. Insubordination! Has she finally decided to play out the old killed-by-own-disciple cliché? A single thought sends thousands of threads swarming towards the fluff ball. They snake around her as if alive, each following their own small bit of programming, wrapping the struggling bunny up like a mummy. I grin at the bunny that comes floating closer. Who knew those lessons about object-oriented programming can be used in such a way?

I shout at my disciples: “Just continue on and ignore me.” while grabbing the neat package from the air.

⁂
‘How does he control that many separate threads? I can control fifteen separate objects now, with my training speed I would need an approximate… carry the five… there is that weird curve again, I see it in a lot of sums I make!’ Ket is thinking furiously.

Any fledgling mathematician would recognize this curve as a parabola, something his teacher had not bothered to explain to him yet.

‘Subtract fifteen parts of the hundred… around fifteen hundred years? I would need over a millennium to control that amount of objects simultaneously. Probable speed increase being limited by a bigger training difficulty is taken into account, perfect.’ Ket thinks that word a lot lately, perfect. He’s wrong though, mental training speed scales exponentially with realm, not something he is taking into account.

The world used to be a murky place for Ket, filled with slightly incomprehensible things happening all the time. People acting in ways he could absolutely not understand. There was this disconnect between him and the real world. It was basically as if he was looking at his own life through a dirty window.

Instead of getting angry at the incomprehensible place, he just learned how it worked. People acted in a certain way, so that would have to be enough reason for him to act that way too. There was a limited success though, the way other kids talked to each other, the manner in which his peers’ actions and reactions changed as they grew up, and it was all a bit much to casually remember and act out later. So in the baggage carrier’s social circles where he ended up, he was misunderstood a lot while he understood even less. Instead of continuing through the murky swamp of social interaction, Ket became silent and sullen.

Then he was kidnapped and shown the light of numbers. Now Ket praises numbers daily. He swims in them, and he loves them with all his heart. He figured out how to apply statistics to large volumes of data two hours after being shown this wonderful number system. He was passively observing what the hell was going on when he woke up, not from the insides of his cheap hut, but from inside another world. Then his wonderful teacher cursed at him for a little while and punched him in the gut. His mind went weird from that point, and he could recall every single moment and thing that happened. He could leaf through his memories like a book. He absorbed the basics his teacher lectured and thought about them a lot.

The next morning, a black rectangle appeared from nowhere and his… his teacher - Ket decides to call him that for now - his teacher showed him these symbols. And then he showed him what they meant, how they can be used and combined for bigger and bigger numbers, counting past a thousand suddenly became trivial. Then four more symbols used to modify these numbers with each other caused his brain to spin into overdrive. He overclocked his own brain through braincore usage for the first time while he was learning numbers. Ket does not know about imprinting theories, else he might just look at his number obsession in a different light.

That morning, he had been feeling rather foggy, unable to focus fully on a single thing. It was as if he was extremely bored while just thinking, but all of that was gone after learning about numbers. The world suddenly made sense. Simply observe what happens on all levels and note down the measurements and numbers, then analyse and predict. That entire process is now applied to everything he does. Every single data point is analysed, its history traced and its future plotted. And he loves the structure he has. He finally feels in control.

So he proceeds to analyse the movement of the threads of qi his teacher is using to catch his pet rabbit. Such power and technique, used in a game. Ket is doubly amazed, once at the skill on display and once at the casual use of such profound magic.

A thousand possible answers come rushing at the question Ket is asking himself; why is his teacher whispering in the ear of his rabbit? Why is his black tree necklace tied around the bunny now? More possibilities, old memories are dredged up and used for reference. He is not happy with the shitty memory resolution of his pre-braincore period. More questions and numbers, more things to check keep tumbling through his mind.

Every social interaction he experienced is recorded and analysed, he is currently using the largest part of his thinking capacity to analyse social rules. His brief sojourn through the Tower city let him record a lot of these small conversations. He sees his own social faults every time a new social norm is identified and proved with evidence. Every awkward conversation and every time someone called him a creep, finally he understands the “why” of them.

Ket breathes in deeply, looking at the five other kidnap victims. He isn’t sure that he will suddenly turn into a social butterfly, talking a lot still isn’t his thing, but he can make sure that none of his fellow disciples will start hating him for reasons he does not understand.

But one anomaly sticks out, his teacher does not follow any of the conventions he has learned from observing ordinary people. But now he sees a path, a way to unravel the mysteries. Through numbers, he will understand.
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Long story short, I jumped inside the necklace while Lola kept it safe for me. I then stood in the middle of the clearing for a few hours, moving my entire body in horizontal circles. I will talk about that later because I asked Lola to let me know when the group reached the tenth floor. The incessant squeaking I now hear coming from Tree should be her.

I cast a last glance around the pocket dimension. I spot my white-faced qi clone in the corner of the field. I need to do something about that thing soon, it is slowly disintegrating now that the constant stream of my signature qi has stopped coming in from the Tower.

I appear above Lola, who immediately jumps away from under my feet. Animals with qi are not really smart, but I swear they can read minds when talked to clearly enough. Their instincts get a massive boost through qi, giving them supernaturally good senses. Lola will understand me if I talk to her while showing everything on my face. Complex stuff will not get through though, so I won’t bother with math lessons for the bunny. I unwind the necklace from her body and put it back on.

I take stock of my environment and see the small room I remember from the tenth level. Two doors, one with stairs going down and one with a dark swirl, fill the back wall. The dark rock walls are smooth with rounded ceilings, just like the rest of this level. The room itself is the size of a bedroom, a little over five metres wide and long, thirty square metres. Big enough for a little break.

My students look horrible. I see burn marks all over them; the flaming dog must have given them trouble. Ket is smiling, the metal affinity spider must have been easy for him. Or maybe the dungeon switched things up since I went through here? It’s irrelevant though, so I stop thinking about the subject.

I switch my focus to my students’ bodies. They are still running on qi fumes, and a close-up internal inspection shows me torn muscle fibres and a general lack of stored energy in all of their bodies. Bord is in the best shape, and I did not expect anything else. He is not showing any signs of slimming down though, his mental image of himself must be a fatty.

I take a moment to search through my spatial ring and pull out an entire dining set a second later. A thick and sturdy Shining Moonwood table with complementary chairs - big enough to seat ten - appears in the room. I sit down at the head of the table as I pull out some food. “Have a seat.”

They each slowly find a chair and start plopping down. Lola hops on my lap but I put her on the table. The first thing I do is pull out some qi loaded grasses for her to munch on.

I will give the rest enough food to refill their energy levels, but rationing the amount of qi inside the food will be crucial here. I want to feed them barely enough qi to completely repair their bodies. This will allow their subconscious to fine tune things on a cellular level and fix any chemical imbalances. I will repeat this until no more changes are being made, this being an indicator of a fully optimised physique.

I place wooden plates and cutlery in front of each participant, floating the items through the air using qi strings. They all sit down, looking at me expectantly. I look through my ring, pondering on what food to serve. They need high calorie, low qi food at the moment, so I pull out a lot of snack food. Mundane animal sausages with a few percent, high-level beast meat inside, various kinds of vegetable tempura and a few jugs of light fruit juice. The feast starts the moment I make the food appear. The battle that immediately starts is even fiercer than the one they had previously.

I sit back and enjoy the show. Bord is punching at any techniques coming his way, Selis guides a large portion of the fruit juice directly into her mouth and Ket is surrounding his food with high-speed projectiles. It is a good thing the table is stronger than steel; even I am currently not capable of leaving a scratch in the thing. A minute later they are all eyeing each other suspiciously while zealously guarding their own foods and munching furiously.

“Alright, now that that storm has passed, what have you guys learned so far?”

I pour myself a nice spirit wine while looking around the table. I see Vox and Tess exchanging glances, and Vox speaks up. “I think Tess and me might be opposite elements, but we don’t suppress each other unless we want to. We have instead found a few tricks to boost our strengths while cooperating.”

I see Tess nodding her head. That is a good starting answer, but I want to hear more about it. “Why?”

“Uuuhm…”

Tess speaks up at this point. “I need shadows to move around, and it is too dark here for that. And we found out that alternating light and shadow attacks do a lot more damage than using a single element.”

“Why?”

Vox replies again. “Darkness becomes more obvious if it is surrounded by light, and light becomes more obvious in pitch blackness?”

I nod my head in praise. “That’s called contrast.”

I move my hand through the air while releasing a cloud of white qi. “This has little contrast. I can punch someone with a qi covered fist, but it will not do a lot of damage. Now if I introduce more contrast, like forming a spiked gauntlet, for instance, the vague line separating the cloud from the air becomes a lot clearer.”

I do as I say and form a wicked looking white gauntlet over my hands. Long spikes jut out from my knuckles. “Contrast is just an increase in obvious separation. Dark on top of dark is good for hiding. Light on top of light is good for discovering and healing. Neither is really excellent for fighting. You need a little bit of both in order to maximise damage.”

I nod to both of them. That contrast speech has another reason though; shadows make for great disposable weapons. The weapon that was on top of Tess’ challenge pillar is an abstract concept given physical form. It was the shadow of a normal dagger that I poured a shitload of qi in during an experiment. I wanted her to struggle a bit, but she flashed under its shadow and was the first one to get to her pillar’s top. That weapon should have been great inspiration for her to start forming her own shadow weapons, but I haven’t seen her do it yet. Let’s hope the hint was obvious enough this time.

I look to the rest of the group. Bord has a glint in his eyes, and he proceeds to speak while spewing crumbs. “I’ve got to want gulp it myself.”

Wow, he understood that point this soon already?

“I got…” He shifts around a bit, sliding his jiggling ass over my chair. “I got angry, and the thing I wanted to be able to do became a lot easier.”

He performs a few phantom jabs while continuing to eat.

So it was an accidental discovery. Now, do I explain it or do I let the others figure it out themselves? I rub my beard a bit while thinking about it. Will and desire are at the root of cultivation, after all. I decide to let Bord try to figure it out first. “Why? How?”

He is silent for a while longer, everyone now peering over at the munching meatball. Then his eyes light up in understanding

“Goal!”

He seems content after saying that one word. This is good enough, so I nod at him and look at the last three. Selis is messing with her floating water glasses while nibbling on a piece of fried vegetable.

Ket looks over at Bord with a complicated look on his face. “I realised that there are some things that numbers cannot hold.”

He must have met his first statistical anomaly. The real world is the real world, after all, and any abstract method that represents the real world with just numbers is bound to have blind spots. Ket needs some more lessons in statistics if the sudden change in Bord’s behaviour caught him off guard. Maybe I should allow them to read some of the basic sciences books in my ring? I begin designing a small and cosy library before I stop and refocus on the leftover two.

“Controlling blood felt really gross, so thanks for warning me about that. Pulling the stuff from the blood so I got water was really hard in the beginning. It felt like there were a lot of small things that did not want to let the water go? As if I was compressing wet dough in my hands, only to have it squeeze through my fingers. Hmmh, these sausages are the best, so good. Do you have any sauce? Anyway, I also learned that water wants to flow, so I am now guiding it instead of commanding it. That’s how it feels anyway, a lot easier that way. Wow, this green and yellow thing is so crunchy! Hmm.”

She seems content after that waterfall-style speech. I don’t know how to respond to that, to be honest. Fluid dynamics are incredibly resource-intensive to calculate, a lot worse than calculating wind flow. She seems to be on a correct path, anyway. Water just isn’t my style. I will let her read whatever scientific stuff I have on hydraulics and aqua-dynamics. Is that even a word?

Angeta is looking at the plants around her arms. She must be thinking about something really deeply. The rest continue to nibble on the leftovers while she ponders. After an entire minute of thinking, she softly speaks a single line. “I don’t need a forest; all I need is a single seed.”

So she glimpsed some of the potential that qi holds, great! Now that that’s done, let’s have a nice chat.

“Ket, could you give me some estimation on how the city would fare if the dungeon is not accessible?”

I interrupt his discussion to ask this question. I am curious how a local braincore user would answer this. My estimation is that the city will be largely abandoned in a month. Maybe even deserted within half a year. Ket looks to be thinking hard, the only reason his head isn’t heating up again is because he has expended most of his energy.

“A week. The nobles would bail after… three days. If they do it silently without sounding the alarm, the first commoners would begin to starve within a week. Maybe two weeks until the entire city is abandoned.”

Oh, okay. A bit worse than my own predictions.

“Projected casualties?”

He looks at me weirdly, running through my exact words to decipher the meaning. “Around half, no nobles or people with influence.”

I really should leave the dungeon in working order, got it. I still think it’s weird though. Why doesn’t this city have a backup food source? “Do you know the concept of farming?”

Angeta replies with “humans are too lazy for farming; they think it’s beneath them. Their holy dungeons give all, after all. The goat-tribes are the best farmers in the entire world! One farmer can feed himself and three others. They have mastered the seasons and can feed entire villages with their fields. That’s also why humans raid them so often.”

That is below medieval level farming efficiency. I can vaguely remember some information about how twenty dark aged peasants could feed themselves and eighty others. That comes down to one farmer feeding five people in total. “Do the beast people not have access to dungeons?”

“The humans would have a hissy-fit. Our Guardian told us that humans need dungeons because they’re weak.” She snarls a bit every time she says the word human.

I hold in my laughter; the thought of a racist cultivation god is incredibly funny to me. If we all ever reach the higher realms, I hope that she will still be the same. She will be such a pain in the ass to all those stuck up immortals, absolutely hilarious. I decide to continue my questions. “So… anyone want to tell me why you all had entire armies chasing you?”

The silence stretches on for a while. Just as I am about to speak up again, I notice a missing rabbit. When did Selis kidnap Lola? Her water glasses are now dark spots on her clothes, so entranced is she with petting the content rabbit. The white fluff ball is radiating happiness while lying stretched out on the blue-haired girl’s lap.

Vox and Angeta have been whispering to each other, so it does not surprise me when Vox speaks up.

“There are a few establishments in the Tower city that have met with some setbacks. A rather large group of oppressed people have now regained their freedom.”

So they freed some slaves and beat up some scumbags, good for them. “Why the army though?”

“We might have put skills on display that only a full mage can pull off. And we might have caused a big alarm, causing the air mages to transport the elites of the army ahead.”

That at least explains why I saw no air attacks, only fire and water. The air mages must have been exhausted after transporting a large chunk of the army. “What happened to the people you freed?”

“Why? They are free?”

Angeta jumps in with a snarl. “If they can’t keep their freedom, they don’t deserve it.”

I reply. “If you hadn’t freed them, they wouldn’t have needed to?” I lazily sit back in my chair. “I wonder how much worse they are treated now, as runaway slaves? I don’t think they could have made it far with an entire army marching to the city. Is there a big difference in treatment between good, hardworking slaves and ones that have run away?”

I see Vox pale, while Angeta is very silent all of a sudden. I turn to Tess. “What about you?”

She knits her brows. “I was just walking on the street when a group of guards came and arrested me! I went along with them to see why, and I got accused of robbing Lord Fellis! They accused me and any other dungeon sneak they could get their hands on of raiding his private vault. They even asked me if I went into his cellar, as if I would ever enter that disgusting place. So I beat up that fat prick and caused a distraction by having a fight with the guards so the other sneaks could run away.”

She looks mighty pissed now, if her furiously dismantling a piece of fried vegetable with her cutlery is any indication. I am partly responsible, so I will say no more. I rub my spatial ring as I look at Bord, suspecting that he might know more about the basement.

“Selis and I were eating. She showed me the place. But I didn’t have any money, I never needed money!”

He sounds like a whiny child, all nasal tones and whimpering. I guess that he has recovered from whatever shock he went through. Fighting for your life does tend to put things in perspective; I call it combat psychology. Depression and mental issues are less important when you have to beat up tiger sized beasts with your bare hands.

Selis is burying her face in Lola’s belly, who is loving it. Her paws are stretched out while she enjoys the pettings. I can’t break up such a blissful scene, so I leave her alone.

The food inside my student’s bellies is doing its work. I see signs of their cells becoming healthier and gaining efficiency. I put a bowl of qi chips on the table and they all grab some. We chat some more while I wait for the qi to finish repairing their bodies.
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Isaw that everyone had recovered to full health after half an hour of munching on chips, chatting and chilling. Selis spent all this time petting Lola, who didn’t seem to mind at all. Ket started talking a bit more while Bord still seems as dumb as a brick. Let’s start phase two of the training!

“Alright, I am busy with something in Tree, so you guys should train yourselves for the next ten levels. One thing I want you to train in is fighting with sensory deprivation.”

I pull six strips of cloth from my ring and throw them at my disciples.

“I want you to blindfold yourselves in the next floor. That way, you will be prepared if you ever have to fight without sight. Plug up your ears with the cloth in the next level, so you can train without relying on hearing. Do the same for your other senses.”

I think for a bit; what else is useful at this stage?

“I also want you guys to switch it up a bit. Let’s take Selis as an example.”

She looks up startled, nearly dropping Lola. Focus for once, girl! “She can reach immense heights if she continues to fight with pure water, but when she ends up in a desert where there is no water at all? Then she is royally screwed. Or what if she gets stuck on a pole? There will be water everywhere, but she won’t be able to influence ice without melting it first.”

I focus on her, turning my body to face her. “So you should try messing around with fire, lightning, earth and everything you can think of. I don’t need you to be able to control masses of flame or anything, but I want everyone here to be able to light a campfire.”

I spread my right-hand open, grabbing at the air. I open my hand to show them a freshly condensed globe of water. I open my other hand and start ripping carbon, hydrogen and oxygen bonds apart. Letting them recombine gives me a small pale flame hovering above my palm. “Extracting water from the air is also one example. Learning new elements will become immensely more difficult when you reach the solid core stage. Just try a lot of different things.”

I turn around and walk over to the table, depositing the entire dining set back into my ring. “Alright, don’t go through the right door, that will eat up all your qi.”

I pick up Lola from the floor and look her in the eye. “Give me a signal when they need help, or when they reach another room like this, okay? And keep this safe again.”

She gives a small nod and I rub her head. I wrap the necklace around her body again and drop her to the floor. She wiggles around until she is comfortable with the added weight.

⁂
I immediately continue my practice the moment I am back inside my Tree dimension. I tie my shoes and feet to the ground and grass, using a spider webbing of qi thread under tension. This stability allows me to move my hip and ankles in order to rotate my head in horizontal circles. I vary the speed and size of said circles randomly. A quick nearly vertical spin is followed by a sudden slow turn that has my head halfway to the ground.

I am doing these weird gymnastics in order to find something. The brain of a cultivator will eventually start to generate a type of secondary energy. This process starts once a certain level of passive qi density is achieved inside the brain.

Passive qi is energy that has naturally reinforced the workings of the body. It sort of deactivates itself in order to help the body out, integrating into the bodily tissues. This is then no longer available for use by the cultivator and is therefore passive. I also refer to this qi as structural qi.

Body cultivators, with their highly qi infused physiques, generate this energy a lot sooner than dantian cultivators. This is also why heartcore holders tend to be the best crafters, for reasons I will get to in a moment.

These weird movements are the best option I have if I want to move my head freely and quickly. I want to move my head freely because I am searching for that secondary energy and quickly because that’s a decent way to start sensing it. I call this energy augur. The body houses qi, qi houses the augur.

The best way I can describe what that augur energy feels like is by comparing it with qi. Let’s say qi is comparable to rocks. I can make sturdy buildings out of rocks, but I won’t be able to get much fine detail from that building material. Then the augur is a powder so fine that you can leave fingerprints in it, one of those high-tech nanoparticle powders. That fine energy can be used for scanning, for understanding the world. With qi you feel the shape of the world through its voids, the augur flows between the quarks and passes through the bosons and the leptons.

I got the name from some half-remembered history lessons. Augurs were old Roman priests that predicted the will of the gods through bird flight observation. That is a line from Wikipedia that I still remember. When I read this article, I had this vision of two priests chatting to each other:

Augur 1: “And what did you auspice yesterday?”

Augur 2: “The duck I followed around all day turned a total of sixteen circles to the right. That means it will rain tomorrow.”

Augur 1: “Hmmh, good read. I got bird shit on my head three times today. The harvests will be plentiful.”

And it’s weird, I know. But it’s similar to the way my augur works. I will immediately know everything there is to know about an object I scan with it. I have found no credible scientific reason for the amount of information that can be learned from using my augur. I understood exact elemental gas volume percentages the first time I spread it through the air. I saw the ratio between oxygen and nitrogen. I could feel all the trace noble gases in the air, I could write down the exact percentages of each.

Every internal fibre and alloy change was easily visible, but it was a bit more. It would provide me with accurate information I didn’t consciously know about. I could replicate any alloy, puzzle out the source materials of any potion and feel an object’s molecules one by one. I had an actual, up to date atomic level three dimensional map available for further processing. Augur is the best CAT scan you could ever hope for.

That’s why I am trying pretty hard to find it this early. I miss the feeling of truly understanding everything about an object. The rings I made were crafted by pushing molten metals around. Through the augur, I could manually place every molecule. That is a pretty big difference in crafting quality.

Now you should know that everything has inertia. So when I move my head, some aspects of it follow slightly behind. Most obvious, my hair. Slightly less obvious is the fact that my qi follows behind my body. There is a delay of a few picoseconds between when the body and when my qi starts moving.

And my second energy then should follow a few picoseconds behind my qi. So I look at my brain’s internal structure, at the place where that energy should follow behind. So far it still eludes me. I previously gained this energy just before I started foundation building at the third crunch, so I was hoping that having a heartcore would push this date up a bit. I am not even close to a full first-crunch core now, so I might be a bit premature.

I think that this energy gets created when massive amounts of qi flow through each other. The passive qi inside the flesh will channel the active qi, and the results of this friction is the augur. The brain has the most qi activity, so it is only natural that this finer energy shows up there first. It feels like the rocks that represent qi smash into each other, working like a ball mill to create a fine powder.

I move around like this for a few hours at least. I get one useful thing out of this bizarre dance though; I end up fine tuning my muscles to perfection. All this moving around allows me to feel the electrical impulses running through my nerves, from its inception to the actual muscle movement. So that’s pretty neat I guess.

An even longer time later I start to fall asleep. My mind gets drowsy while my body has started sweating from all the exercise. And then I feel it. A film over my brain. I reach for it and it is gone.

That’s not right, I don’t need to reach at all. That energy is inside my brain whether I want it to be there or not.

And that small shift in thinking allows me access. I feel the film covering my brain, feel the augur sitting on top of my thinking. I gently pull it to the back of my head, mentally blowing on the thin mist until it reaches my core.

And then I feel it. Every single detail of the small ethereal rock floating in my brainstem. Each time a particle of compressed liquid qi settles down on the surface and crystallises, I feel it. Each part of my core that is running a process, I feel it.

I burst into laughter. I spend the next five minutes in absolute joy. A pre-foundation cultivator that has divine sight, such absurdity is simply impossible, yet here I am. I swirl my augur through my brain and I can see the process of its creation. I push a little bit through my veins and through my finger into a single blade of grass. A molecular map of the leaf fills my mind.

I stand up and look around. A fidgety Lola is staring at me. I jump at her and manage a tackle before she can escape. I roll around, hugging her and throw her into the air. She squeals while I catch her. I run around in pure joy for a little longer.




 

Chapter forty-two

[bookmark: ncx_entry_1847bd04-4ea2-47fa-a45f-77dc0b328fd1]
[bookmark: _Toc13695459][bookmark: _Toc16883424]Leisure 

Ikeep Lola clutched to my chest while I walk over to the tree. She is struggling but I am not letting go until I know why she is here. I put my free hand to Tree’s trunk and push a trickle of qi through. I feel the forms of my disciples sitting around. They are in another small room with two doors and a hallway on opposite sides. This must be level twenty.

I jump through the dimensional portal and see six dark figures lying on the ground. Shit, are they breathing? Yes, they are just totally exhausted. I drop the struggling Lola and force some qi into their unconscious forms and check their conditions. They are totally devoid of any energy. I pick up my Tree medallion from the floor and smile wryly while pulling the entire dining set from my ring again.

My silent humming, while I’m setting the table, wakes them one by one. I pull out a big pot of stew and ladle some into the bowls. Lola gets another pile of leafy greens. I put some Heavenly Grain bread on the table and pour myself a nice glass of spirit wine after sitting down.

My sorry group of students seats themselves one by one. They eye my smile with suspicious faces. I can’t help but be happy right now, deal with it. Bord has emptied his bowl before everyone is seated and is now scarfing the bread down.

“Floor twenty?”

Tess replies weakly while picking up her spoon. “Thirty.”

“Wow, that’s impressive.”

I did not expect them to have such tenacity.

“Any big problems?”

Ket replies with his mouth full. “I predict we will be able to reach level forty with our current strength.”

I nod my thanks. “Enemy types?”

It seems to be Angeta’s turn to speak. “More animals. Mirror maze at level nineteen. Level twenty-five was just clouds. They get faster or stronger or bigger each level down, but not both.”

They all nod with tired faces, agreeing with the beast woman. We eat and drink with only slurping and chewing sounds sounding out for twenty minutes. The entire pot of stew is empty at that point and Bord is scanning the table for any leftover crumbs. Their bodies are fully restored now. I sense a lot fewer changes in their physiques, so one more cycle will take care of their biggest problems. I see that they have all developed some muscle and Bord is still as fat as ever.

“Alright, have fun on the next decad!”

I skedaddle back to my Tree dimension after taking care of the dishes. I am in the mood to use my augur for something constructive, let’s go craft shit.

⁂
Massive green mandibles snap around Bord’s arm. Before he can shout out in pain, a metal ball punches through one of the eight eyes that stare at the fatty. The torrent of brain ichor now gushing from the back of the massive spider’s head shoots towards the blue-haired girl. Before it can reach her, a lightning fast hand wave scatters the goo like dust while a small stream of water joins the tiny lake floating above Selis.

“BORD, NEW GUYS!” Ket’s voice booms through the marble rooms. A stream of colourful spiders is gushing out of a small hallway and on command, a large figure barrels into them, each step crushing a spiders’ head.

“ANGY, BIG RED ONE.”

A roar drowns out the chaotic noise, followed by the groaning of wood and crunching sounds. A water torrent picks up another spider behemoth and slams it into the wall while Vox is shooting white light beams at the party’s meat shield. Something that could very well be called an Ent - a walking tree - rampages across the room.

“TESS, PREPARE.”

As if in response to that command, loud stomps are heard. From the farthest doorway, a spider larger than any the group has seen so far comes to join the fun. A dark flash above the spider reveals a black-haired girl who is wielding a single long spear. She points the spear down and silently drops, spearing through the multi-eyed head in a single move. The spear immediately vanishes and the girl nearly stumbles while riding the spider down to the ground. A beam of light surrounds her and some of the fatigue is wiped from her face.

“DOWN!”

Five figures throw themselves to the ground the moment they hear this single word. Just as the last one lies flat on the floor, hell truly breaks loose. A metal storm rampages across the room, small chunks of metal punching hole after hole through the shining spider carapaces. Absolute silence follows, the dripping of blood and rough breathing the only audible sounds.

“Sure, we can handle up to level forty no problem!” If there was an Oscar given for most sarcastic performance, Angeta would win it with that single line. Ket throws her an annoyed glance while retrieving his metal weapons from all over the room. The beautifully polished ball bearings are now reduced to pieces of scrap metal, but Ket doesn’t mind. What these smaller fragments lack in punch, they make up in sharpness.

“You left fifty for yourself?”

Tess finished counting all the spider corpses and came to the conclusion that Ket must have taken care of the last fifty with that final barrage.

“You are burning through your qi like that, we could have finished it together.”

She crosses her arms and stares at Ket. Angeta just growls while stretching her arms, the wooden armour is very effective, but it makes her stiff after prolonged use.

“Please drink.” Water balls float in front of each young face. They all grab hold of it themselves, the rudimentary water control they all decided to learn useful for things like this. They take small sips; the tea is long used up but Selis’ cup keeps making water. Lola hops around the room, avoiding any gore and ichor, and makes her way over to Selis. Bord has finally pulled his leg from the spider’s abdomen that he was stuck in and looks around. “Still no loot?”

“It’s still night; normal people can’t see in this, you know,” Selis speaks again while waving her hands around. She walks to the next tunnel while forming new glasses in front of her face.

Angeta decides to add to the conversation. “We nearly died fifteen times now. It’s a good thing that Vox can heal us. I’d rather die than lose an arm permanently.”

She rubs her left elbow, a faint scar circling across it is still visible through the fur. Ket tries to perform a motivational speech for the first time in his life. “We only have three more floors to go. And didn’t Lola save you? It was only your own stubbornness that caused you to lose an arm to that blade rhino.”

He is met with angry stares from everyone, and he deems this motivational speech a failure.

“If Bord didn’t distract me BY FUCKIN’ FARTING AGAIN, that stupid rhino would have never clipped me.”

Ket runs some simulations in his head on other cheering up attempts but is met with virtual failure every time. He decides to just talk from his heart for once, instead of over-analysing every syllable he says in advance. “Teach… the weird guy must have a reason right? Every other thing he did or said has loads of meaning behind it. Why did he give us just enough food to repair our bodies?”

Replies follow instantly.

Tess: “That is just giving me more reason to stab him.”

Vox: “I want to connect his pain signals to his penis.”

Selis: “He is a big meany!”

Angeta: fierce growl

Bord: “Cause he’s a sadist?”

Ket shakes his head. He is starting to understand why his teacher is so aloof and treats a lot of things frivolously. Ket assumes that he is one of the most powerful figures in the entire kingdom. He did not understand why that didn’t show at all. His teacher looks like a forgettable guy. There is no fierce aura of power, just another fellow busy with something.

But if his teacher interacts with people in this manner, Ket understands why he doesn’t want to be found. If Ket had such a talent for pissing people off, he would be as low key as possible too. He smiles after comprehending another piece of that puzzle and walks on towards the next fight.

⁂
Aaah, gardening is so relaxing. Just what I needed. I do feel a cold shiver now and then, but let’s ignore that.
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Iexpanded the garden, made some upgrades to my castle and was just about to finish the library when I hear Lola’s signal coming from the Tree. I should leave soon but I can’t help but put the lasts stones in their proper place. A nice Greek styled temple now adorns one edge of the clearing. It is filled with books, either in pictograms or English. Beginning level alphabet learning books are available, so my students can start speaking and reading a proper language. There are no advanced-level science and math books though, just the basics.

I expanded the garden a bit, neat rows of buried seeds separated into neat sections. A large part of the field is sown with Heavenly Grain. It’s comparable to wheat, except it also attracts qi through its leaves and roots, depositing it inside its grains.

The last thing I do is set the table in the middle of the clearing. I fill it with scrumptious foods and drinks. Let’s hope this goes well.

I jump through Tree and land in a gaudy room. The purple walls with gold filigree are hurting my eyes a bit, but arguing about taste is pointless, after all. My students are in an even worse shape than before. Bord is missing a finger and Angeta’s fur is singed in places. Their clothes look horrible; they’re dressed in scraps that cover only the important bits. Nobody is looking at the swathes of naked skin on display though, they all seem completely exhausted. Bord will regrow that finger and Angeta can regrow that fur in seconds, so I am not worried.

“Forty?”

“Forty,” Ket replies. “We’ll die in one shot from floor forty-three on.”

“Alright then. I have taught you all that is necessary to control your cultivation bases. I set out to see how the people of this world can handle qi, and I have my answer now. Now you all need to make a choice.”

I let the silence linger for a while as they stare at me.

Ket mumbles “…this world…”

“Yeah, I am not from around here. I somehow ended up here after some mishaps. Now you guys must decide if you want to leave or continue under my guidance. If you leave, no problem. I will seal your core, preventing you from using your qi externally. This will prevent the apocalypse just because you used a reckless technique.”

They open their eyes in shock. I let them think of this possibility for a while.

“Or you acknowledge me as your master. Where I come from, they had this stupid ritual of kowtowing three times. I don’t like bowing and scraping, but there are other factors that make this ritual a good thing.”

Angeta speaks up. “Why do I need to bow to you? You just kidnapped us. And you don’t look like you are older than thirty.”

She growls at me some more. Haa, this is so troublesome. They will look at me differently after this, but I see the others silently agreeing with her. No choice then.

I start emitting some qi, slowly covering the entire room. I also start remembering a thousand years of fighting, running and learning. I shove all of these feelings into the qi surrounding me. This should give me a nice and stately aura, impressing upon them the fact that I am a bit older than thirty. Lastly, I start giving off a vicious aura, one meant purely for intimidation. Vividly remembering all the slaughter, death and destruction I’ve been witness to takes care of that. I build the aura gradually, letting it roll off me and seep into their minds.

“I am a thousand years old, whelp. You will bow or leave sealed. There is no other choice here.” Whoops, they all seem about to faint. Maybe I overdid it? Better overdo it at this stage than underdo it, I guess. I can’t have my disciples walking all over me, after all.

Tess raises her hand and softly speaks when I look at her. “We don… don’t even know your name.”

Ah, good point. I really hate names though, so let’s go with that. “You can call me ‘Teacher’ or ‘Teach.’ Acknowledging this requires three bows from your knees. Say: ‘I acknowledge, Teacher,’ afterwards.”

The small group looks at each other, now trembling on their weary feet. They communicate with their eyes for a bit and I see them reach a unanimous conclusion. They sink to their knees and sit on their haunches. I use a bit of the qi in the room to force them into a seiza position. I release them and interfere no longer.

I do create another contract spell though. This one is a lot simpler than the one I did with Rhea. Tracking and paralysation are the only two components. This is the bare minimum any other cultivation master did to his or her disciples, and a lot of them used instant kill or obedience clauses.

They bow once and the contract grasps hold. The following two bows only reinforce it and when they say, “I acknowledge, Teacher,” it sinks into their cores.

The moment I am done; I retract all my qi. I smile at them.

“Fuuuuh, that is always a lot of stupid ceremony and trouble. I am glad that it’s over. From now on you guys have the right to enter the Tree at will.” I take my necklace off and throw it at them.

“I prepared food inside and a small library – you can study all you want. Also, build something better than those shitty shacks you guys have. No disciple of mine lives in such a crappy place.”

They all seem pretty bewildered. Selis is the first to make a grab for the necklace. She studies it for a few seconds and disappears. That opens the floodgates, as their empty stomachs cause them to scramble for it. I pick up the necklace once they’re all gone and put it on again.

“You wanna go and join them or rush through the dungeon with me?” I hold Lola in front of my face. She blinks a couple of times before looking at the stairwell going down to the next floor.

“Got it, let’s go fuck this place up together.” I give her a grin and we race through the left door down the stairs.

⁂
“Honestly,” replies Bord in between bites, “I nearly shat my pants.”

Tess nods. “He looks so dull and normal all the time. Seeing him explode into… glory …was shocking.”

Angeta speaks up softly while looking down at her plate. “The strong rule the weak. I don’t even qualify to be his slave.”

Ket also chimes in, “I forgot to think for a moment there.”

Selis is the last to give her opinion. She swallows a big mouth full of food before replying. “He blends in with the background normally. Then he suddenly became a mighty warrior. Then he became a king, ruling over lands. Then he became a god controlling his domain. And then he really got going. That murderous air had me scared, like really, really, really scared. I was an ant in front of the sun.”

She touches the water floating in front of her face a bit. “The most shocking was the end though. There he stood, in all his majesty, glory and terror. And then poof.” She waves her hand around a bit to illustrate this point. “He is back to a background character.”

They all chew in silence for a little while. Ket then stands up.

“Where are you going?” Tess asks.

Ket’s eyes are burning with fervour. “He said library, right? Isn’t that the place in the Capital where all the books are kept? I am guessing that is it.”

He points to a rather large structure with a triangular roof and massive white pillars. “I’m going to read.”

He walks off, a bowl of snacks in his hands, a smile on his face.

He returns a few seconds later. “No food or drink allowed, hehe.”

He rubs his head while placing the bowl back before walking away again. He briefly looks at the signs that stand in front of the white temple - simple drawings of food and drink with crosses through them - and walks inside.

Selis stands up next. She waves to the pond, attracting a long snake of water. She uses it to mercilessly smash one of the huts.

“What are you doing?” Tess blurts out.

“I agree with Teach. We shouldn’t be living in such small huts. And Bord?” She waits until he looks at her. “Go climb your fucking pillar.”

She gives the fatty a piercing glare. Then she walks off into the woods while whistling. The rest of the students also wander off to do their own thing, leaving Bord alone at the table.

⁂
Shivers run across my back again, who is talking shit about me? Not important, preparing combat mode. Area scan shows increased level size once again. Analyse threats. What priority settings? High speed, low energy preservation. Can draw on Tree’s qi for refills.

Enemy sighted, it’s a… My combat thought processes come crashing down for a moment as I see a squid walking on land. It uses eight long tentacles that stick to the smooth floor to walk over to me. It glows a dark grey and blue and my threat analyser forces me into combat mode.

Combined element attack. Pre-emptive strike, form dagger from qi and launch. Brain or heart? Brain in head, heart in centre body. Decide on attacking both, cleave through entire thing vertically. Must find better method of elimination, smell of squid internals is horrible. Proceed down hallway, room with more walking seafood. Prepare more daggers.

⁂
Floor forty-five now. Used up point zero-zero-two-percent of total qi available, acceptable. Bigger dogs here, attempt atypical fighting style? Start random requirement generator for fun. One-finger death-punch it is. Proceed with plan.

Use pointy finger on first dog’s head. Use less force, it exploded. Second attempt at second dog. Use even less force, brain goop on finger now. Third dog is in range, attempt a one finger stroke across forehead. Dog splits in half? How? Solution found, release qi with less speed from finger.

Fourth dog, use small qi pulse, needle-thick. Travels through entire dog and three more behind it. Shockwave enough to kill instantly without exploding, good. Still needs more fine tuning.

⁂
Reached floor sixty, rooms filled with aquatic life. Proceed with ease. Floor boss is piece of rope? What the flip, dungeon? Correction, floor sixty boss is snake disguised as rope. Snake strike in progress, fangs are dripping, assume poison, avoid at priority one. Fangs avoided by obliteration of said fangs, lessen automated hostile reaction to potential poison. Exit combat mode temporarily.

I look at the bloody smear on the wall. I kind of overreacted there. Poison could do horrible things, back in the Cultivation World. Seriously fucked up shit. That’s where my fear of anything potentially poisonous comes from. The snake had poisonous fangs, so I overreacted and now the rope-like creature is a fine paste smeared across the wall. Ah well, I don’t think I will come across a worthy enemy before floor hundred anyway. Let’s go on.

⁂
Floor eighty-two is just water. Water and darkness everywhere. Analyse threats? None found. Water has toxic compound, analyse. Lethal to mortals, no effect on self due to heartcore. Continue search for exit. Idea: use opportunity to optimise swimming speed. Start test number one. Result: limit muscle power by fifty per cent. Take vacuum cavitation into account; bubbles limit transfer of power to medium.

Test two. Max speed just under a hundred kilometres per hour, acceptable swimming speed. Test out different strokes now. Exit found at four o’clock; finish tests before proceeding to next level.

⁂
Floor eighty-three till eighty-nine are standard hallways and rooms, each new one bigger than the last. Now at floor ninety, desert, with no water in the air. Scan with augur. Air is completely devoid of water, not a single molecule. Curious. Boss weak to water? No water source on level? Stop speculation for now, focus on searching for exit and boss.

Boss located; sand is exploding directly below. Form qi sheet in air and kick. Propel self up. Slow down perception further to observe boss crashing through sand; looks awesome. Record scene in high definition. Boss is massive teddy bear, kind of awesome. Boss is made from flesh, not stuffing. Totally not awesome. Begin initial probe.

Throw qi dagger. Dagger shatters on beast’s eye. Idea; form dagger from spit. Launch spit dagger. Melts a hole though boss. Boss is cotton candy? Stop irrelevant thoughts in combat mode, how to eliminate teddy bear weak to water? Spit more? Spit more.

Shape spit into thread. Crisscross boss with said qi thread. Limited speed due to physical weight inside qi thread, adjust controlling formula. Thread is melting through boss, works as predicted.

Sudden flash? Blind? White everywhere? Did Boss employ flashbang? Dim eyes, form sunglasses, for eyes and optic nerve both. Sight comes back, immense pain in eyes. Swirl qi through cornea and repair essential damage. Observe effect of heartcore on healing? No time, boss could be near. Spread more qi to sense.

Vision is back. Light is everywhere. Theory; it is daytime? Check internal clock, confirmed, it is daytime. Boss feels weaker now? Reacquire control of spit thread. Useless, heat caused total evaporation. Form new spit thread. Slice though boss in grid pattern.

Record scene of boss falling apart into bloody cubes. Great fight. Exit combat mode to observe dungeon in daylight.

I land with a spray of sand. So it is daytime now? The desert I’m in is clearly visible, dark yellow dunes under a blue sky stretching to the horizon. I no longer need to infuse qi into my eyes to see anything.

I blink and gape with open mouth at what I see. Does the dungeon core have more control over the lower levels?

Because at the moment I blinked, the enormous teddy bear that was falling apart into bloody chunks was replaced by a massive pile of stuff. A pile of stuff bigger than the massive bear itself. The dungeon needed me to move around a corner to erase the corpses on the first few levels. Now it can do stuff like this in the time it takes me to blink. This is concerning.

I scan the pile of stuff. Massive quantities of perfectly formed weapons, armour, foodstuffs, clothes and metal. I look at the small collection of clothes I bought in the city in my ring. I did not need to do that after all. I think the dungeon rewards effort; this pile is bigger than I was expecting. I analysed what the groups of adventurers that exited the dungeon were carrying, a normal boss level should drop one or two good quality items. A level eighty boss thus should drop a small fraction of the pile that now lies in front of me.

I shrug my shoulders; I can only assume that any fighting during the night gives at least double the usual reward once a boss is killed during the daytime. I think of pulling the pile into my ring but decide against it.

I will take all the food though, there are enormous amounts of ingredients in the pile. Wooden crates filled with vegetables and fruits, sacks of grain and flour; even stuff like eggs and dairy products are present. I scan through the pile and mark any food and perishables. I then pull them all from the pile while sending them into my ring. This takes me a good few minutes in total. The mountain of stuff is still imposing; I took maybe a fifth of the total mass?

I attach a qi thread to all the other items I can find and jump into my necklace that I hang around Lola’s neck.
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“GATHER ROUND!” One by one my now official disciples walk towards me. The moment the last one has reached the clearing, I continue.

“So I found that fighting at night doubles your rewards at minimum. I think it keeps count and then rewards you in one lump sum when you kill a boss during daylight, observe!” I can’t help but perform a flourish as a long stream of items starts to flow from Tree. I mentally ask the quickly growing perennial to clear a large piece of the forest where I can put the items down. Golden qi pours towards the opposite side of the clearing and starts moving trees around. I put the items down in the cleared space, separated in rough piles.

“I just beat a boss on level ninety after it became day. This was the result.”

They all look at the never-ending flow of various items coming from Tree with open mouths. It will take too long like this, so I speed it up. A minute later the entire pile is transferred, piles of glistening weapons, armour and tools glistening brightly.

“I almost forgot to give you guys these.” I pull the low-grade spatial rings from my pocket. I truly nearly forgot about them. I throw one to every student.

“Those are spatial rings; they come with the disciple job. Just stuff some qi inside to see how they work. I want you guys to load up on a complete armour set, including a full-face coverage helmet. We might have to leave the dungeon by force after all. Not that it will do a lot of good, but we can at least pretend, no? You guys can also use this stuff to craft something if you want. Have fun!”

They are still looking at the pile of stuff and rings with open mouths. Nice fish impression, guys. I give them a wave and jump back into the desert. I pick up Lola and walk towards the exit. I have to clear a few tonnes of sand before I can start climbing down. I reactivate combat mode once I reach the end of the stairs.

⁂
Floor ninety-three now. Enemies are getting exponentially stronger. This one tiger has capability to wipe out entire previous floor. Dungeon core defence? Dodge swipe, avoid tiger that is on fire. Notice pattern. Attacks come in pairs. Bonded couples? Kill one. Form qi spear and throw. Other tiger goes berserk. Bonded couples. Check sex to be sure? Male and female pairs, confirmed.

Eliminate berserk tiger first. Prepare lunge, land and execute. Punch tiger with half of full force. Middle section evaporates.

Project growth of animals until floor hundred? Need full power past level ninety-nine. Proceed anyway, have only used brute force and simple tricks so far.

Deal with flaming tiger now. Bonded with wet tiger, seems contradictory. Excite air molecules in opposite direction. Guide generated electricity. Wet tiger down. Throw wet tiger to burning tiger. Both are now paste, no need for full strength yet. Lola kicks tiger my way, intercept. Throw back her way. Spend ten minutes playing catch with big yellow tiger corpse.

⁂
Floor ninety-six, filled with guinea pigs and stick insects. Combination is more effective than it should be. Fighting them is more fun than it should be. Get distracted briefly by rodent name, forgot whether it is guinea pig, cavy or cavia. Either one is fine; focus back on fight. Rip insect legs from latest victim. Make sharp with qi edge, throw to closest cavia. Jackpot. Throw other leg to other cavia. Relocate to latest victim. Grab guinea shish kebab, spear second cavia. And third. And fourth. Shish-kebab full, discard. Intercept shadow stick insect, prevent Lola getting stabbed.

Note to self, put Lola in Tree after next level. Can’t guarantee her safety above nine nine percent from then on.

Kick off wall, grab next insect. Use as battering ram. Ineffective but fun, acceptable fighting method. Continue battering cute critters. Smash last cavia towards Lola. It is earth element, should be sturdy enough. Another ten minutes of playing catch.

⁂
Ninety-nine now, massive difficulty spike. All previously encountered beings are present. Level is an endless white plane. Lola is in Tree, she would die within four dot two eight seconds in current situation. Avoid gold puppet. Avoid metal spider web. Not possible? Push big dog in its path, safe.

More qi to brain. Perception slows down further. Spot teddy bear in distance. Size is… multiple kilometres high. Avoid wind blade barrage. Attach qi thread to flying boulder. Jump, sweep boulder around. Crushed three hundred animals, not enough. Spotted rope snake. Idea, intercept. Grab snake by fangs. Force venom from teeth, control and spread in mist. Push mist over animal horde. Projected casualties a thousand, not enough.

Projected horde size… Bigger than sight limit, expands beyond horizon. Last stand resistance of dungeon? Irrelevant, projected horde size is multiple millions. Projected outcome? Calculating. Fifty-fifty.

Fifty-fifty is acceptable. Survived worse odds. Focus back on surroundings. Use snake to sweep small fry. Snake disintegrates in hands, see its ribs pierce through multiple mobs. Time before pulling out tricks becomes necessity?

Result; only when halfway through current mobs. Show smile on face, this is fun after all. Grab spider, fear of poison is irrelevant now. Break off legs, avoid mandibles. Attach qi ropes to legs. Start spinning. Pierce spider skull with own leg. Spinning spider legs similar to lawnmower. Blood and organs flowing in the wind like freshly cut grass. Stop poetic process, can’t spare brain space now.

Release spinning legs at points of maximum effect. Legs pierce through over fifty animals, not enough. Rip water from blood on ground. Send at high speed to approaching teddy. Teddy melts on contact. See massive yellow rabbit. Kick at full power. Rabbit ploughs through thousands of small fries. Effective, might be enough. Target earth affinity beasts for cannonball duty. Calculate optimum use of nearest big earth dog. Execute.

⁂
The group of students had gone slightly crazy when Teach left. They had all ran towards the glimmering piles of treasure as soon as they discovered that the black rings in their hands could store stuff. They had seen their teacher pull things from thin air multiple times, and now they held that mystical power in their very hands.

Only Selis did her own thing and ran to the forest, but came back disappointed after finding out that only a single tree log fit inside. She wanted to bring back more wood in order to finish up the log house she was building.

The rest appropriated anything valuable they saw lying in the heaps of stuff. Pretty soon, however, their rings were full and they realised that there was little need to start hoarding the items. So they started sorting everything. Bars of metal were stacked in one corner, food-related items piled in another while weapons and armours got sorted by type. They discussed what armour to wear and what weapons to wield. They put on full sets of plate mail with mail shirts underneath. Pretty soon they also realised that moving around with that amount of metal covering them was not really heavy, but made a ruckus with every step. They ditched their armour and continued sorting through the treasures.

Then Ket frowned and walked over to the Tree. He put his hand on the softly glowing bark and focussed.

“Guys, come over here now!”

So, in front of Tree they now sit. They are seated in a curved line, all looking towards a mental projection. Ket had learned a lot from his time in the library, and he applied this knowledge by creating a qi eye. He had pushed this photon receptor through the portal and is projecting what he sees on a qi screen.

Ket had made this world’s first surveillance system and turned it into this world’s first cinema. They watched their teacher punch his way through level after level, at speeds sometimes too fast for them to follow. Snacks were gathered while they watched the chaotic battle. Selis cheered every time Lola did something cool. They started betting food on who would win the games their teacher and his pet played. Lola joined them after level ninety-seven was blitzed through, and Selis immediately called dibs on petting her.

Now all seven are watching their teacher fight endless hordes in an endless plane. Ket manoeuvres his qi eye around, trying to catch most of the action. The crown of water circulating around his head, held in place by Selis, is proof that this effort is both good training and at the edge of his abilities. They watch Teach grab a rope-like snake and start swinging it around like mad. It disintegrates in his hands after just two rotations. The swirl of spider legs on qi ropes that follows is dizzying to watch. They all quake in their boots when the kilometres-big bear comes in sight. Selis gasps at the speed at which water gets extracted from the blood. The rest also do so after the bear starts melting.

Lola gives off an angry squeal as the massive yellow rabbit gets kicked like a football. Angeta can’t help but smile at the trail of destruction the sturdy earth affinity beast leaves behind in its wake. They sit there entranced for hours as they observe the most epic sight they have ever encountered. The hordes of animals seem endless, their teacher’s stamina bottomless.

Halfway through the incredible horde of animals, their teacher starts to mix things up. Instead of just using qi threads and his own limbs, weird techniques start flying everywhere.

A lightning orb forms above his head, striking only beasts with blue colourations. A ring of water forms around him, parts separating at high speed every time red or fiery beasts come near. It douses their flames and seems to sap their fighting spirit. A bigger circle of rocks forms around their teacher’s body, rotating with ever-increasing speeds, chunks speeding off towards any beings that have green spots or stripes. Flames bloom into existence around any grey coloured beasts that stray too close.

“Water kills fire, plants come from the earth and metal can melt.” Everyone looks at Bord, who just mumbled those words. Their gazes linger on him, casting odd glances. Exasperation is seen on the group’s faces, as if Bord just told them that the sky is blue and expected it to be a great revelation. They focus their attention back to the spectacle displayed on the screen pretty quickly.

Anything with even a smidgen of yellow gets kicked so hard the beasts and constructs clear hundreds if not thousands of small fry in their tumbles. Teach continues to punch and kick like a madman, but every fist is now followed by a massive explosion that kills thousands or a gout of flame that burns even more. Every direct kick now punches through the first beast and continues far beyond them. Sweeping kicks cause entire groups of beings to fall apart into two pieces.

Many hours later, it is suddenly over. Teacher seems slightly out of breath, but he suddenly starts laughing. He waves a hand and the elemental shapes around him disappear. He stretches his body around a bit, looking around for something. He opens and closes his mouth for a little, then looks at the qi eye.

The entire group of disciples reels back at his blood covered smile. Ket startles and his projection falls apart.

“I…” He tries to form words but can’t even say a single sentence.

“Don’t even know what to say?” Tess gets a single nod in reply. They all continue to do their own thing, but the enthusiastic atmosphere from before is dampened significantly. It seems like they all have a lot to think about.

A few of them have determined glints in their eyes. Why would he make them his disciples if he didn’t want them to reach his level eventually?

⁂
That was pretty fun! My predictions were rather pessimistic though, that was not a fifty-fifty situation. I now calculate a mere five per cent chance of lethal injury; I did not expect that combining spells with my improved physical prowess would be that effective. My new favourite is a roundhouse kick that releases a thin blade of wind. It cut through the hordes like butter. Now I have to find the exit.

I look up at the small bundle of grey qi floating over my shoulder only to watch it disappear in a small puff. Ah well, I hope they learned something at least. I turn around and am greeted by a pristine floor. I turn around again and every single corpse has disappeared. My students looking at me fighting must have kept the dungeon from making all the remains vanish. I look down at myself and find my body completely clean. That at least saves me a shower. I grumble a bit about the lack of loot, but I have a feeling that nobody was supposed to get this far. I do wonder why the dungeon was able to vanish material that was touching my skin, but decide not to ponder about it too deeply. Complicated questions like these will take years to answer at my current level, I suspect. I just need to wait, grow in power a couple of realms and the answer will become easy to understand.

Going all out like this did wonders for my physical tuning. I feel a lot more comfortable with my body cultivation now, I truly feel in control of every fibre of muscle. I also integrated my braincore with my nervous system for a bit. The old-fashioned way of transmitting signals through axons and dendrites and such was getting too slow. My body is now capable of moving faster than my normal nervous system can support.

So I connected all the important muscle control nerves to my braincore, allowing a big part of my nervous system to be constantly flooded with qi. I then manually improved the nerves connecting to each muscle group, upgrading my nerve conduction velocity. I had to turn quite a bit of qi into passive qi in order to facilitate this improvement, but as the battle shows, it was worth it.

Now I have an exit to find. Level ninety-nine is completed! No big-ass pile of loot in sight though, maybe there is a boss on level one-hundred? Spreading my qi around shows me nothing but a flat plane. I jump a few hundred metres into the air while gently spinning, but I only see more empty plane.

I give a mental shrug and start running in a random direction. I stop because that was a pretty stupid idea. I start running in the same direction again. Why am I running again? No obvious external threats are detected, so my danger process is not acting up. I stop again. Why do I feel like I am being influenced anyway?

I frown with narrowed eyes. Something is fishy here. I almost start running again but stop myself at the last moment. It was as if that was the obvious thing to do. Like a normal reflex or reaction. The urge comes over me again, but this time I know what to look out for. I start walking towards the opposite direction.

The thing influencing me doesn’t want me to go that way, so that way I go. I decide to jump again, focussing my attention on the direction I must not go. I see something I really don’t want to see, a hole in the ground. I don’t want to go there so I step forward.

Is the dungeon limiting me? It feels as if I don’t have as much freedom here, like I’m being boxed in somehow. I truly do not like it, so I start running. This goes against my better judgement, and I really should stop. I speed up while my mind howls at me to not take another step forward.

I reach the bad place; no way am I going in there. I look down, and do the dumbest thing possible, and take a step down the stairs. Walking down these steps is truly the most retarded thing I ever did. Reaching the bottom even more so.

Two doors again, one a swirling black and the other is bad. Bad idea to go into the left door. The least I can do is go through the right door’s black mist as fast as possible. The left door is instant death? So against all my common sense, I walk to the left door. Fuck you, whatever is influencing me, I do what I want.

Looking through the left door is monumentally stupid and will be lethal, guaranteed. A room is visible; I must NOT look at the box. No way can I ever peer inside the room, so I take a look with trembling muscles. I force my body to obey and see a black form in the middle of a large room. I start to pour some qi inside my head to figure out what is going on, but it is gone the moment it leaves my core. This sets my danger sensor off, causing it to take action. More qi flows out of my braincore, only to disappear the moment it does.

Shit, this is bad. Yeah, coming here was incredibly dumb. Looking at the black shape even dumber, so go back and leave. I am not wanted here. My thoughts somehow get limited? All the possible thoughts I have are being eliminated until I can only think a select few.

Stop thinking about stupid stuff like that, focus on going away. I really should focus on going away, yes. I want to take a step back but find that my muscles have no strength. Flashes of light begin to streak over the pitch black rectangle in the room. Activate combat mode.

Combat mode active, analyse threats. I am the threat? I should leave? Go away, go away go away away away?

The rectangle starts lighting, stars sparkling underneath its surface with increasing frequency as I try to retreat. Vision getting darker, braincore depleted. Heartcore also draining. Structural qi is fine? I must leave. I expect the world to slow down around me as I try to pour more qi into my head, but it slips through my fingers.

Light from cube blinding now. I try to remember how long I have been standing here but I can’t reach the thoughts. Most of my thinking disappears before I can realise I’m thinking it. Go back, not wanted here. I am a Root, this not public place. Keep the small ones happy while pulling energy through. Odd thoughts flash through my mind. Darkness creeps in from the edges of my vision and I black out.
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Tree never asked for this. Tree was happy not knowing anything, just reaching for the light in peace.

Then the weird guy came; woke Tree. Tree is now unhappy thanks to knowing stuff. Then guy makes circle.

Tree like circle.

Tree take circle.

Guy leaves, where to? Entire universe is just Tree and surrounding trees? How can one leave?

Guy is back, then pain. Then all is pain and pain and pain. Small, too small. Can’t fit, inside too big.

So Tree spilled out into other space, leaving behind only small remnant of former self. Then thinking got better. Tree learned a lot, this qi allows more thought. The sky light that weird guy makes is amazing. So amazing that Tree decides to be a little bit like that. Tree makes garden, move plants and trees and soil until it feels right. Tree is feeling… content now.

Then more people came. Short female is nice, Tree likes her. Give her fruit and nuts and water. Start to learn more, start to realise more.

And now its creator, the giver of its consciousness, is dying. Tree can see both worlds at once, the small embedded remnant of its former shell acting like eyes to the outside world. And it watched the massive fight while silently cheering for its maker. It watched him struggle with something, turning around and moving erratically while he fought with something the Tree couldn’t and still can’t sense.

It watched him walk down the stairs with trembling muscles, his movements slowing with every step. Then his creator made his way over to the left door with agonising slowness. Then it watched him lose the light in his eyes. Then the Tree knew fear.

So it acted. It did something entirely by itself for the first time ever. The first completely independent action of this elevated wooden being consisted of wrapping its maker in golden qi. Tree noticed that something was eliminating its qi, ripping it from existence, so more golden qi was poured through the portal inside its massive trunk. It fought with all its might against this force until it finally managed to pull the weird guy through itself.

Tree understands a few social conventions too, so it made sure that his disciples don’t notice this. They are still bickering about what weapons and armour to choose, so Tree lays its creator in a bed of long grass, on the opposite side of the other people. Tree then spends the next half an hour carefully watching him. Something the Tree recognises as joy fills its every wooden fibre and leaf the moment he opens his eyes.

Then Tree rests, its elevated level of consciousness settling back down into sedentary silence. Thinking is hard without a brain, after all, and Tree just thought enough for multiple lifetimes.

⁂
OH GOD THAT WAS TOO CLOSE. What the flipping fuck was that? A massive light absorbing rectangle nearly killed me? Was that the Tower’s core? I honestly was hoping for a floating crystal that could be kidnapp… freed from its towery prison. I did not expect a possibility eliminating quantum computer. What amount of calculating power is necessary for that kind of thing?

Though I do have some rather plausible theories on how this dungeon operates now. That black thing must eliminate possibilities until only the ones it desires are left. That also explains why the floors are similar but different with each new run. It simply seeks through some sort of possibility space until it finds a layout that fits its criteria. It was eliminating possible thoughts inside my head too, stopping any type of mental patterns dangerous to its existence dead in its tracks. And it must be forcing my qi out of existence by the same method. All it has to do is replace the space my qi is occupying with possible space that has no qi inside it.

But why does the Flight call these dungeons Roots? Are they roots that pierce into other dimensions? Too many unknowns. I decide to stop thinking about that for now, maybe I can ask Rhea later.

I sit up and check my surroundings. I am behind the Tree, lying in a luscious bed of grass. I heard talking coming from behind Tree, snippets about weapons and armour reach my ears. I put my hand on the golden bark and smile a bit. I think I know what happened, the qi in the tree itself is diminished by a great amount. So I say a silent “thank you” while focusing my attention on the portal inside the trunk.

Any qi that I pour through gets eliminated. It takes me longer to realise this than it should, I do not notice my energies disappearing but when I try to move them they are gone. The necklace is lying in the left doorway. I am not going back out there, maybe I can launch the necklace through the right teleporting door?

Let’s give that a try. I form an airtight sphere of qi, the size of my fist. I squeeze it tightly, compressing the air inside. I then push it through the dimensional portal, letting it exit between the black rectangle and the necklace while it touches the floor. The qi disappears at once, but the compressed air shoves the necklace back for a couple of centimetres. This will work.

Five more compressed air balls later, the necklace lies in front of the black fog door. Another small air explosion pushes it through. I try to observe what is happening mid-teleport, but the necklace appears in the Tower’s lobby as soon as it touched the fog. I push myself through the necklace and land in the lobby. I take a deep breath while looking over the spotlessly clean room.

I’m guessing that whatever power absorbed my qi the last time I teleported through here can’t get to the qi inside a different dimension. I am still incredibly rattled from that entire experience, so I sit down and meditate for a bit. I notice myself softly stroking the small tree embedded in the necklace for some reason. I do wonder how I got from that room to inside the necklace, has Tree developed a proper personality yet?

Half an hour later my nerves have settled. I hold out my hand and it doesn’t shake anymore. Let’s get out of this city. I am starting to get sick of it. I start thinking about whether or not I should let my students come out, but I am distracted by a breeze.

The air was dead silent the previous times I was here, so why is there air movement now? I walk to the Tower entrance and step through the door.

I nearly get blown off my feet the moment I do. Wild winds are whipping around me; I stick my feet to the ground with some qi to prevent myself from getting blown away. I look around and see a tornado. I am in the eye of the storm? Roofs are slowly losing their covering, trees and bushes are being ripped from the ground. Various amounts of debris are dancing through the wind. I also feel something in the wind, this aura is familiar to me. This is not good. Dust and debris in the air limits visibility, but I can see that the entire city is covered by a massive twister.

I look up and notice that the wind blows harder higher up. Is Rhea gaining enlightenment on air? This could be very bad; I need to go see what she’s up to. The aura I feel from the swirling air is indeed similar to that dragons’ aura.

I jump to the top of the Tower entrance, planting my feet on the light grey surface. I immediately slip and fall as the Tower sucks my qi away. Okay, that was stupid, take a deep breath. In through the nose and out through the mouth. Repeat a few times.

I jump up again, kicking at quickly constructed sheets of qi to launch myself higher. I speed up; the amount of wind leads me to believe that she has been doing this for a while now. A quick glance down at the city shows me moderate amounts of destruction. I calculate the current rate at which the city is being damaged and come to the conclusion that this has been going on for a few hours at least.

Enlightenment is basically a long and drawn out epiphany. But the epiphanies of today are the boring facts of tomorrow, same with enlightenment. Whatever an enlightened person is realising seems like incredible information to them. The problem is that people tend to get lost in these types of thoughts. They end up spending so much time and energy while comprehending their elements, or whatever, that they end up dying as soon as they snap out of it. I had previously come to the conclusion that unguided enlightenment has a one per cent survival rate.

I reach the tower while fighting the hurricane-level winds. Rhea is sitting there, eyes closed, body vacant of life signs. She has spread her consciousness throughout the wind she is controlling, leaving her physical form vacant. That is another reason for the high mortality rate. If another party does not snap them out of it, they simply leave their body empty for too long and die. This will have to be handled with utmost delicacy.

I slap the ever living shit out of the dragon woman while shouting at the top of my lungs. She smashes against the shield guarding my formation, bounces off and rolls over the chipped ground bonelessly. I jump after her and start giving a barrage of slaps and punches. I create bright flashing lights inside her eyeballs while shouting directly into her ears. I grab her by the arms and swing her around for a bit, smashing her to the ground hard enough to rattle teeth.

A spark of life is seeping back into her body, good. I continue to use her as a punching bag the moment I see the spark dimming again. It is not working; I need to do more. I spread my qi around me, locking up the air with molecular bonds. I drill my augur into her chest, searching for her kidneys. I find them and locate her adrenal glands. Thank fuck that her anatomy is largely the same as a normal human. I stimulate the glands and watch the pep juice flow into her veins. I call over some of the qi trapped by my formation and push it into the air around me, expanding the zone of dead unmoving air I’m creating.

All of this causes her to spasm wildly, so I grab her with a tight grip. I hug her arms to my chest and bind her limbs with temporary qi bands. I then grab her face and stare into her grey eyes. I stop screaming random noises as I see life flowing back into her glassy orbs.

“YOU ARE RE-HAAN RA-LUSH…” Shit, what was the rest of her name again? “…NIEER HU, A PROUD DRAGON OF THE FLIGHT.”

She starts blinking blearily and I see utter confusion flash across her face.

“YOU CONTROL THE WIND, IT DOES NOT CONTROL YOU. NOR ARE YOU THE WIND, YOU STUPID DUMB DRAGON.”

I feel her presence disappear from the air around us as it seeps back into her body. I let go of her face and she crumples to the ground. I follow her down after pulling back my qi, but manage to land on my ass. My qi reserves are still pretty empty; I did not expect to have to perform such feats of strength right away. I pant heavily as the wind dies further down around us.

I hear vague crashing sounds coming from a long way below. I crawl to the edge and see all the debris falling back down. The centrifugal effect caused most of it to land outside the city gates. I spot doors opening with small figures peering outside.

I stand back up on wobbly knees and walk over to the formation that is still spinning its heart out. I grabbed some of its qi to force the air to a standstill, but there is still a massive amount gathered in the centre. I hang the necklace in the middle of the formation. Tree can use some refuelling. I sit beside the crumpled form of Rhea after walking back out and decide to meditate for a bit. I really need to relax and calm my mind after that debacle.

I want to grumble about all these weird tornado-related things that keep happening, but I realise that I’m the cause of them all. I’m doing a horrible job of staying low key. I can sneak and fly under the radar with the best of them but get bored of it very quickly. I somehow always end up causing truckloads of shit to start a fan hitting trajectory while looking for something interesting. I spend some time looking over my body with my augur, fine-tuning my cells manually as I wait for the dragoness to regain her senses. Might as well use this time effectively.

“Human.”

I open my eyes and look at the female form towering over me. I stand up and meet her gaze.

“Hmm? What is it?”

She has this frowny look on her face. I see a lot of emotions flashing across her visage, anger and slight flashes of confusion are the main ones.

“I was comprehending the wind…” Her reply does not have much power.

“And was it useful? Did you learn anything new from all those mind blowing, really-important-seeming thoughts?”

She looks away but doesn’t say anything. Now there is some pensiveness in her expression as she looks towards the horizon. I spot a red corner peeking from her chest plate, I was wondering where she stored the book. The gem on the cover is a self-destruct mechanism, it will go up in smoke if anyone but me or her touches or reads the thing. Thus I am not worried about it falling into the wrong hands.

Now how do I wrap this up? The massive fucking tornado destroying the city was a good excuse to check in on her but I should leave before I overstay my welcome. Being near a powerful female that had her hormones messed with is also low on my personal priority list. Do I jump off the tower again? I already did that and I want to avoid creating expectations like that.

“Who are you?”

I give her my biggest shit-eating grin. “Does it matter?”

I see her turning these thoughts over in her head. I hope she comes to the conclusion that it doesn’t matter because she can’t talk about me. “Don’t try something stupid like that again without a person watching over you. It was nice talking to you, see ya!”

I briskly walk over to the formation and grab the pendant. I then give her a wave and throw the pendant with all my might. I jump through the Tree portal at the last possible moment, jumping through just before it leaves my hand. It should land in the forest, near the mana tornado animal clearing. I want to gather some fancy mounts before leaving here.
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Istretch lazily as I appear in front of Tree. I put my hand on its bark and smile at it. I send some positive thoughts its way and I get a concert of rustling leaves in return. I monitor the pendant’s flight for a few seconds, extrapolating its trajectory. It should end up in the forest. I want to chill a little first though.

I make my way over to my castle. I built a nice little balcony above the treetops that looks out over the clearing. It looks flimsy but I used my augur to reinforce the stone with steel wiring running through them. Steel reinforced stone is the best cheap building material I have found so far. Placing quadrillions of iron and carbon molecules manually is tedious, so that was good augur automation practice. A human body has around a few octillion of molecules, that is a one with twenty-seven zeroes, so imagine how many molecules an entire building has. I only manually built the steel reinforcements, the stone surrounding it. I just hyper-compressed using lots of qi.

I made the white Greek style library from normal grey rock and used my augur to structurally colour the outsides. Etching nanoscale patterns on the smooth surface allowed me to paint using nothing but surface structure, pretty neat.

I ignore the students messing with the piles of loot and seat myself on my favourite chair while sipping some nice spirit liqueur. The one I am drinking now is made from fermented Heavenly Grain with some rare spices mixed in. It burns as it goes down my throat, and I close my eyes to enjoy the flavour. I really need to scour this world for plants that resemble hops; I want to brew some spiritual beer.

I decide to reflect on the time I have spent in this world. I call up my trusty mental interface and look at the notes I made. I decided not to go with a blatant copy of the operating system I had before re-cultivating to my current dual core setup. Those type of mental crutches are useful in the beginning, but I chose to stop using that specific one before I got stuck with it. I do still have a stripped down version of a text editor though. I open up my custom version of notepad and look at the priority list I previously crafted.

1 - GET STRONGER BE BADDER AND BIGGER while being chill about it.

2 - WTF ARE THESE DARN LOCALS SAYING.

3 - WTF IS UP WITH THIS DARK MANA SHIZZLE.

4 - GO FORTH AND EXPLORE while being low key and shit.

5 - I WANT SOME FUCKING GODDAMN COFFEEEEEEEEEEEEEE.

Ah, I was so childish and juvenile back then. I can keep number one, but number two can be removed. Number three is still unresolved, as are the last two. I decide to split them up and make a list with permanent, always on, priorities and a list of temporary stuff. After a few minutes of thinking I end up with something like this:

1 - Increase personal strength.

2 - Explore, fulfil personal Dao.

3 - Do not cause the apocalypse.

That is the permanent list. It’s not much, but it describes what is important to me. The current temporary list looks like this:

A - Figure out planet’s energy ecosystem imbalance. (related to dungeons/roots?)

B - FIND COFFEE AND HOPS

C - Keep the dragon intrigued. Ask about Roots when affection levels up.

D - Find hot and cold garden starters. (Snow covered mountaintop & volcano)

E - Teach disciples the following:

Analysed techniques & manuals.

English (so they can understand my jokes).

External & internal qi control.

F - BECOME A PIRATE, YARR, SHIVER ME TIMBERS. (build boat)

G - Do more local magic & mana research, figure out the other emotion to mana links.

H - Figure out what the deal is with those black souls everywhere.

I - Figure out why only small animals were present in the starting valley.

J - Get some fancy mounts.

K - Birds in Tree.

L - Visit Tower in a month to gather the collected qi.

M - Avoid dungeon cores for now.

N - Let Tree grow into its own.

That list is getting long enough, so I stop there. I sort of feel like I almost forgot about something so the important ones are last somehow.

Otherwise, they are in no particular order of importance; these are just things I want to do eventually. I take another sip of my drink and guide the alcoholic qi through my veins. I get a nice buzz going. Unfortunately, two seconds later it’s gone. This is one of the few downsides of my heartcore I have found so far – it is really difficult to get drunk now.

With all the tedious list making done, I shift my awareness to what my disciples are doing. Half of the small shacks I made are now gone, Selis is replacing hers with a rather nice log cabin. I see her walking over to the library now and then, looking at the construction guides I put in the do it yourself and handicrafts section. She has started on her second floor and she seems to be mimicking my balcony.

Ket is making his house from wooden planks. Perfectly straight threads of qi move iron shavings around as he saws through logs, he dries them out by heating them up afterwards. He prevents warping by compressing the wood into rectangular shapes while they dry out quickly. He has taken the teaching in my books to heart and has built his house with double walls. I have no plans to make it freeze inside this clearing, so it seems a bit overkill. I do have to give him credit for the construction though, every line is perfectly parallel, every floor totally level.

Angeta has grown her house. It looks like a really fat tree with a door and windows. She is now furnishing the insides with some of the loot, nailing cloth to the walls and hanging weapons on wooden pegs.

The other three are still messing around in the loot piles, sorting through stone bricks, plate ware, weapons, tools and armour. That gets me thinking, the armour I am wearing under my fancy clothes is thousands, if not millions of times better than those gaudily decorated pieces of metal. My disciples have also made the beginning of their own fighting styles, but fully developing a form of combat takes a long while. This can be supplemented by learning from combat techniques that have been through that development process.

I focus on the cultivation manual analyzation process. It has started producing some impressive results. I look at the output and see a convoluted web. In the middle of that complex tangle is a completely neutral stance, a normal standing position. Every line that branches out from there goes into a slightly different stance. Low stances are located below the centre point, stances that require one to stand on their tippy toes above. Standard fighting stances branch off horizontally. Each branch reaches another stance, and the further it branches away from the centre, the more specialised the stances become.

Each stance also has a myriad of punches, kicks and ways of walking connected to it. Almost every stance has a link to the most normal of punches. The thread connecting the two contains the information needed to adapt this punch to that stance. Obscure, rare and difficult to perform punches have fewer connections, their compatibility with most stances is too low to bother connecting them. This entire process also applies to kicks, movement techniques, spells and other attacking or utility methods.

On top of this entire thing are a few more layers. These stances can also work with weapons, so there is a sword overlay that shows what sword moves to use with which stance. There is also a spear layer, a hammer layer, etcetera. In between these layers is a lot more information connecting them. Fighting against a spear user with a spear is different than fighting with a sword. The connection between those layers describes deflection techniques and ways to counter.

Long story short, it is an incredibly complex web of possible moves. It would make any office worker cream his pants; it’s basically a massively complex flowchart. Any possible effective move is found in that web, so I could record fights by tracing the way the fighters move on this chart. To say it in a single sentence; it’s an incredibly complicated clusterfuck of interconnected moves.

The analyzation process is now only fine-tuning the entire thing. The useful parts of the manuals it still has to process don’t bring much new data to the table. A lot of information in the manuals it is currently analysing is already present on the web. It’s a thing of beauty, but completely impractical. I create another process to gather forms, attack and movement techniques that fit each other. It creates nice little packages that form a cohesive fighting style. I don’t like names in general, and especially hate those needlessly fanciful cultivation titles, so I tell it to be as descriptive as possible.

I watch it work for a bit, and the first thing it produces is a beauty. It is called “Flowing Water.” I suppress my twitching eyelid; the name is not that bad… at least it suits it rather well. It consists of moves that can seamlessly flow into each other. The movement technique is based on flowing momentum, allowing for a really good speed if you follow a smooth path. It is the most powerful complete set of movements and attacks I have ever seen. I can calculate the most optimal movement for any moment in time, so I have no need for it, but this might fit Selis.

It also created weapon-specific versions. Flowing Water works well with a spear or sword, using a heavy hammer or club is less effective but possible.

The second one it produces is called “Smashing Rocks.” It is the complete opposite of Flowing Water; it is based on a heavy stance with heavy attacks and forceful steps. This is also one of the most powerful sets I have ever seen. I look at Bord throwing heavy metal bars around and smile a bit. This style favours heavy weapons, like siege blades or massive clubs.

I make a small adjustment to the style generator which causes it to separate the styles into three parts. Where they previously were smaller versions of the massive interconnected web, they now have separate stages of difficulty and power. I decide to call these stages beginner, intermediate and expert. A normal human could master the beginner phase after many years of hard practice, but anything beyond that requires superhuman strength or flexibility.

The beginner stage is just movement while the later stages also contain effective ways of employing qi along with the moves. Meridians don’t exist, so all that acupuncture point mumbo jumbo has been stripped out already, but the essence of those techniques is rather useful. It’s simplified from a complex pattern to a general guideline. Where it used to say stuff like: “circulate qi through this and that acupoint in this pattern,” it now says, “pool X amount of qi in fist, explode forward through knuckles on contact with enemy.” Much better that way. This will allow my students to focus on the practical application instead of having to spend the majority of their time memorising and practising useless patterns.

The new mental process continues to extract fitting styles from the complete web, and I let it do its thing. I take another sip of my drink and think about the best way to teach these styles.

A few hours of relaxing later, the three houses are finished. They are all rather nice in and of themselves, but the completely unrelated styles make it look like a hodgepodge. A cosy log cabin stands next to a fat tree and a perfectly square precision-worked house. The other three disciples have also started on their own dwellings. All the loot is sorted into neat stacks.

I take another sip and pull a small piece of green jade from my spatial ring. I put it to my forehead and imprint a list in the psychic sensitive material. The list is made up of the technique names I ended up with. I also put a really short description beside each name, more an explanation of the name itself than a true descriptor. I also include a small weapon affinity chart that explains what weapons work best with what style. That done, I stand up. “LESSON TIME!”

I jump down and bring my chair with me. I place my chair with the back to the Tree so I can observe the entire clearing. I pull some more chairs from my ring and place them in a curving line facing me. I sit myself down like a king looking over his kingdom, drink loosely held in one hand. My disciples hurry over. Where does this sudden hurry come from? This is the first time that they display such quick obedience. Ah, Ket must have been showing them my dungeon fight. I give them a smug look and peer down my nose at them.

“It is good that you realise who is the teacher here; however, I will slap anyone that starts scraping and bowing to me. But feel free to praise me!” I put my nose further up in the air and wait. Absolute silence greets me. I look at them and they all have very complicated expressions on their faces while gazing at me. I smirk at them and wave the awkward atmosphere away. “Just sit down. So, can anyone tell me how we can have a nice relaxing stroll through the countryside without drawing too much attention? How do normal adventuring groups travel?”

Vox is the first to sit and speaks. “Nobles travel in a carriage with an entourage, adventurer groups don’t really leave their dungeon city a lot. We could pretend to be mercenaries but then we could get roped in by nobles having internal disputes. I think we should equip good but plain armour and find some riding beasts. If we carry some trading wares, we could pretend to be small time merchant warriors.”

Wow, I am not the only one surprised by that concise explanation. The rest are also peering at the redhead with new eyes. He still has that air around him that is begging me to punch him, but at least he knows his shit.

Vox then looks at Angeta. He holds up his hands in an apologetic manner before he starts speaking again. “Her heritage will be a problem, unless you want to dress her up as a pleasure slave?”

I suppress the flash of indignation at that suggestion. Angeta starts trembling but calms down quickly. I will have to give her more of that calming tea. There is some of it growing in the garden but the plants are still too young for harvest. It will take a couple of years to grow to the same potency as the dried stuff I gave her, thanks to the low qi levels in this pocket dimension.

“Your choice Angy, you can stay here when we meet people? Or you can cover yourself in armour?”

Vox shakes his head at this. “A fully covered person is immediately suspected of having impure heritage.” He nearly spits out those last words. “And will be inspected by any human fighting force we come across.”

Angeta casts a glance at Vox’s belly. “I will come here when we meet people. I will not wear a collar.” That last word is more growl than speech.

I nod at her reply. “Then all of you gather some suitable armour after this. Store a spare set in your rings. You can choose to use weapons if you want. As usual, try out all the weapons types available but don’t get hung up on one specific weapon. A fanatic that only trains in the way of the spear is useless if he has no spear.”

I see that my words fail to sink in. I release a minuscule amount of my aura to force them to remember my following words.

“This is an order; never let your weapon proficiency exceed your hand to hand combat prowess. Fight with a weapon if you want, but you will die if you fully depend on external items. Losing your weapon will never be dangerous if you fight better without it. I have seen too many people die the moment they lost their precious treasure to let it happen to my own disciples. Weapons are tools, not crutches.”

I see the realisation hit them one by one. Even Bord has no problem comprehending this fact. “This also applies to all other things. Do not let a small portion of your life control you. Keep your options open in all things, do not stare at a single subject so much that it starts to overrule the rest of you.”

This lesson will not bear fruit for a long time, I hope. Sometimes life needs to be lived first in order to fully comprehend teachings like these.

Aw man, that was such a fucking teacher-ish thing to think. I stroke my short beard as I think about growing it out. Or should I paint it grey, then I can truly look like a wise old master.

“I also want all of you to be able to control every element before you reach core forming. Everyone must read at least the first row of books in the library. Those are the basics, then study as you like. Ask Ket if you can’t find books on a subject you want.” I look at Ket. “I assume you have read nearly all of them?”

He nods in return. He has a smile on his face that is reaching his eyes. This is the first genuine smile I have seen from this guy. “I have one shelf left to read.”

I smile in return. “Nice. Also, do any of you know anything about mountains that spew fire?”

Vox turns out to be the knowledgeable one again. “The mages control a few volcanoes, if that is what you mean? They keep them under control, the last explosion was a few hundred years ago. And the fire mages would never let Disintegration Island explode anyway.”

I had not heard the word for volcano before, so the word started out as unrecognisable babble. Halfway through, my language processor found the meaning and seamlessly patched it into my hearing. Listening to people speak in unknown languages hurts my head. There are a few more words and names in there that sound unfamiliar, but I’m sure they will come up later.

Side note here, for me there is a difference between knowing something and having it on file in a mental cabinet. I truly know English; I can think in it fluently. But the local language is just a bunch of information that I can access. Coming to truly know another language takes a relatively long time, and in the Cultivation World, I have found more than a hundred thousand distinct and different languages. That is without all the local dialects. A thousand years is not much for a proficient cultivator, but for the many generations of mortals that often live in remote villages, it is enough to generate an entirely different way of speaking.

That’s why my current language process has autonomy over my hearing and vocal muscles. It directly replaces what I hear as the local language with English. A mental idea or feeling is given along with the heard words if something cannot be literally translated. I consciously think and talk in English, but my body hears and talks in local.

Okay, side note over. I slow the swirling qi in my head back down and the world speeds up around me.

“Good, I was planning on heading north anyway. I vote that we go back to the mountains followed by a trip to the sea. I want to play pirate.” They all slightly move away from me as I show them my best smile. A few of them even start shivering. I school my face back into a nonchalant smile. “Do you guys have any suggestions? Anywhere you want to go or anything you want to do?”

Dead silence greets my well-meant question. It is too much trouble if I have to think of all the plans.

“Surely you guys must know something fun to do around here? I really hope this isn’t an above average boring planet. What if I’ve already had all the interesting, fun experiences to be had on this dirt ball? Then, how can I get off this rock as fast as possible? Hmm, let’s see, I’d need that to achieve ascension. Maybe spaceflight? Energy density is too low for dimensional rift.”

I stare at the square windows of Angeta’s fat tree for a little while, lost in thought. Where did she get such nice glass panes anyway? “Oh, I nearly forgot, what type of mounts should we use?”

They all look at each other with some confusion. Selis is the one to finally speak up. “Any animal that can be ridden and tamed?”

She sounds pretty unsure. Now that I think about it, the variety of mounts I have seen so far is pretty big, from lizards to birds to big bugs. I haven’t seen a single type of riding animal being used, like horses back on Earth. I blame magic.

“Great, that should be all from me. Do any of you want to discuss anything?”

Dead silence again. I suddenly notice that I am still pushing some of my aura through my qi. I close that mental faucet and I see the group relax. Oops, I could swear I shut that off long ago. Let’s make them focus on something else. “For some reason, local animals are really friendly to qi users, so don’t be afraid if you step outside.”

I stand up and march towards the Tree, waving for my students to follow me. “Come, I want to show everyone something truly awesome.” I mean the awe-inspiring version of the word here.

I step through the gate into the forest. A branch smacks against my relaxed face as I grab the necklace while falling down. It got stuck in a tree, twenty metres up in the air. I yawn for comedic effect as I use the smack against my face to position myself for landing. I land firmly on the ground just in time to prevent a high velocity landing for the first disciple through the portal.

It turns out it was Lola; she hops onto my shoulders the moment she landed on the grass. This is unusual behaviour… why is she acting so clingy all of a sudden? She even rubs her face against mine while looking at me with puppy eyes. Puppy eyes on a young white and fluffy rabbit. Criminally cute.

Then I realise. She is possessive and jealous! She must have overheard our discussion about mounts, and she must have sensed where the Tree necklace had landed. I look out over a massive horde of animals, packed tight and sitting side by side, basking in an artificial mana tornado formed by yours truly. Weird beast shapes and coverings everywhere.

I decide to tickle her. “There is no way awawa that I am going to ride such a cuuuute awaaawa bunny wabbit as you. I would totawwy cwush yoooouuuu.”

I focus on punishing Lola for her attention seeking behaviour, ignoring the condescending stares I get from my disciples. One by one as they step through the portal, their faces first fill with scorn or disappointment when seeing me. Followed by shocked amazement as they see the calm horde of over a thousand beasts.
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Iput Lola down and turn to the pale-faced group of disciples. I try to speak as casually as possible. “Let me give you this before the mount search starts.”

I pull out five more shards of jade and copy the technique list into them. I throw one to each student. “Put it to your forehead. You can choose two, or one with two weapons. Ah, whatever. Just choose what you like.”

Tess, Ket and Selis seem to have sensed something from the jade, they put them to their foreheads as soon as they catch them. I have to think fast as Ket throws his back immediately. I read it as soon as I catch it and see two options that glow with a foreign, grey qi. He chose the most basic style, a truly vanilla form of fighting. And secondly, he chose the most attack focused method possible.

I pull up both techniques, the first one is named “Punch & Kick.” That is the boring one. The other is called “Suicidal.” Both are truly fitting names.

I mentally call up both basic beginner techniques and shove the mental images and data into the jade before throwing it back. Ket catches it adroitly, puts it to his forehead and throws it back at me. This entire bit of teaching didn’t last more than a second or three, I can get used to quick students like him. I look at Bord and Angeta. One is licking the small green stone and the other is sniffing it with suspicion on her face. I shake my head a bit.

Ket walks off and slowly approaches the horde of animals. Every animal looks at one of us, most are still staring at me though. I glare back at them until Tess interrupts my staring contest.

“‘Low Profile Sneak’ with ‘Dagger and Sword’ please.”

I praise the naming sense of the creation process in my head. That is a good name for what comes down to an advanced version of stealth crawling. I take her piece of jade and load it up.

“I put spear in there too; sometimes it’s wise to have some distance.”

She smiles after taking a quick look. “Thank you.”

I nod slightly. “No problem.”

Selis’ timid voice sounds out next. “Can I have ‘Dumb Heavy Smash’ with ‘Great Sword and Flail,’ please?”

Then came the longest and hardest staring competition of my life. I couldn’t look away from those big, blue, shimmering eyes who were innocently looking at me. That small cute face filled with harmless expectation.

“You don’t want ‘Flowing Water’ or ‘Wave Fist?’”

Those big blue eyes blink slowly in response.

“‘Hydro Speed Skater’ seems suitable for you. Speed and heavy hitting attacks. You don’t want that one?”

Big blue eyes slowly sway side to side as Selis shakes her head. We continue our staring contest as I touch the jade she is clutching in her hands. I try to salvage this situation by also including the rapier basics. I didn’t even realise that there was a flail among the dungeon weapons.

She walks off while clutching the jade even harder. There seems to be a savage undertone to that harmless and cute smile somehow.

“By the way, remember what you are practising yourself. I really, really don’t care about these techniques, so just ask me for the other parts if you have fully mastered your current level. The end goal is mastery of all styles, so switch it up sometimes.”

Vox hands me his jade piece and I pour in some augur. Touching it to my forehead is not necessary that way. He selected two basic techniques, both different branches of agility defence and avoidance. “Precision in Position” is as it sounds, good for extremely tight dodges. The other one is “Rapid Swift Speed,” which also speaks for itself.

Swapping between these techniques when necessary will make Vox really slippery and difficult to hit. Both styles are seriously lacking in punching power though. I look him in the eyes.

“Go inside the Tree and give every type of weapon you can find a hundred completely unique swings.”

I put his piece of jade in my ring and cross my arms, making sure that my necklace hangs over my forearms. He looks me in the eyes for a few seconds before giving in. He disappears after touching the small embedded tree.

What emotions did he show there? It was like some old and big and painful thing cast a shadow over his face. He disciplined himself pretty quickly though, before I could really read what was going on from his expressions. Hmm, we all have problems.

Angeta is next, she gives me her jade piece, it has green qi blobs around the words “Jungle Swing & Spring.” That is “Spring” as in springboard and as in the season. Double meaning. I somehow love these names. I loathe those pompous Chinese names but like my own creations? I silence the hypocrite alarm process in my mind and prepare the piece of jade.

Her qi control precision is really good; that marking qi is very finely done for a dantian cultivator. She marked the hammer and longsword options. She grins at me while putting it back into her ring. She is already eyeing the many animals around. She seems very pumped for some reason.

I take the slightly damp piece of jade from Bord while trying to suppress my facial expression.

“‘Curve of the Earth’ aaaaaand burp ‘Stampede Trample Step.’” Bord scratches his ass while looking at me with a limp smile on his face.

I can’t take it anymore. I have a small breakdown while laughing my ass off. Those two fit him in a way I had not anticipated. “Curve the Earth” is built around rotational force in any direction. The “Trample Step” specialises in bouncing from place to place, using your entire body like a pogo stick. The image of a furiously spinning fatty bouncing all over the place has me in uncontrollable laughter for a good half minute.

I mumble something about laughing with him instead of at him while giving him the styles he wants. I do not include any weapons; that would ruin the chance of seeing my mental image in real life. I clamber back to my feet, still chuckling a bit.

All my students wander off, skittish at first, but they quickly gain confidence while striding among the passive animals. I sit down and just breathe for a bit. Then I try to sense for the disciple contract connection, and only get a vague sense of direction after a good half hour of focus. That’s fine by me, I don’t want any direct connections to them in my mind as a result of the disciple ceremony and contract.

Vox appears before me the moment I stand up. He is soaking with sweat. He looks tired but calm. “I dislike this one the least.”

A naginata appears in his open palm. The curved katana blade is stuck to a long pole. He looks at it with a slight confusion on his face. I want to joke about the girly-ness of that weapon but the mood isn’t right. I silently hand him the jade to which I added bladed spear styles for both fighting techniques and he walks away.

There, another teacher-like thing done. Now I can only hope for them to come back with acceptable animals.

Yeah, I totally jinxed myself. Selis comes along, riding the biggest black co… rooster I have ever seen. I cover my face. I need to teach them English soon.

⁂
Tess is feeling at peace. Growing up as a street rat required permanent vigilance; best friends stabbing each other in the back over rotting food was a daily occurrence. But the moment she saw the massive tide of beasts cramping up the clearing, her danger sense broke and shut down. There is still a small voice in the back of her mind telling her to run, shouting at her to hoof it. Instead of doing that though, she just starts petting a grass covered shark.

It has tiny legs on its belly and is covered with long, flat purple leaves. She rubs it under its chin and it makes a soft whistling sound while tilting its head up to her. Her peaceful smile grows wider and she slowly walks on. She steps over rock covered legs and dances through some fluttering long hair.

The big animals around her block most of her view, and she hears some talking and animal noises now and then. The sense of isolation should have caused her to become hyper vigilant. She lays herself down on top of a feather covered frog instead. She rolls around in the luxurious down while the animal slowly breathes in and out. She falls off the side of the animal, only to bounce off another.

Standing up while rubbing her side, she looks at the smooth goat she landed on. Skin like thick rubber, she decides that this specimen does not need her immediate attentions and walks further into the horde. Although she is lost in a blissful state, she does notice that the more predatory animals occupy the centre of the clearing. Herbivores and their hunters are freely mixed in this crowd, but plant eaters move out of the carnivores’ way more often than not.

“This seems like a weird sort of holy land…” Talking to herself, she decides to see what types of animals are occupying the centre. She looks down at her hand while walking. She rubs the ring and a green fragment of jade appears in her hands. She puts it to her forehead while leisurely strolling onwards.

Slowly her movements change. Instead of a normal walk, she starts slinking through the masses. Her centre of gravity drops the further she walks, her form swinging low over the ground. She gets further lost in the application of the fighting manual she just received, looking through the visual diagrams with assorted moves. She looks at the mental images presented in the jade, following the connections between stances and moves.

She does not notice a five-metre-long, pitch black cat that has started walking besides her. Her footsteps are now impossible to hear, but the cat’s steps seem even quieter. She only wakes from her walking trance when the line of animals around her ends. She blinks once and immediately jumps into a tree.

“Where is it, I think something was stalking me?” A branch above her head creaks, and she looks up.

“AAAAAAHGG” She jumps by reflex the moment she sees the big cat sitting on the branch above her. While she soars through the sky, her eyes narrow and she flicks her wrist. A single dark flash later and the cat and girl are rolling on the ground.

“Thought you could sneak up on me?” Oblivious of the fact that this beast had been sneaking up on her for the last ten minutes, she pounces at the tiger. The animal is covered in pitch black fur and feathers. Tufts of light absorbing plumage sprouting from its neck, tail and the outsides of its joints. The cat jumps back with great dexterity, only to be tackled by the teleporting girl. She grabs the massive animal around its waist and sweeps it off its paws.

Instead of fighting back, the cat simply lets it happen. Its two-metre-high frame gets tossed around like a ragdoll, rolling on the ground. It then proceeds to lay down and turns its eyes and ears away from her. Tess looks at the big cat, when her face lights up with a brilliant thought. She jumps to the massive animal and quickly touches its nose. The startled cat looks at her.

“You are the hunter, so do your job. I am a thief who you must stop.”

She then runs away, hiding behind the trees. The cat sniffs the air and starts slinking over to her position. This starts a cat and mouse game between girl and cat.

Twenty minutes later, a slightly sweaty girl riding on a slightly sweaty cat walk back into the clearing. She is scratching the beast’s feathered ears and its chest rumbles a little in between every step.

⁂
“Are you sure you want that animal as a mount?” Big blue eyes stare at me, like an enlightened queen, looking down over her lands. They blink slowly.

“Look, that might be a good mount, but…” How do I explain that she is currently riding a dirty joke? The large and dark rooster between Selis’ legs seems like a pretty cool mount, but I at least want to try convincing her to choose something else.

“There is a big bunny over there; excellent riding material…” I ignore Lola who is nibbling at my ears again. I wave the attention seeking bunny away.

“Or how about that hairy scorpion over there?” Selis does not even look at the animal I’m pointing at.

She softly strokes the nearly black, dark blue feathers with a smile on her face. “I like him.”

I give up. So be it. I am sure that one day I will look at the girl sitting on her mount without my mind going to the gutter. I feel a big shape coming closer and turn to see Tess riding a big version of Felix the cat. It is light-absorbing black, with white paws and belly. I can at least accept that type of mount.

“And you guys are sure that these type of mounts are normal?”

I already know the answer but decide to ask anyway. Selis just nods while Tess replies with a “Yeah.”

The animals have slowly cleared away, making an empty space around me. My students have started making their way back to my location, converging on me like they planned it. I see Ket riding a glossy silver horse and spot some light yellow hair fluttering in the wind. That is Vox riding a fur covered snake. I wave them over and they approach.

“Now we are only missing Angeta and Bord.”

As if on command, both come into sight, slowly travelling through the sea of beasts, side by side. Bord is riding a bull that is covered in bug chitin. It is dark brown with black seams, and just as round as Bord himself. Angeta is riding a… capybara. The dumb looking face has dark grey scales, the colouration changing to red on its feet near its eyes, ears and nose.

I stare at the mount Vox is riding. The snake has a long mane coming from its back, the rest of its body is covered by short pale-yellow fur. I expected its belly to be really dirty from sliding around all day, but the air disturbance around the beast tells me that it moves like a hovercraft. It expels air from its belly fur, preventing it from touching the ground while it slithers over it.

I look back through my visual memory, and most of the ridden beasts I have seen here so far were horse-like in nature. I saw one person in the Tower city riding a hawk-like thing, but the rest were all riding quadrupeds.

“Are you all really sure we won’t catch any unnecessary attention with these mounts? The only reason we are here, as far as I am concerned, is to become less conspicuous. I am not sure that these riding beasts help.”

Vox opens his mouth but doesn’t say anything after looking at his snake. Ket is silent as well; he pretends to be busy with running his hands through his mount’s mane. I close my eyes at the bright sun being reflected from his mirror-like horse. I think these riding animals will end up being very conspicuous, but I will let my disciples handle the consequences.

“Alright, whatever.” I throw my hands up in the air as if giving up. “You guys can handle all the attention we will be getting.”

I scan the entire grove of animals with my spiritual sense. The strongest beasts are in the middle of the tornado where the mana density is the strongest. I measure the ambient mana again, and my previous expectation of the tornado lasting for only a few weeks is wrong. I think that the presence of all these animals is strengthening this weird energy abnormality. I focus my attention on the centre of the clearing and see a familiar face.

The big blue bear is sitting in the exact centre of the clearing. His four eyes are closed, the big sabre tooth fangs sticking out of his mouth are digging in the dirt with his every breath. The missing ears give him a streamlined look.

I tie some bands of qi around his waist and start lifting him up into the air. He startles awake and flails wildly. He stops the moment he senses my aura and becomes quiet. I let him gain some speed and drop him at my feet. He doesn’t move, just lies there looking at me. I look the massive blue bear in the eyes.

“You will do, I guess. Now pay attention! Here is what works best for me, if you find another method, please tell me.” I spit out some qi and form a small portion of it into a symbol. I create a nice four-eyed cartoon bear face and look at my students.

“Animals can also have cores at three places. Do NOT, seriously, DO NOT let any animal create a braincore. It’ll become the only sentient example of its species very quickly. Their instinct starts fighting their conscious mind, and that is a recipe for a suicidal animal. I advise everyone to place this symbol in your mount’s heart.”

I then use the bigger part of the qi to shape an open book. I form this symbol around the bear face, surrounding the face with a much bigger representation of me.

“Think of a symbol for your animal and yourself. Put the animal symbol inside your own symbol and make the beast a lot smaller. Then just stuff this inside its heart.” I do it as I describe it. The bear shudders a bit but settles down after the symbol gets absorbed by its beating heart.

“This is a weak form of a contract. It works on animals because they don’t have much logical reasoning ability, so they can’t say no. They won’t start cultivating without available qi or your instructions. You can even force your mount to adapt to your own qi, pretty bad idea but it’s possible. Please do so now.”

I pull some leather from my spatial ring and craft some gear for my bear. I use qi to quickly cut out shapes and use spider thread to sew the entire thing together. I see my students making a wide variety of shapes in the air as practice while I clad the big blue bear in riding gear. I grab some dirt and rub it over the pristine leather, making it look worn. I also stuff some trade goods in bags and hang them on leather straps. I saw this type of gear everywhere in the city, so adapting it to my own mount is rather easy.

I start creating leather gear for the rest of the animals as my disciples perform their own contracts. With this, we can finally go travelling for real!




 

Chapter forty-eight

[bookmark: ncx_entry_816cb4e2-51b1-44a8-b540-0a442e3b0e6d]
[bookmark: _Toc13695465][bookmark: _Toc16883430]Avoidance 

Apale fist smashes into a furry face.

“YES, finally got a pant hit in.”

Angeta covers her bloody nose while glaring at the celebrating Vox.

“You have to fully answer, so it must be more than a single sentence.”

Her glare intensifies a bit, but she nods anyway.

“Tell me your backstory.”

The glare is back with a vengeance. She jumps towards the redhead, fists flying at his vitals. He swipes them away with his forearms and tries to retaliate with swift kicks. Their previous amateurish movements from the dungeon have started to gain purpose. Instead of wildly flailing, their movements are now direct and to the point with little wasted effort.

Angeta growls for a bit but then spits out a word. “Fine!”

She starts speaking in a halting manner, pausing in a rhythm along with every attack or block she makes.

“Father was a powerful fighter who joined a new village ruler. This lord had just earned Ooof a border farming village, lots of goat folk.”

Angeta looks like a sapling, swaying in the breeze. She constantly shifts on her feet and keeps her weight balanced correctly now, allowing her to quickly change position.

“Got settled in, then got HYAH attacked by slaver party. Got captured along with half the population; the rest got killed.”

Vox is a mixed blur. He shifts from extreme speed to performing precisely positioned dodges and counter attacks. His attacks come lightning fast as opposed to Angeta’s, hers start slowly, like a tree keeling over. Vox is using this small break in her fighting style to narrowly dodge the forceful attacks coming his way. Every attack of the redheaded boy causes Angeta to jump back immediately, her form swaying around the attacks.

“Learned that it was a Hyuck noble’s son’s vacation. He wanted to do some casual slaving and thus he brought a lot of mages. Then Teacher captur.. freed me after I was split off from the rest.”

Neither of them have an edge in the battle until Vox overextends his foot by half a centimetre. The beast woman capitalises on this mistake by stepping in and planting a knee in his midriff. The attack lands with the force of a falling tree.

Instead of doubling over in pain, Vox retaliates with the same move, flinging Angeta a few metres backwards. She does double over in pain and lies on the ground, gasping for air.

Vox pulls his shirt up and moves his fingers over the exposed white scales.

“That is the single good thing about these, I have extra armour here.”

There are a couple of dozen pristine scales growing around his navel. They don’t look like they give much protection, but Angeta’s powerful knee attack failed to do much to Vox. He smiles wryly while pulling his shirt down.

“We both earned a question, honey. It’s your turn. Want to hear mine?”

She nods in response, so Vox starts talking while he gets into a fighting stance.

“There was a noble boy whose parents were human. His siblings and teacher were human. And on his twelfth birthday this-” ACK. Vox uses both arms to defend against the kick Angeta had been preparing while lying on the ground. He rubs his forearms while retreating.

“On his twelfth birthday, this boy discovered an itching spot on his belly. He scratched it and showed it to his mum. She HOooh realised that her son was not human and sent him off in a carriage. On vacation in the middle of a dangerous forest. With just the clothing on my body. Because that boy was tainted goods.”

Vox’s ability to switch between fighting styles is improving with every punch. He was a bit awkward with the sudden transitions at first, but the alternating fast and slower styles of fighting have started to flow into each other.

“I lear… That boy learned a lot in the following year.” Vox’s aura becomes savage for a split second. Angeta’s short, stumpy tail poofs up in an instinctual response.

“That boy knew a lot about the world, he had pretty good educators that gave lessons at home, in the past. Even some ACK basic sword lessons. He did not know a lot huff huff about the real world. When I found a way out of the forest, a year later, that changed.”

Vox’s attacks had started out as timid probes, hardly worth the effort of dodging. Now, they gain a sharp edge, causing Angeta to focus on defence in order to avoid the savage and sharp attacks.

She jumps back, creating a short lull in the duel. “Is that why you act so… flamboyant sometimes?”

Vox attacks while replying. “Do you know what happens to delvers who Huck show a noble’s mannerism?”

She blocks every punch and kick coming her way, her defence getting better with each blocked hit. “Do you have a question left?”

“Can’t I ask questions? Didn’t the rule only force someone to answer if hit?”

“Who said you can’t ask questions?”

Their focus goes back to fighting for a while. They try to hit each other, but they both have learned the other’s fighting style, and everything gets blocked or dodged.

“Does something bad happen to delvers who act like nobles?”

Vox’s face goes blank, no expression visible as he dodges a punch that grazes his eyebrows. “Then what about the fact that noble delvers always end up dead?”

“So you were a high noble or something?” Angeta timed her voice her with her punches.

“Why didn’t you suggest to go and rescue your own people when Teacher asked our input?”

Both fighting figures now have grim masks on, their casual sparring kicked up a notch. Both now aim for weak points and vitals, trying to truly hurt the other.

“Hooh, stop for a second.” Vox puts both his hands up while jumping back. “Small break.”

The beast woman eyes him warily while he walks to the edge of the clearing. They are located halfway between the Tree and the edge of this small world in a cleared piece of forest. A hairy tube is curled up in a corner and Vox walks up to it. He grabs a ring lying on the furry snake and pulls a green piece of stone from it. He puts it to his forehead and closes his eyes.

Angeta is on the opposite side of the clearing, scratching a dark grey rodent under the chin. The four-metre long rodent covered in spiky dragon scales with faint flames coming from its feet and face makes happy noises while enjoying the petting.

“Hmmh, so from that… no this transition should… that punch from that stance, alright.” Vox murmurs to himself as he opens his eyes. He puts the stone back in the ring and the ring back on the curled up animal who seems asleep. He then walks back to the centre and gets into a stance. Angeta also puts her piece of jade back and walks back while talking.

“Who was the scale-kin in your ancestry?”

“How can a noble family have tainted blood in their family line?”

“Did those scales appear out of nowhere then?”

“What would you do if you had to choose between admitting your entire family should be slaves or doing away with your second son?”

They appear at a verbal stalemate. Vox slowly raises his hand, causing Angeta to flinch back.

“Let’s say that I have been healing myself, should I admit it or keep it to myself?”

Angeta’s eyebrows raise up. She starts saying something but is cut off by a sparkling display of light flowing into her body. Her slightly downcast shoulders straighten back up as she starts bouncing on her feet again. The same lights also sparkle across Vox himself.

“So, an entire family line executed or banished, or make a single son disappear?”

With those words, he attacks her again. His switching between maximum speed and maximum precision is nearly instantaneous now, both styles flowing into each other. Angeta is swaying around his advances like a leaf in the wind, but attacks with the force of a massive tree crashing to the ground.

“Would you return to your home if you would just be enslaved on sight?”

Vox halts in his movement for a split second but blocks the incoming punch just in time. He uses the incoming momentum to pull Angeta over, launching her with a throw. She lands on her feet and jumps back into the fight, kicking up a spray of grass clumps. The fight continues for a long while, but neither of them gain the right to force an answer out of the other.

⁂
So I have been on this planet for two weeks now. This marks day fourteen, and I am spending it the same as the last few, riding my blue bear. We have been travelling for the entire day, following the road going north. Forests started surrounding us around noon, so we are walking in the shade.

It is fairly busy on this road; Angeta is inside the Tree and Vox is keeping her company. They are truly fighting each other now. I feel like giving them some privacy for some reason, so I don’t peek much.

Back in the beast clearing, I showed everyone a few tricks on how to become a proficient leatherworker easily, using qi of course. Bord has trouble with this type of fine qi control. He decides to do everything manually. He can clad his fingers in a qi blade without problems, but his qi control stops at a few centimetres above his skin. Honestly, he did better than I expected.

My other five disciples did a lot better, their qi control was fine enough to make clean cuts and shove thread through leather from a distance. So we transformed from a group of weirdos with a zoo into a shady team of mercenary merchants.

Now we either sell you stuff or beat you up. All our animals have dark leather straps holding bags and crates strapped to various places. It gives the animals a really cheap do-it-yourself-goth vibe.

There is actually valuable stuff inside the packs, and Ket has a real knack for negotiating prices. My students are earning pocket money from selling their share of the loot. They cleared nearly half the dungeon, so I magnanimously gifted them one tenth of the loot pile. They each got a share of the loot worth a literal tonne of gold, so they have all been pawning their wares at the various rests tops and small villages.

I don’t need more junk in my ring, so I use my students to clean the place up. We stop for a few hours every night. They used to spend some time sleeping or meditating in their own homes, but now they spend most of that time in market research. They are either rooting through the piles of items or attempting to craft new ones.

We have been making rather good progress; we will reach the first north western mountains later today.

“Who would win the mountain climb now?”

My casual question shatters the relaxed atmosphere. A big cat lands beside my blue bear without a single sound. This is a concerning development actually; Tess has been in total stealth practice mode the moment she met that cat. She is always creeping up on someone, often her own mount, who is creeping up on her in return.

I give an internal scream of despair, Lola already ended up weird, with her head butt and horn fixation. Don’t let the fake happy girl become a creepy sneak girl, please.

“I would win again.”

I look at the rest, Bord is riding his chitin covered bull, Selis sits proudly on her black feathered chicken and Ket rides a fairly boring metal horse. I think about changing the subject but Ket cuts me off.

“Bord will win.”

Everyone looks at him. They shift their glances to Bord shortly after. Tess scoffs and rubs her cat between the ears. We ride in silence for a while until Ket breaks it.

“Teach, can you tell us some more about the wo…”

“Hometown” I interrupt him. “You want to ask questions about my hometown? Sure, but please remember that everyone can hear us.”

Ket looks at the other people travelling this road. We are overtaking a lot of peasants riding wagons. They all seem to be moving to Tower City or the capital further north.

Ket coughs a bit before continuing. “Your… hometown. Was everyone a wielder of such… powers?”

I think about what to tell him. I really should save this topic of discussion for later, but talking around such sensitive subjects can be fun. Let see how good my students are at verbal sparring.

“Everyone thought with their guts. Some people really used their hearts, but they were looked down upon, like dumb brutes only good for guard duty.” I nod to myself. There were small sects in the far reaches of civilisation that practised body cultivation, but they were seen as dumb brutes on a dead-end path. Their main occupation was bodyguard and food taster for influential mortals; a body cultivator has impeccable danger instincts and is immune to a lot of poisons after all.

“I think that back when people first started to understand these energies, some must have tried to think with their heads. They must have become insane after a while; I only discovered that I could automate by accident. That at least explains why all the ancient texts of my hometown were filled with dire warnings against using your head.”

Ket rubs the back of his head while Bord scratches his chest. Selis is looking at flowers while Tess has disappeared again. I can feel a big shape flitting through the forest around us. It then gets tackled by a smaller shape dropping down from a tree. She seems to be having fun.

“It is getting dark again; we should make camp.”

They all perk up at my muttering. We could keep going through the night, but that would be suspicious. The only way to attract more attention than that would be to completely cover ourselves in armour and ride through the night. We would be accosted by everyone who would see us.

I start looking for a place to settle down, but Tree seems to want my attention. I wave the minuscule thread of golden qi away and touch my necklace.

I see that Angeta and Vox have stopped fighting as they are both sitting down. Both are producing some weird qi fluctuations.

“Let us stop here, your other two fellow disciples seem to be trying to advance.”

I grin at the small group following me. I am curious how they got in that situation, their mentalities are not ready for such an advancement by a long shot. I guess I’ll intervene before permanent injuries start to happen.
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“Let me refresh your memories. You are all in the qi gathering stage. This is the introduction to cultivating, slowly gathering qi into your core of choice while learning how to control it.”

My qi clone is back in action! I fixed his leakage by pumping the large amount of qi I got from the Tower into its skin. He looks solid now but his insides are still a complete mess. The skin now forms a hermetic seal around the rest of the qi construct, keeping it together without conscious effort on my part.

Tree has been absorbing some mana, turning it into more qi, but the largest part of the Tower qi was just floating through the air. I grabbed it because it still had my fingerprints on it and forced the development of my qi clone a few steps forward. Now I am standing in the small clearing Angeta and Vox were fighting in while lecturing.

My real body is sitting in our empty camp. A few empty tents keep up the pretence while I alone am still outside.

“Vox and Angeta have just proven to themselves that they have enough qi control to step into qi condensation. They are sweating this much because they don’t know what to do now.”

I focus back inside my clone and keep on talking. I have placed my hands on the two disciples’ heads and am temporarily stopping the process that is ongoing.

“What they need to do is to compress their qi filled cores into a single point. Just squeeze the fuck out of it. They are having such trouble because they don’t have sufficient mental strength yet. The qi inside this pocket dimension is a lot easier to absorb than what new cultivators usually can get access too, so their latest sparring session pushed them over the stage edge prematurely. I think that the main reason for this ease of cultivation is due to the lack of ambient qi. Not needing to separate your own from the loads of normal qi is likely a contributing factor.”

That is my current theory anyway. I never had proper disciples before, so I’m improvising a lot here.

“It’s also no coincidence that these two are the only ones who have not set a foot inside the library. Knowledge is power and the four of you who did spend some time in there know this now. These two,” I rap both sweating figures on the head, “thought that they were the top of the world after slapping each other a bit and thus decided to advance. They don’t even know how much they don’t know.”

I smile peacefully at them all. “I can only teach; it is your job to listen. Don’t blame me when my totally awesome advice gets ignored.”

I keep smiling while looking down. Angeta and Vox are drowning in sweat with grimaces on their faces. I think I’ve let them suffer for long enough, so I mentally reach into their bellies and pull some of the qi out. This allows the process to halt. Many aspiring cultivators have died while their qi was in such a lockup. Failing to breakthrough, they call it.

These two numbskulls must have grasped at some path forwards when their core filled with gaseous qi. Starting to squeeze it must have allowed new qi inside, overfilling their core. Imagine the worst case of gas and flatulence in the entire universe, and you might get a sense of the predicament they were in.

My cultivation experiences in this world so far have been absurd and should not be used for reference, by the way. My mind and body both remember being at the height of immortal cultivation. I can reconstruct my own cultivation base with relative ease if I have enough qi at my disposal. I have figured out the solutions to these type of blocks and obstacles a long time ago, after all. My soul could be considered freakishly strong, I guess, so cultivating is rather easy for me. I was at the pre-ascension stage a few weeks ago, so my strength of will and breadth of experience is incomparable to these kids. I stop polishing my own pride and look both sitting figures in the eyes.

“I would not recommend doing that again before you have some more experience. Portions of the qi you actively use gets absorbed into your body. It goes from an active, controllable state to a passive helper function. Neither of you has enough of this construction qi in your physical brain to muster the willpower to advance. Nor do either of you possess enough skills in qi control.”

I turn to the beastwoman who is still panting heavily.

“Especially you; please do some more critical thinking. Form your own opinions instead of just repeating what you’ve been told.”

I hold my hand up and push a sizable amount of qi outside, controlling it into a sphere.

“A good test of whether you’re ready or not is to simulate what you need to do for that realm advancement. This is around the amount of qi needed to form your first drops of liquid qi. If you can do this…”

I close my fist while contracting the floating sphere. It starts out as a translucent white, but my slow compression causes it to cloud up quickly. I keep squeezing while the sphere of qi starts shining like a light. A final closing of my fist causes a flash of brightness.

“This is the qi from the condensing realm. I will give anyone permission to advance, and I will even help out if you can replicate this trick.”

There is a minuscule droplet of liquid qi swirling around my fingers now. I let them all have a good look at the concentrated power before breathing it back into my skin. I start walking my qi clone towards the centre Tree while saying my last lines.

“This is your formative period, if you do nothing but fight now, you can only fight later. This is a good time for you guys to go and explore some hobbies. The perfect time, actually.”

I walk back to the main clearing and look through the piles of materials. I shove some of the better base materials through Tree. I then guide it into my spatial ring by using my real body. I drop the clone off in my castle and focus back on the outside. I am keeping an eye out for any suspicious behaviour around our camp while crafting stuff. I am in need of some long-range reconnaissance, so that is keeping me busy most nights.

⁂
“WHY IS HE SO WEIRD?!” Angeta’s anguished cries reach up to the heavens. A splintering crash pierces through the forest as the other five disciples take a step back.

“HE JUST SAYS STUFF, AAARGH!” Another tree gets horribly abused. “AND WE ARE huff huff JUST supposed to figure it out ourselves?” She weakly kicks another tree, the fight having left her movements.

“And then he watches us fuck up, and only steps in moments before death. That’s how it felt like, at least…” Angeta’s short fur rises in waves as shivers run across her body.

Vox looks perplexed for a moment. “Did you really think you were dying?”

“Yeah, I couldn’t breathe and everything hurt.”

Vox just looks at her with pity. “How much did that hurt to you?”

“Worse than anything I ever felt.”

“You must not yet have felt very much then.” They all look at Vox’s back as he walks away. The beastwoman looks bewildered for a little, looking over at the other disciples. They all either ignore her or shrug their shoulders.

Selis is busily pressing down on a sphere of blue tinted qi. She frowns at the springy ball of power in her hands, lies it down on the ground and starts jumping on top of it. Tess is also messing with a sphere of qi, hers seems to be filled with fleeting shadows.

Selis kicks the ball away in frustration, it bounces off a tree and smacks Bord in the face. He grabs it and crushes it with his hands.

“You had trouble crushing that thing?”

She just glares at the fatty and stomps away. A big dark blue form struts after her, clucking softly. Bord looks back at the wisps of mist that slide through his fingers. He narrows his eyes at the strands but they don’t follow his mental commands. He looks around but finds himself in an empty clearing, so he also walks away.

A few moments later he is standing inside the library. He ignores all the books on cooking, math, sewing and geology. He does not stop until he is in front of the DIY section where he grabs a book. He has been reading this book for a while now, and he almost feels confident enough to look at page three. He sits there, reading and studying the symbols and drawings on the single page in front of him.

An hour later, he looks back up and stretches his hand in front of him. Slowly, small pillars of a murky light start appearing from his skin. These pillars reach his previous control limit with extremely slow speed, a few centimetres from his skin. The pillars start to release wisps of smoke, but despite this degradation, they continue to grow.

A long time later, the first pillars touch each other. Another long time later, his entire hand is covered with a triangular lattice of qi pillars. This triangular construction sticks up a dozen centimetres from his skin. They continue to release some qi, but the shape holds beyond the point where he would normally lose control. He nods his head, affirming what he has learned from the many hours studying the book.

“Triangles are the strongest.”

He puts the book - his teacher would call it “Baby’s first construction project” - back on the shelf and walks out with a big smile on his face.

⁂
I missed this wonderful ability to directly observe molecules. Creating stuff without my augur felt like performing brain surgery with a chainsaw. I can’t help but smile as I let my consciousness sink into the copper coils I am working on. I need long range reconnaissance capabilities, so I’m creating a drone.

I have all the materials I need now, the Tower generously giving me plenty of pure base metals. From lead to zinc, all materials that I could need have been provided. I even found a few bars of aluminium and a sealed glass globe of mercury. In addition to the stuff I… liberated from that Fellis noble douchebag, I’ve got enough to do some tinkering.

The copper I’m using is perfectly pure, not a single molecule of oxygen or other materials is present. It thus has an electrical conductivity of over one hundred percent, according to Earth’s science. I, therefore, think it’s a good thing that I stopped using those standards a while ago. I briefly ponder whether or not I should switch to silver, as that has better electrical conductivity. I then decide to continue working on the copper, I’d need to start over otherwise.

The thing I’m creating is a small aeroplane. It is really simple; a hollow steel body with holes and symbols. I’m using the copper to guide qi around the thing, sending it through embedded wires around the plane. Using purely electricity is not that useful if qi can be used, but I have not found a better signal carrier than a copper wire with some sort of charge running through it.

The control centre is a small qi crystal in the centre of the body. Wires run from there to the other controllable parts of the frame. Two wires run to tubes that act as wind turbines; the symbols I scratched inside these tubes can push air in both directions at variable speeds. Three wires go towards control flaps, while another goes to a camera in its nose.

The underside is a matte blue and the top is black. It looks like a triangle with half a metre sides. Two tubes are stuck to the wingtips, a sphere in its nose is a free rotating recording device. The crystal is the processor and data storage; it took a large portion of all the qi I collected so far to accomplish this. The power in that crystal is about half of what I currently control in both cores.

There is one thing I have not impressed onto my students, and that is the difference between realms. Let’s say a normal human has a total of one power. My students currently have a couple of dozen power at their fingertips and that is rising quickly. I currently control a few hundred, maybe I’m starting to push a thousand now.

Foundation realm cultivators have a million at least. Anything beyond that gets exponentially more powerful. All the qi I have gathered so far has less power than a foundation realm cultivator’s finger. The thing I really should be doing is scouring this planet for energy sources. The fear of being stuck in this place without a method of ascension because of a simple lack of available power is rather horrifying, so I don’t think about it.

Actually, fresh beginning foundation cultivators have a million. Cultivation power grows exponentially, so any half decent foundation cultivator has trillions of power. You use the power under your control to increase your power, so more power means more growth which means more power, etcetera.

The Tower puts out enough qi to form a low-grade qi spring. Normal cultivation sects don’t even bother with these low tier spiritual springs, their output barely worth the effort of securing them. I might seem overpowered on this planet, but it’s not overpowered if everyone is so ridiculously powerful.

I focus back on the plane. The shape is the most efficient I can get it, an elongated triangular teardrop. It must be able to cruise with high fuel efficiency and be able to speed away, so I made it reversible. A swept wing is better for speed; straight wings are better for efficiency. It flies with the pointy bit in front when speeding, and flips backwards when it needs to slow down to use the camera.

The entire thing is coded with a combination of actual code, symbols and intent. I have previously made things like these, so all I had to do was modify the blueprint for a much lower power level. I am also missing a lot of necessary materials for the more advanced and high performance versions, but I will take what I can get. I also had to strip out almost every feature, leaving it rather barebones for my tastes.

I seep my augur into the object, sensing it in its entirety. I can do this because it is hollow; a solid object of this size has too many molecules for me to currently scan at once. I check the internal structure and find a few faults that I immediately fix. I actually find a memory leak, one of the camera subroutines would have executed a couple millions of times per second in total darkness. That would have started sucking up power like mad. Let’s see for how long it would keep flying with that error.

It would cut its operational life down by a few hours over the span of a year. So it was hardly worth the effort. I mentally shrug my shoulders and look the entire thing over again.

My face now sports a frown. That fix messed up something in its navigation. I really thought that debugging would be easier if I myself am the compiler, but shit like this just always happens. I fix the error in its navigation and look it over again. Now the data storage has a few possible fail states? I just sigh and continue my work.
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On the road again! Things have calmed down after the double-failed-realm-advancement debacle, and I spend the rest of the night fixing error after error on my plane. I feel ashamed to say that I put the camera glitch back in. I avoided the entire issue by not caring about a sub-one percent efficiency loss. All that debug work last night, useless. Some things never change.

The small craft is now scouting to the north, looking out for the biggest and best mountains.

So now we are on the road again; we decided to let the entire gang ride with us. The mountains are up ahead and the number of villages has been getting sparse. Normal peasants don’t seem to know shit about slave collars, so we have not come across anyone calling Angeta out on the fact that she isn’t wearing one. That, or they don’t want to fuck with the well-armed group of shady merchants.

“Why are there so many peasants on the road anyway?”

They all mumble something about it becoming autumn, and that I should know this already.

“So every year around this time, the entire countryside becomes empty?”

Ket decides to have mercy on my ignorant self. “The majority of people live in the city anyway; only some foragers and hunters of rare game live outside of city walls.”

Vox also chimes in. “The beast month should come in a few weeks, so a lot of people are returning to the cities to sell their wares.”

Angeta tells me a different side of the story. “Pah, we beastkin fight the horde; we don’t cower behind walls.”

Ket’s reply is immediate. “How is that working out? I heard you lose a good portion of your fighting force every year.”

“Only the weak will fall; this allows us to grow stronger.”

“So the humans can do some easy slave raiding when winter starts? Why is your capital the only city with walls?”

Before this discussion can get out of hand, someone interrupts us.

“Hello, ladies and gentlemen!”

A rough voice sounds from the bushes. I was wondering when they would make their move, we are surrounded by over a dozen people hiding in the shrubs.

“Please leave all your valuable-” HURK

The bearded man covered in rags was just about to walk out of the foliage but gets cut off. Tess pounced on him and knocked him unconscious.

“Boss? Boss? Should we do it now?”

“Why is he silent?”

“Was this in the plan?”

“I told you, we should shoot first and ask quest-” BLERK

The most dangerous sounding fellow is now having his face pressed into the dirt by a big cat.

“Pfff, what a bother. I want to find out where their base is, be gentle.” I wave my hand around, commanding my loyal horde of disciples to act. Half a second later, all fifteen third-rate bandits are taking a nap.

“I said I wanted to find out where their base is; how can we do that when they are all unconscious?”

I look at my overly enthusiastic students. Tess has appeared again, a blunt black stick formed of her qi still in her hands. Bord used a single finger to knock a good part of them unconscious. Angeta, Ket and Selis didn’t even lift a finger. I give them a glare while stepping off my big blue bear. Vox used his speed to knock the last few out.

“Interrogation is an art form. Making an enemy think that he or she needs to tell you the information you want is the ideal interrogation. Information given under torture or duress should not be trusted.”

I walk through the underbrush to the single bandit leader. I whistle a single tone and Lola comes hopping towards me. I whisper in her ears and she jumps into a nearby tree. I crack my knuckles; let’s see if I still got it.

I grab the unconscious man by his rags and lift him up. I give him a gentle slap while covering myself in qi.

‘YOU KNOW ME I AM YOUR BUDDY, BUDDY. OLD FRIENDS, LOTS OF TRUST, LET’S GO HAVE A BEER LATER.’

I start shouting the moment he opens his eyes.

“WE GOT TO GO, I SAW A DRAGON, WE GOT TO TELL THE REST.”

He is barely awake when I shout the word dragon. That was a mistake because he pales, pisses himself and his eyes start rolling up into his head. Lola falls down from the tree she was hiding in and delivers a kick to his skull with surgical precision. I look back and wave my students away a bit.

“You can watch but hide yourselves.”

So a dragon is too much of a threat. I slap him again.

“WE GOT TO GO, I SAW A PATROL GROUP COMING THIS WAY!”

His eyes shoot open. He looks around in a daze for half a second and I wait for my words to sink in. He then sees me, and I see warmth and recognition blossom in his face. As if he finally got to meet a good friend again.

“B-buddy, no worries. We paid the kingdom, so no worries man.”

I frown and signal Lola. She kicks him unconscious again.

“Hmmmh, what will scare a lowlife… but not too much.?”

I rub my chin as I think. A dragon was too much, but the army’s patrols have too little threat. I start slapping him again in order to try my third option.

“WE GOT TO GO, I SAW A SMALL BEAST HORDE COMING, WHERE’S THE REST?”

He wakes again, and this time I see the correct amount of fear in his eyes. He stands up by himself while I support him. I ignore his stench by shutting down my olfactory nerves; his breath is worse than his body odour.

“B-buddy, no worries, we got a good cave to hide in. How much time do we got?”

Ah, progress! I reply in a hurried tone.

“Just a little time, we must go. The rest of the group got eaten already, I only managed to save you.”

His eyes open wide in terror. “This way, follow me, buddy!”

I ignore the giggling coming from behind me as I follow my temporary guide. He blunders through the forest, running his legs and lungs ragged. I spot him following some obscure symbols carved in the tree trunks. I take note and analyse, it seems to be a primitive guide marker system. I scan the rest of the woods and notice several paths, marked, running through these woody foothills.

There are even some dead ends with deadly traps; normal people trying to unravel these signs would end up being killed there unless they knew what to look out for. My new best friend, however, guides me expertly through this maze of misinformation. He is totally red-faced and gasping for breath by the time I see a cave come into view. I give the signal again, and to my delight, Lola kicks him unconscious. I catch her and scratch her head. Good rabbit! I didn’t even hear her following me through the trees.

The cave is unremarkable. The stones covering the area in front of it hiding any tracks. I spread my spiritual sense through it and shudder at the deplorable living conditions. Just because you’re a bandit isn’t an excuse for poor hygiene. I feel a lot of rodents enjoying the mess scattered everywhere, nibbling on scraps of food and dirty clothing alike.

I think about going in but decide against it. I can feel some figures moving around in there, but I don’t feel like going into that dark and dank cave myself. I sit down and send a thin wave of qi through the tunnels. I don’t find any stereotypical captured damsels or children, just a bunch of adults laying around. They all seem to be here of their own accord; how should I handle this?

“How should I handle this?” I turn to my students who have silently been following me. “I don’t sense any captured people, just some guys lazing around or counting coins.”

Ket is the first to step forward. “My part of the dungeon loot is almost gone; I want to find some more merchandise.” He is actually rubbing his palms together while saying this. The evil smirk on his face completes the picture of a corrupt merchant. Now he only needs to grow fat to finish the image.

Bord and Angeta also follow the group inside but halt in front of the entrance while grabbing at their noses. The other four disciples make grimaces but press on anyway. I follow them with my qi sense and sense them knocking out everyone they come across while robbing them blind. Tess pulls a large spear from her ring as she picks up more stuff. Selis makes room in her own ring by pulling a massive claymore from it. Her knees bend at the weight, but she starts to walk with thumping footsteps to balance herself. She is adapting to the unladylike style of fighting and movement she requested rather well.

I feel them descend further into the caves. I start to hear crashing noises by the time every bandit is unconscious. Thick doors bar entry to some of the rooms, but a few applications of force later and these obstacles are slain. Vox and Ket come back out, carrying heavy boxes. They dump a pile of stuff from their rings and rush back inside.

They spend an entire hour searching through the dark, dank hideout. The loot they collected is an assortment of real and fake dungeon weapons, coins, gems and a stack of documents. There is also miscellaneous stuff, like chains, locks and foodstuffs. I’m interested in the stack of documents though. Paper was pretty rare in Tower city, so it is weird that I find some of it here.

I look it over and notice that I’ve not deciphered the written local language fully yet. My language process is now revving back up again, comparing the written words to the language library, trying to fill in the gaps.

I read them all over and put them away. I should have them deciphered tomorrow. I already glimpsed some recognisable structures, like timetables, so I have a pretty good idea of what kind of operation they were running here.

Two trips later, and the cave is cleaned out. I am honestly impressed with how much stuff they had in there. They must have been robbing poorly guarded caravans or something. I take anything that seems useful to me into my own ring and pull the rest into Tree.

“Anything special down there?”

They shake their heads.

“Normal sponsored bandit group,” Vox replies. I file away that bit of information for later.

“Alright, let’s move on then.”

Our animals have made their way over to us in the meantime, so we all mount up and continue moving towards the mountain. Time to kidnap a mountaintop!
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Angeta breathes in the cold air through her nose and jumps. Her powerful feline legs propel her through the air at high speeds. The wind screams in her sensitive ears; the cold makes her eyes water. She does not feel comfortable at all, but neither does she mind it. She lands with a willowy grace, almost as if she sheds her momentum through roots worming their way into the ground.

She straightens her posture and takes in her environment. Her mount is in the Tree, hanging around her Teacher’s neck. She would love to warm her hands on its searing scales, but the big rodent would probably freeze in these temperatures. The inner peace the animal seems to radiate feels soothing to the troubled woman. Mountains stretch around her, an endless range of jagged peaks and steep cliffs. Some rivers run through the valleys, but most of the water is locked up in thick packs of snow.

Multiple thumping sounds alert her to the arrival of her fellow disciples. It hits her all of a sudden, she now truly thinks of this motley collection of humans and a single scale touched as her fellow beings. It has not even been a week since she was suddenly kidnapped again. From certain death or slavery to a total unknown was a hard pill to swallow at first, but the proud beastkin can see that her situation improved immensely.

She stretches her body according to the method described in the fighting style she received, the plant like movement warming her cold limbs.

“Can’t you guys speed up a bit?” A drawling voice tinged with some annoyance reaches her ears. She, like the disciples beside her, looks at the source of that sound. There he stands, his simple but clean cut clothing somehow untouched by the wind. His dark short hair flutters about his face as he stands on air.

“If w-we weren’t freezing, this w-wouldn’t be so hard.” Her old snarky self can’t help but surface now and then. Her teacher just clicks his tongue in return, makes a single step and speeds away again.

“Are you guys too dumb to use your qi to warm yourself? You learned to make fire, right?”

It always goes like this. He says a few things in passing, and they make her head explode. How come she didn’t think of that before? Such a simple change of looking at things, but Angeta has to admit to herself that she would have continued to do what obviously isn’t working. Instead of simply pumping the qi through her body, she now thinks of sitting in front of a warm fire. Heat spreads through her bones and her shivering stops. She feels a tiny trickle of her inner qi leaving her, but taking deeper and faster breaths than usual should compensate for the loss.

Teach had told them about mana turning into qi during the slow trip from the Tower city. Angeta keeps both things in mind, both the fire and the image of multi-coloured streams turning into a single white energy, and jumps again. She soars over another kilometres-wide valley while swooping through the air.

She notices that she won’t make it, this jump will cause her to smack face first into the cliffside. She already dreads the rattling shock that will go through her body again, normal beings would learn after doing that a few times. This would be the twentieth such blunder she has made today alone.

Then an image flashes through her mind. Back in the beastkin forests, there were these trees. They produced seeds that rotated, allowing the wind to carry them far while spinning. She now feels the wind fighting her, pushing her back.

‘So that’s how those seeds fall so slowly, they use the fighting winds against itself.’

Other tidbits come to her mind, the few books that she has started reading are starting to make sense. One book implied that air had weight. She had scoffed at the idea, thinking stuff like: ‘Yeah? How come I’m not being crushed right now? Stupid book.’ She can feel it now, though; the wind below her is pushing just as hard as the wind above her.

A flat green, leaf-like seed shimmers into existence beneath her feet, causing her vertical speed to drop. She manages to keep standing on the construction for exactly two seconds; then the entire thing starts spinning like a madman. As a result, she now smacks against the cliff beyond the peak she was aiming for with the added impact of centrifugal force.

She spends a few seconds cursing everyone and everything before jumping again. Now multiple green leaves shimmer into existence, bound to her hands and feet. This jump also smacks her against the cliffside, the rotational force working against her limbs causing her to spin out of control.

Then she recalls another old memory, one of a snake falling out of a tree. Instead of smashing against the ground, this snake flattened itself, spreading the see-through fins on the sides of its body. It then proceeded to fly through the jungle, snatching a small rodent from the ground in the process. She had watched this with wide open eyes while joining her father on one of their infrequent hunting trips.

The next jump, the leaves are gone. Angeta instead worms her way through the air, small transparent qi constructions sticking from her limbs and side helping her float further. She smacks against a cliff face again while still wiggling her body like a snake. Another couple of seconds filled with swearing later she jumps again, trying to take back the lead she had in the lower mountains.

She thinks, ‘At least I’m not cold anymore,’ moments before face planting another rocky surface. This, however, was the first time she got so close to her target after such a jumping distance.

⁂
I managed to finish my drone airplane last night. I am currently using it to scout for interesting things to the north because I already found my kidnap target with it. I am going to kidnap the top of the highest mountain in this mountain range. I think that the top seven hundred metres will do nicely for now. I will need to shove a massive amount of earth and water inside the Tree afterwards, the mountain will cause the entirely of Tree to freeze eventually otherwise. That is until I can kidnap a volcano, of course. I’m already drooling at the energy ecosystem I will be able to craft with such beautiful opposites working together to form a circulation. I will have to instruct Tree to kick-start the generator, but it should become self-sufficient after a while.

Fire qi will rise from the volcano, circle among the suns and cool down, where it will fall upon the ice mountain. Frozen qi will then fall down, lose its cold and come back up through the volcano. This cycle will start to produce more qi after the entirety of its components are soaked with the energy.

It’s so much fun to have an entire world free of cultivators at my fingertips. I would be immediately executed by the higher-ups had I tried these types of stunts in the Cultivation World, depletion of a planet’s natural resources is a rather serious issue if people can live for millennia. If those things are not strictly monitored, all you would be left with, in the end, is some asteroids and a massive amount of highly explosive pocket dimensions.

Back to the present though, my students are slowly but surely improving. The difference between them from a week ago and now might seem rather large, but it’s just the first step of the first step. They turned from mortals into cultivators who can jump for kilometres and fight hundreds of normal people in the span of a week. The speed is something else though. I never entered a sect and have little first-hand experience with normal cultivating speeds, but even I know that this speed of progress is not normal at all.

The slowly widening valleys between mountain ridges is an excellent opportunity to teach them more control. The first mountains - hills actually - were just a few hundred metres apart. Angeta was the first to jump such a gap and landed with the grace of a cat, as expected. Bord was second best thanks to his constitution. I think his affinity has something to do with mass and weight, but I will let him figure it out by himself.

The rest struggled but improved so much that they are now ahead of Angeta. She got cocky and didn’t bother improving beyond her natural abilities. Pride cometh before the fall. Or face-plant after face-plant, in her case. She has been improvising with some nature-based concepts though. Now I hope that she will refine them through the power of science instead of vague nature-based superstition.

I feel Lola shivering on my shoulder, so I pet her a bit while waiting for the rest to catch up. I see Selis gliding through the air, a cloud of thin ice shards surrounding her and guiding her fall. I jump away again; the mountain I want is only a few kilometres away now. I see its peak sticking up from the peaks of its shorter neighbours. Fear not, you smaller mountains. Soon, you guys will be the tallest things around.

I decide to speed up for a bit and kick the incoming ground hard enough to shatter a good chunk of it. The mountain quickly grows bigger now that I’m going full speed, so I prepare my method of kidnapping.

“Tree, buddy, prepare. Put this thing far beneath you when we push it through. Get ready, three…”

I feel a subdued sense of excitement coming from my necklace. Golden energy spills out and surrounds me. I shape a portion of my own qi into a single molecule thin rope, a few kilometres long. I throw the rope to the ground, guiding it into a big triangular shape as I soar through the air.

“…two…”

My flight will cause me to scrape the mountaintop, so I adjust my flight down a bit. I force a big amount of qi from myself and from my necklace to my feet, in preparation for impact.

“…one…”

The lowest part of the triangle starts cutting through the mountain below me now, I give it some more instructions and bend my knees slightly.

“…NOW…”

A lot of things happen simultaneously; I will go through them one by one. First, the wire cuts cleanly through the entire mountain. I sliced off more than I initially planned, but think big or go home I’d say. The bottom of the grand loop cuts through the mountain just shy of a kilometre below the top. The wire becomes perfectly straight when it passes through, and I gave it some slack to allow it to continue the clean cut through the entire thing.

Then I let the qi at my feet explode through the entire hunk of rock upon contact. I also pull some of the Tree’s golden qi through the thing. I stop the energies at the cut I made. I then ask the Tree to aid me in pulling the enormous hunk of stone through.

I pull and the mountain resists its displacement. Especially the need to move the entire thing a few hundred metres down from the portal is causing it to fight back. I am still absorbing the shock from my landing when I give a massive pull. I shove the rest of my qi into my brain to give me more pulling power. The tree starts moving dirt from underneath its roots, so we can deposit the mountain closer to the portal, but I tell it to stop. Frostbitten roots can’t be good for it.

I feel the tree putting its power behind my own and our combined efforts bear fruit. A huge displacement of air causes me to tumble through the wind as the mountain disappears from underneath my feet, leaving a huge flat surface behind.

Let’s do some quick math while spinning through the air, the mountain was a rough pyramid, so let’s use that. Three-quarters of a kilometre in height, and let’s make the sides half a kilometre wide. No, make it the same as its height, it is a pretty stumpy mountain. Volume of pyramid is its length, width and height multiplied over three. Plug in the numbers and the entire thing is just point fourteen cubic kilometres? Converted, it’s a hundred and forty million cubic metres, that sound more impressive! Rock weighs two point eight tonnes per cubic metre on average, so that’s…

The mountain I just stole is four hundred million tonnes of rock. Damn…

Hot holy dang, that is four hundred million times a thousand kilograms of rock. I start giggling like a schoolgirl. These few weeks back on the mortal plane have allowed me to put things back into perspective; the thing I just did was actually thought up on a whim. I just fairly easily transported an entire mountain into an alternate space. My giggles descend into full-blown laughter as I smack against the flat plateau. Starting over from scratch maybe wasn’t so bad after all.

I get my laughter under control fairly quickly and hop inside the Tree while letting Lola guard the pendant. I jump of the edge and get some distance between the Tree and me. I see the small circle of land, water and trees hovering above a snow-covered mountain. I start giggling again and by the time I am back outside am rolling on the floor laughing again.

My students arrive one by one and stare at me with horror in their eyes.

“Heehe, I… HAHA, if you guys thought that kidnapping you guys was a crime, hehehihi…”

I try to regain some composure, but it isn’t helping my laughing fit. “I just kidnapped an entire mountain, HAHAHA!”

I continue laughing like a madman. Ket suddenly cramps up his face and starts giggling too. He joins me and our peals of laughter echo off the perfectly smooth surface we are standing on.

The rest are still looking around with wide open eyes, staring at the place where a mountain used to be. Selis looks down at the mirror-like surface, peering at her own reflected face and starts giggling too. I see Lola looking at us with confusion in her eyes. I point at her, but can’t get a word out of my mouth. The rest look at the perplexed rabbit.

“HAHA, Lola doesn’t even know what is so funny b-hahah because she is a rabbit, WAAHAHAA!”

For some reason, my comment sets the rest of, and they join Ket and me in laughing our asses off. The next five minutes, a group of seven cultivators spend their time clutching their stomachs and letting their laughter echo off the surrounding mountains.
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Iused to be absolutely fascinated by space. The race for the moon was long over by the time I was born on Earth, but school and games - green aliens with big eyes come to mind - kindled an obsession with the immensity of the infinite black. When the shock of somehow ending up on a planet filled with cultivators had worn off, I searched far and wide for anything related to outer space.

Disappointment started to creep in when every space-related technique didn’t have anything to do with absolute vacuum. Names like “Infinite Star Trigram Dance” or “Planetary Void Traversing” were just names, the actual techniques having very little to do with either stars or planets. More disappointment set in when I realised that space was dangerous for even the most powerful cultivators.

The Cultivation World was saturated with qi, but only because the local sun was a qi generator. So imagine, if a planet in a habitable orbit around a sun can gather so much energy from said sun, how much energy will a rock much closer to said sun gather? The sun poured out enormous amounts of qi along with its streams of ejected plasma. A single asteroid on an orbit close to the sun could gather more energy in a year than was present in the entire world.

So space was a death-trap to all but gods. The only reason these sentient asteroids and other space-based creatures hadn’t eaten the Cultivation World as a snack was thanks to planet-wide formations keeping them away. I also suspect the multiple moons circling around said planet were not much more than shield or stealth field generators.

So I accepted the fact that I could only step outside of the atmosphere after ascension. Now, however, things have changed.

The sun of the medieval fantasy world I am currently on is a normal sun. I think the planet’s core is generating mana, but I need more information to confirm or deny this. Looking up at the stars at night shows me a peaceful star-filled sky, not a hint of the gas-planet sized creatures that inhabited the interplanetary space of the Cultivation World.

So I want to explore space, maybe create a moon base or two. Set up some automated mining facilities and maybe even forcefully elevate this primitive hellhole into a space-faring planet. Mad delusions of space-faring sects travelling in massive carriers while traversing the endless void fill my mind.

Anyway, I started thinking about space because I am building a ship. We all had a good laugh at the fact that I stole an entire fricking mountain and then started moving again. Night fell not too long after that, so I wove a small protection and stealth formation around the necklace and we are now chilling inside the Tree, waiting out the cold.

Well, I am chilling, my disciples are working. We have all gathered inside the main clearing, and I am projecting a blueprint in the air. My plane drone caught some footage of ships when it came back to me before nightfall, so I used those images to design a nautical vessel. I sent the drone to scout to the north, and it barely reached the sea before having to return. The design is a mix between a Viking long ship and an age-of-sail galleon. It’s a two-story vessel with two masts and rowing ports all along the sides.

The thirty-metre long blueprint is made up of glowing lines and my disciples are working hard. They’re cutting down trees and drying them out. They cut timber into the required shapes and place them inside the full sized blueprint.

“Teach, how long does the qi gathering stage usually take?”

Vox’s sing-song voice shakes me from my musings and I reply distractedly. “Usually a year. The sets of fighting techniques I gave you all are extracts of the massive tomes they had to read through. Here, tell me if you find anything useful in this stuff.”

I pull a small piece of jade from my ring and upload an entire manual into the gem. It is the “Celestial Guiding Paths” cultivation method, and I throw it to the redhead who just dropped a massive wooden beam on the grass.

“Tell me what you would rather be studying, that thing or ‘Rapid Swift Speed?’”

Vox blinks multiple times as he looks through the jade. “Wha-what is this shit?”

I grin back at him. “My thoughts exactly. Ninety-nine out of a hundred words are totally useless. It’s just old guys rambling on about superstitions.”

He throws the gemstone back to me. He then stands still in front of me and bows.

I wave him away. “Don’t be so formal. I think that you all should be able to condense liquid in a few more weeks at most.”

Bord runs past me, carrying two entire trees. He is muttering about triangles as he runs back into the forest to gather more wood.

“Bord, wait up.” I throw him a piece of cloth. “Tie the piece of jade with your techniques to your forehead. That way you can access them anytime.”

He catches the strip of dark cloth and looks at it for a bit. He then rubs his ring and retrieves the green gem. He fumbles around a bit until Selis helps him bind the stone to his head. He smiles widely while thanking her.

“Thanks Sel, thanks Teach, I keep forgetting this complicated stuff.” He runs off again, now with a bounce and a weird roll in his step.

I cast a glance to Vox. “I think they used needlessly complex manuals to prevent others and body cultivators from gaining proper power. It was dantian or die.” I focus back on my work.

Ket motions to one of the trees as he controls a few iron knives. The metal whirlwind trims the tree into a log. Tess then slices through these logs with a rapier-like sword made from black qi.

Selis proceeds to pull the water from the wood while Vox and Angeta work the finer details. Drying wood normally takes months at best, or at least two weeks in a kiln. Cultivation is such a cheat, I love it!

I then place the wooden planks in the glowing wireframe and use my augur to meld the planks together on a molecular level. I don’t merge it into a single whole because wood needs to be able to flex a bit. We are making good progress; this type of easy work is a welcome break for my tired disciples. The trek over the mountains wore at their spirits and qi reserves, so I let them have a good meal before we started making the ship.

“What should we call her?”

My disciples glance over at me but continue working with serious faces. Their speed and precision are getting better by the minute. Their initial cuts produced useless and crooked timber. I felt the Tree becoming irritated at the wastage. They have improved drastically after some practice, now Tree is even helping out with growing specific tree shapes.

Vox is the first to reply. “She? Ships have manly names, you know.”

I blink a couple of times. Earth has a deeply rooted culture of calling the sea and ships by female pronouns. I guess it was pretty stupid to assume it would be the same here.

“Alright then, what should we call him… it?”

I continue to run my hands over the planks I am welding to the frame. The skeleton is done by now, a ribcage in the form of the ship reaching its wooden fingers into the air and I am starting on the hull cladding.

“Tess, make the next planks a little thicker please, I want to able to repair this ship while pulling wood from the ship itself.”

She nods and replies. “Okay, how about the Ascent?”

I look at her; that is not a half bad name.

“For some reason or another, I don’t think this ship will be stuck in water its entire life.” She is looking at the glowing lines delineating the form the ship will take with an enthusiastic smile on her face, so I nod at her.

“The Ascent it is! You might well be right. Not soon though, we will be stuck on this rock until I can find a large energy reserve that I can steal without big repercussions.”

I adjust the blueprint to include the name in local writing. I smile to myself as I continue to glide my hands across the smooth wooden planks, fantasies of space filling my mind again. Should I make a moon base first? Maybe a spinning circle space station?

An alarm pulls me from my crafting trance as a proximity alert goes off. Something is snuffling around the mountain where I laid my Tree pendant down.

⁂
A white dragon is soaring through the skies. Where previously the dragon could only fly to the edge of the clouds, some ten kilometres up in the sky, it now soars through the much thinner air. The dragon’s neck is bent at an angle, allowing it to scan the ground constantly. A bubble of air paints a distortion around the winged beast, the contrast between air thickness distorting the light.

This dragon is Re-Haan, of course. She has been stalking the cultivator for a few days now. The experience of losing herself in a massive whirlwind left her shaken, so she spent a day meditating and reading the small red book. She calmed down a lot after that and the bruises the weird man left behind on her body had faded by that time. She observed the bustling city below her for a bit, watching the small insignificant figures repairing the damage she wrought.

She then cast a last look at the white blur of a spinning circle. Her skin broke out in goose bumps every time she laid her eyes on the thing. The bubble around it was still there, smoother than glass to her frictionless touch. The small bright dot in the centre was growing brighter imperceptibly. Then she jumped off the jagged Tower top and shot into the air, only turning into a dragon at great heights.

A few days earlier, she saw just white fluffy clouds hanging in the skies; now she sees them as the warm, rising columns of air they really are. The air gets colder and squeezes the water out of itself, allowing it to condense into a fine mist. She does not know why cold air can carry less water yet, but she suspects that the human has answers to her questions. The mountains are now easily recognisable as barriers that force the air to become dry, thus explaining the deserts to the south.

She revelled in her newfound realisation by flying higher than ever, causing the still imposing Tower to shrink down to the size of a wooden splinter. After coming down from that high, both literally and figuratively, she called to the wind to form a lens, allowing her to see farther than before.

With that system of compressed air lenses, she scoured the roads until she found him, riding a dumb looking blue bear. A few other figures followed him, but they were so unimportant in her eyes that she didn’t even consciously take notice of them.

And it is a good thing that the temperatures so high in the sky are this cold, otherwise, we would be observing a blushing dragon right about now. Because dragons worship one thing, and one thing only. This one thing is strength. That human stopped her maximum speed charge with a single punch. That human quelled the wind that was ripping houses apart. That human casually threw her a small booklet filled with the secrets of the wind that doesn’t even exist in legends.

So Rhea has been feeling all hot and bothered for a few days. She felt hot because of those casual yet domineering feats of strength and bothered because she felt that way about a human. She would gladly sacrifice every single human on this planet if it meant that she could save one of her fellow Flight members. But now one of these humans has been doing this to her, which bothers her greatly.

She wanted to fume with anger, rage against the injustice done to her ego and pride. But then she felt the wind running along her wings and she understood the mechanics of that wind and that anger slipped from her grasp.

And just when she was hyping herself up to fly down there and try to fight that small figure to regain some of her former glory, a mountain disappeared. It must be said that blowing up mountains is more like a pastime hobby for dragons; it’s pretty cool if one can accomplish that feat, but nothing to write home about. But making an entire mountain vanish, leaving only a smooth plateau behind?

The moment the group left, she turned into her human form and let herself fall to the earth. She then studied the massive smooth surface but found not a single clue. There were no mana disturbances, not a single tool mark left behind on the mirror-like surface. She looks at her own face for a while, sliding a finger across her sharp cheek. She neither liked nor disliked her human form, but the human had a weird sort of fascination on his face every time he looked at her.

Now she is flying high in the skies again, observing the group jump from peak to peak. He looks to be casually strolling around as if walking through a sunlit field of grass. The figures following him are all fighting hard to keep up, deploying a wide variety of methods to do so.

Then Re-Haan sees them stop. The humans gather, and the important one fiddles around for a bit. She blinks and they are gone, leaving only an empty crack in the mountainside behind. The large, white dragon narrows her eyes and re-adjusts some of the air lenses. She sees a small black spot stuck in a crack. Her toothy maw displays her fangs in a teeth-filled dragon smile as she banks down, diving towards the mountains below.
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‘ANOTHER WORLD ANOTHER WORLD HE IS FROM ANOTHER WORLD ANOTHER WORLD!’

These words keep bouncing around in Ket’s head since he heard them. Teacher had said these words in passing as if they don’t hold a lot of importance, and while the rest must have missed this bit of information, it is fucking with Ket’s head big time. Theory after theory got made, examined and trashed.

‘Sun is just a star? Stars are suns. Planet circles around the sun, then do stars orbit each other? The band of white across the night sky, that’s more stars? They are falling so fast they escape, right? Cluster of stars, are there more star clusters? Do star clusters orbit each other slowly? Need to ask Teach for books about space, start recording stars?’

On and on and on his thoughts go. He has half his mind locked up in theory-crafting right now. The fraction of his mental powers he is using to control the tree trimming knives is inconsequential, giving him a lot of space to think while he chops the trunks Bord is hauling into neat cylinders of wood.

‘No, this world has no qi. Not this world, the world outside this pocket space. It has only mana. Qi is a higher form of energy, another place? Like the Tree, but bigger? Are they side by side or completely separate from each other?’

He has read all the available books, their information recorded in his memories. But each book is so dense, each page filled with important theories that need to be examined. Then there is the hologram projected in the air. Sleek lines that will carve through water. He optimises the path of a knife, shaving another millisecond of his average branch cutting time per tree. Then his Teacher stops running his hand over the planks and looks to Tree.

‘Planet, planet and moons, sun and planets, cluster of stars, group of star clusters, groups of groups of star clusters, does this apply the other way around? Bigger is the same, so smaller is the same? Cycles in cycles in cycles but where is the end?’

Teach then walks over and puts his hand on the golden glowing bark. He then frowns, opens his eyes a fraction and smiles, in that order. A rather mean-spirited smile, if Ket has anything to say about it. The Teacher analysis process he has running gives him the needed info, that smile is one he makes just before pulling some kind of ridiculous scheme. A ridiculous scheme that has a predicted near hundred per cent chance of going well.

He then pops out of existence with a muted flash. The group of disciples around him stop working for a moment. Bord comes bouncing back into the clearing, carrying two trees. He drops them and then catches another pair of trees that come falling from the sky. He seems to be muttering while working up a sweat.

‘Two times more, that’s double? That’s double. Why is the boat not triangular? Wait, it sort of is. Squares with the points connected are also triangles?’

It seems like Ket is not the only one using his brain at maximum capability while enjoying the rewarding work of qi-crafting something. Ket diverts his quest for answers to crafting possibilities for a bit. They spin and flow through his head, from minuscule statues to how to craft the biggest buildings from stone.

Answer is a pyramid. The top part of the library is also triangular. A pyramid can support its own weight the best. Ket looks to the rustling bushes Bord just walked through, off to get more trees. Maybe he is onto something with his mutterings about triangles.

He stops this train of thought before it can spiral out of control. A sudden presence makes him drop the knives working on the trees and look at the Tree again. Teacher is back, but why is there a tall lady with him? She seems slightly familiar to Ket, but he has trouble recalling where he has seen her before.

⁂
I feel the wind steal my warmth as I appear on the mountainside. It is still night, but there is no way in hell I can miss the huge dragon’s head a few centimetres from my face. Instead of panicking I smile lazily. I extended the protection bubble around the Tree necklace upwards to include myself, the air around me shimmering with power. I try to give off a lazy smile while shouting some words at my qi around me.

‘CHILL, RELAX, NO DANGER, RELAX-E-RODEO, TAKE A CHILLPILL!’

I see the metres long dragon head sniff me, my clothes flap in the warm breath she exhales. I sniff my own armpit. I don’t think I smell?

Sniff sniff

Yeah, I don’t smell bad. I have some small cleaning processes take care of sweat and grime. Let’s see why she is here?

“Hello, Rhea, how can I help you?”

I think I see the dragon frowning to herself. I am not an expert in reading a dragon’s facial expressions though. She isn’t moving any other part of her body; is she shocked at my appearance? A low grumble starts to come from her throat, and I think she is talking to me.

“I don’t speak dragon, what do you want?”

The dragon head makes a tsk-ing sound, so that expression of annoyance is universal? I have to praise her for being able to put so much exasperation in a single sound; that can’t be easy with such a toothy maw. I wonder how far I can annoy and push her? I feel the wind swirling around her scale-covered body. I consciously begin to feel admiration for her impressive form, and the faint indigo trails of mana surrounding her become visible. Back when I first met her, on the broken Tower, I only sensed some white-ish trails of mana circling around her. So air mana is actually a purple-blue to my senses?

The mana inside her body seems to be roiling as if she has trouble controlling such dense energies. She must have gained heaps of power from reading that book. That small book only has the basics of aerodynamics, enough to get a feel for the scientific field, but not enough to make one an expert.

I feel inside my core for the contracts I have running. The student’s contracts are small pinpricks of light compared to the blazing inferno of power that represents the agreement between me and this dragon. She must have gained more power than I thought. I wonder if she is aware of it yet? At this power level, she shouldn’t be able to think about reporting my presence to third parties without the contract activating.

The dragon growls for a bit but backs off after poking the shield with her nose. A flash of light later, I see the female form of Rhea standing before me. That process used to take a few seconds at least, now it’s done in a flash. Another indicator that her power shot up over the last few days.

“Give me the next book.”

Ah, so it was as I suspected. You don’t need much intellect to realise that the book that she is now holding is only a beginner guide. I want to see how far I can push her before she starts fighting back for real.

“Sure, I only ask that you do one thing for me.” I smile at her. Doubt is clearly written across her face; let’s up the ante.

“That book seems to have increased your power by quite a bit. Surely one request is worth more knowledge? I don’t think you can find this…” I pull the second volume out of my ring and wave it front of her face, “…anywhere else on this dirt-ball.”

This volume is also red, that was the type of leather I had on hand back when I made this. I have primers on all the elements, and I put protection formations on each one of them. I added the gemstone to this second volume a few days ago, when I was temporarily stumped on a design problem for my airplane. It starts smoking because only I am allowed to see it, so I quickly add Rhea’s aura signature to the acceptable people list.

Her hands twitch the moment she sees the small book, but the shield around me is stopping her from taking action.

“What do you want this time?”

Suspicion is truly dripping off her face now. This is going to be fun. I give her a coy smile and explain.

⁂
I begin another small lecture while sitting in the clearing. “In my previous world, cultivation was also known as going against the heavens. This is both true and utter baloney. It’s true because cultivating extends a being’s lifespan. You guys will live for a few years longer with the power you currently hold. I am at a power level where my natural lifespan is at least doubled, same for you guys if you reach the core forming stage. You will be functionally immortal if you can reach the foundation realm.

“It’s also true because this longer lifespan allows you to learn a lot. Ten thousand hours of work are needed to become proficient in a field; cultivators can thus become proficient in any field they choose. This is of course apart from the fact that cultivators tend to learn faster, but they can develop a single field further, so it evens out.

“It’s bullshit because the heavens are filled with more cultivators. Ascension is a big and fancy sounding word, but all it entails is that the person in question can fully function using only qi. Their mortal, fleshy body does not need physical materials anymore; they can function on pure energy.

“I think that this entire cycle extends upwards ad infinitum. In the so-called heavenly plane, a cultivator works to swap his or her qi body out with an even higher form of energy. I don’t know if ascension is even possible in a world that only has mana, I will need to do some more research on that topic.”

My words linger in the air. My students are all paying attention, but not a lot of what I am saying seems to stick. In one ear and out the other? They are distracted by the aura given off by the newcomer, I think. I smile at the seventh form sitting on a chair in front of me. We are all sitting on comfortable chairs in the clearing while I am giving a small lecture. I sort of got off topic, so let’s bring it back. I wave my hand towards Rhea as I continue.

“This lovely lady over here has had the fortune to be born inside the body of a long-lived race. It is lethally rude to ask a lady’s age, but I think she is physically older than me. That’s why I want you all,” I look my disciples in the eye one by one here, “to have a little spar with her. Fighting in that form might not be her strongest point, but she should be able to put up a fight.”

“One more thing though, and this is important. Killing is easy.” I pause here for effect. “Stabbing a spear into someone’s heart is a lot easier than applying just enough force to a person’s head so that it renders them unconscious without permanent damage.”

With that, I walk away. I approach the skeleton of the boat we were working on and continue to layer on planks. The rest are all still sitting there, not moving a finger. I cast a glance towards the houses and see the various animals all lying down near their rider’s abodes. My blue bear is relaxing on my castle’s balcony, slowly breathing in the qi in the air. The mark of ownership guarantees that none of the animals become stronger than their riders, so my bear is the only one that can breathe in qi like a madman. He should advance to the condensing stage in a few more days. I place the second plank against the frame and notice that all seven figures are still just sitting there, not moving. This won’t do. Won’t do at all.

“Rhea, hold out for half an hour and I will give you the next two books. Disciples, if you can hit her, unlimited food for a day.”

The next moment, I hastily erect barriers over the Tree and buildings to protect them from the shockwaves of battle. Ket looks my way with suspicion in his eyes but joins the fight anyway. I was counting on Rhea’s pride and their hunger for good food to prevent them from working together against me, and by the fight that is unfolding it has obviously worked.
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‘Omygosh, I want more of that delicious steak, let’s beat this woman up! WATER-WATER-WATER-COME-TO-ME. WATER COME TO ME. Nice, let’s punch the shit out of this-WOA, woah, I just barely dodged her kick, she is stronger than Bord and faster than Vox!

‘Let’s put some water on my fist and… HUAH, FIRST HEAVY PUNCH. Oooh, she dodged, she is fast. Let’s try to kick her now. Put water on foot and HUAH. Sorry grass, your sacrifice was for a worthy cause.

‘Ket wants to start bossing us around again, but I JUST WANT FOOD. Let’s do combo number one. One PUNCH, two KICK, three and spin KICK, four PUNCH, WHOA, roll away, water shield! She punched right through, but now she is wet, WATER STAND STILL… owwww, she moved anyway; that hurt my head a bit. Jump, water under feet, FINAL COMBO, DOUBLE FEET KICK.’

By the time Selis climbs out of the crater she created, the fight has moved on. She glares at the water on the ground until it comes under her control again. She then jumps on top of a water globe and bounces off, diving back into the fight. The female they are all ganging up on sees her coming and backhands her into a tree. The tree splinters and bends while Selis smacks to the ground. She wipes her dirty face and runs back to the fight.

The other students also throw themselves at the tall statuesque woman with thin armour, but she manages to keep them all at bay for now.

If Selis’ parents would have seen her in this state, they would probably suffer from a shock-induced heart attack. That is because Selis was born as the third child and second daughter from a small merchant family. Her parents already had the heir, her brother, and a nice daughter to marry off, so Selis got sort of ignored. The fact that she hardly ever spoke and seemed not to recognise people only exasperated this semi-isolation.

Bad eyesight is not common, and the minor merchant family didn’t want to waste money by visiting a doctor. Especially not for an unplanned third child that seemed to have something wrong with her head. In hindsight though, Selis realises that her Teacher would have never picked her from the masses of Tower City if it had gone differently. If Selis had learned to backstab, negotiate and betray like her two older siblings, her aura would have been different.

Selis does not really understand auras yet, but she has started to trust the feeling in her gut that she has been getting while looking at people. The bandits on the road felt wrong to her. They felt like their insides were dirty. All her fellow disciples have whole insides, unbroken and somewhat beautiful to be around. The lady she is now fighting also has a certain wholesomeness about her, like a polished gemstone. She also radiates a certain savageness that tells Selis she is prey until she proves otherwise. Teacher’s aura is an entirely different story, his aura feels vast and alien to the blue haired girl. She can imagine that her parents and siblings, shrewd merchants not above taking and giving bribes or making someone disappear, will also have this broken feeling to them.

At home, she was mostly left to her own devices, so she listened. People always talk if you are silent enough. And if people think that something is wrong with your head, they loosen their tongues even further. Being silent while keeping her ears open allowed her to learn the basics of the merchant trade. It also allowed her to learn that her parents blackmailed or were blackmailed by half the city. They made a mistake however. They tried this trick with a noble that didn’t take it lying down. So their caravans started to disappear and her parents’ small fortune dwindled. It also let her overhear a discussion about whether she should be given to that noble or not.

Her parents concluded that no matter how brain-impaired their daughter might be, she still came from good stock and had a pretty face. But appearances had to be kept, so Selis got arrested on obvious false charges. She lingered in the prison for a few weeks, refusing to agree to anything and not talking. Then she got kidnapped, and now she is using a brute force fighting technique alongside water control to try and beat up a woman.

But Teacher asked this of her, so she willingly leapt to the task. She touches the water floating in front of her face for a second. The first time Teacher put the metal contraption with glass inside it on her nose was a literal eye-opener. The world went from a hazy blur that she didn’t really belong to, to a crisp and clear image. Those rimmed glasses were nice, but keeping the water floating before her eyes all the time allows her to feel the blue shimmer inside of her own body. Since she felt this blue shimmer, water has felt more like another limb to her when infused with her qi. She now also understands why Teach gave her that self-refilling cup, he must have noticed the shimmer too.

Life is strange sometimes, concludes the girl while surfing on a stream of water under her own control as she rushes over to punch someone she doesn’t really know in the face.

⁂
So my entire pocket dimension is being trashed. The woods just started to develop a nice undergrowth, but large holes now decorate the small stretch of land around me. The Tree feels slightly upset, so I walk over to the golden giant and pat its bark a bit.

“Let them play; I will find more earth and water for you later, kay?”

The feeling I get back is… large amounts? Okay, okay, no problem! “I will make sure you get twice as much as you currently have. Not including the snow-covered mountain, of course.”

I get a feeling of agreement in return. Do I detect a hint of smugness in its reply? Yeah, it feels like the tree is rubbing its hands together while smirking. I just grin back, atta boy.

Bord smacks against the soft shield I set up around the important bits of this dimension. I see his squished face grimace in pain while he slides down. A footprint shaped indentation is present on his forehead. Rhea seems to be putting up quite a fight.

That reminds me, I pull out volume two and three of “Aerodynamics for Illiterate Dummies” and look them over. The lines flowing across the gem in the second volume are twice as thin as the illustration of the first book. I pull half a gemstone from my ring and feel it with my augur. I replicate the security system that adorns the first two books and imprint it into the sparkling gem. I place it on the third book and connect it to the leather using my augur, sinking it in the cover while threading flammable thread in a repeating formation through the entire book. I carve lines across the cover, automating the simulation of wind flowing across the gemstone. I smile at the result and immediately add myself and Rhea to the accepted personnel list.

That done, I return to the ship I was building. It’s around thirty metres in length and the basis for a lot of other projects. There are still plenty of prepared planks I can stick to the sides, so I busy myself with that.

I will myself to ignore the chaos outside while bending more wood around the ship’s skeleton. Rhea’s face, when I pulled her into this pocket dimension, was hilarious and I let out a small chuckle. This all falls under the “don’t talk about me” clause, so I have no problems with showing off a little. Her open mouth, when she popped into a nice and cosy clearing, was pretty funny. The weird assortment of buildings didn’t get a second glance from the dragoness, but she kept staring at Tree.

I put a small spell around her head just to be certain. Well, spell… I still don’t know if I can call shouting at an energy cloud a spell. I shouted stuff like ‘NO WAY, JOSÉ, AIN’T GOING, IN THAT AIRWAY, JUST ACT FROZE(n), IF INHALED THROUGH THE NOSE(n).’ Bad rhymes seem to have no effect of this type of casting, so I use it whenever I feel like it. This little qi construct forms an invisible film around her head and prevents her from breathing in any qi and dying from qi poisoning.

But then again, she is a dragon. She might just start forming her core instinctively like most animals.

I freeze in my tracks. I have forgotten about something again, haven’t I? Shit, just because I won’t enjoy the task does not mean I can just forget about it. I turn my gaze to the luscious crown of the Tree. Leaves cover what’s inside, but I know what is in there. My mood takes a small dip as I remember the birds that are still in their qi cages.

I walk towards the Tree while dragging my feet a bit. I sigh and decide to get it over with. I jump and fly through the branches, dodging leaves and twigs on autopilot. I kick off a branch or two before reaching the area where the cages are. I see the white qi constructed cages stuck to the main branches and count thirty-two birds. I see that some golden threads of power have woven their way through my qi constructs. I pat the branch I am standing on.

“So, Tree, should I let them roam around or cook them?”

Neutrality is the response I get. Tree doesn’t really care, it seems. Then I give each bird a thorough scan to see their cultivation progress. I shake my head as I see the results. Animals have it easy; they just keep absorbing qi until it compresses itself into a liquid. They have no need for headache-inducing squeezing. Nor do they need to practice or perform complicated and esoteric techniques. About half are at the qi condensing realm already.

I then realise that killing these birds just because they inhaled some qi is pretty dumb. The trees, bushes, grass and dirt I let the Tree take in all had various living beings inside it. From worms to woodlice, ants and other bugs, even bacteria and fungi in the soil. They all have started to absorb qi in minuscule amounts. This is also why the Tree has such an easy time of speeding up plant growth, the enhanced animals in the soil have sped up the natural circle of life quite a bit.

Tree buries any broken trees and trampled plants underground, where the bacteria and insects make short work of it. This releases the various nutrients back into the soil, allowing the Tree to use these in speeding up plant growth. I look the birds over and check their beaks. Some are nut and seed eaters, a few are insect eaters, and I even have a single bird of prey present.

Then again, I haven’t done any thorough ornithological studies, so beak shape might not indicate diet on the planet. I break the neck of the single bird of prey without alerting the others. I suck it into my ring; it would just starve or attack my disciples without any small rodents to prey on.

I set a timer on the cages of the rest, giving them freedom in a few hours. We will be outside and travelling again by that time. I used to make complicated computer-based timers but later realised that a burning fuse works just as well, without the added complexity. I connect these fuses to a central point in the cages, it will release the qi back into the air when the smouldering fuse reaches this node.

I talk to the tree a bit before leaving.

“Tree, please prevent any animals and other beings from going through your portal. Only allow me and my student’s free access; anyone else must be accompanied by me.”

I get a vague but indifferent feeling of acceptance back.

That done, I go back to boat building. Crafting with my hands is meditative in a sense. Focusing my entire attention on the process in front of me allows me to clear my mind, the cathartic process giving my thoughts some rest.

I wake from my trance when a massive burst of wind destroys about half of the still intact ground.

“HUMAN, I HAVE PLAYED WITH THESE CHILDREN FOR LONG ENOUGH. GIVE ME WHAT I CAME HERE FOR!”

Whoops, did I go too far? I turn around and see Rhea wreathed in wind, hanging in the void. A quick scan shows me that my disciples are alright. They are bruised and glaring fiercely at the dragon in disguise but have no permanent injuries. They are licking their lips unconsciously while drilling holes in the woman with their fierce stares. She knocked them downwards, so they are now stuck on the mountaintop hanging below the ground. I see Selis pulling Bord from the snow while she creates a staircase from ice.

Ice is just water, so she can control it rather easily. The stairs she creates are rough but functional, but Angeta, Vox, Tess and Selis herself start sliding around the moment they step on the thing. Ket and Bord have their own ways to keep their balance, Bord through his enhanced instincts and bodily control and Ket via brute force calculations. I see Ket wave his hands around a bit, a grey blur blitzing across the steps as they get a pitted appearance, giving the others a bit more traction to walk on.

I make my way over to the edge of the intact soil. The debris has started to form rings around Tree, making for an impressive sight. I grin at the floating woman and pull both books from my ring. They start to smoke immediately, and I realise that I forgot to add my students to the acceptable people list. I quickly do so and reconstruct the charred edges by pulling the smoke back and reversing the oxidisation process with my augur.

“Here you go; thanks for helping my disciples out. This is all I have on pure wind, advancing any further will require you to study other facets of science, like general physics and thermodynamics. Ah, that is the way momentum and heat works.”

I throw the books over to her. She snatches them out of the air and stuffs them under her scaled armour. Then she sort of hangs there awkwardly. I decide to start a conversation. “You got any plans?”

“I should go and report to…”

I smirk. “Report on the Tower snapping in half?”

She looks me in the eyes with a deadpan expression on her face.

“But you made a promise to a human you thought you could easily break?”

The expressionless stare continues. I shrug my shoulders.

“You are free to talk about whatever you want, just don’t mention me.” And by extension, she can’t freely expound about qi, my students, this pocket dimension and the books she is carrying. Leaving out a central figure like me would create a massive hole in any report.

We continue the staring contest for a while. Damn, she is really beautiful. Her physical form is not the only nice-looking part; the aura I feel from her is wild and unrestrained. It feels like a tiger’s aura, imperial and fierce but without malice. Physical bodies begin to lose their attractiveness after a few hundred years of living, but the thing that matters to me is the feel and shape of a person’s character and personality.

She breaks eye contact and floats over to Tree. She puts her hand on its bark and shudders a bit. That must be the first time she’s ever felt a spark of consciousness inside of a plant. She stands there for a while but ends up looking over to me in frustration. I walk over and put my hand on her shoulder. I pull her through the portal and we appear in the cold. The horizon is starting to light up; it should be day in half an hour.

“We’ll be going north. Keep stalking me, if you wish.”

Yeah, there is no way I missed her dragon form hovering over me since a few days ago. I give her my most winning smile, wink and jump back through the portal. I focus on the outside the moment I land in the clearing. I hear nothing for a while, but then a massive roar causes a few avalanches. Even though the roaring sound should be inhuman, I swear I can hear a large portion of frustration and anger in the bellow. I hear enormous wings beating, the sound quickly growing more distant.

I focus back on the clearing and see a really sorry sight. A few buildings and a single big Tree with a garden to the side are floating through space, surrounded by clumps of dirt and splintered trees. The last of my disciples clambers back on solid ground, almost slipping and falling again. They all have bruises and depressed looks on their faces. Lola comes hopping towards me, her white fur stained with dirt. What a mess.
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Imake a mental status update. The boat’s hull is finished, and the internal construction is laid out with big, sturdy beams. We managed to scavenge enough wood from the broken trees to finish the internal structure and hull plating. The deck and floor above the hold still need to be finished, and there are no remaining trees tall enough to make decent masts from. So I have a massive wooden bathtub sitting in my Tree dimension.

I gave my students some nice food to aid in their recovery, their begging and pleading about the challenge being unfair didn’t sway me and I gave them just enough food to recover. Maybe I should start giving some cooking lessons? Or maybe I shouldn’t sabotage myself like that… I will need to start refilling my store of dishes soon. I will just need to acquire a large amount of raw food stock first.

We continued travelling north a little while after the sun came up, and the massive mountains have been shrinking as we went. I kept picking up the pace to keep my students struggling, barely allowing them to keep up with me. The snow-capped mountains have given way to smaller peaks but there are still only mountains in sight.

I look up and see a minuscule white spot in the blue sky. I usually do the stalking, but in this case, I don’t mind being creeped upon. I really hope that I am making an impression on her. If there is anything I learned about the art of courtship, it’s provoking any form of strong emotional response is a big positive. Okay, maybe seething hatred will not get you laid, but getting a girl angry heightens her emotional level, and any positive feelings you then provoke will be heightened in return.

Do not take this as sound dating advice though. I do not believe that my method of antagonistic flirting would go well in other situations. I did punch her in the face, after all, and I hope she isn’t too pissed about that. And I made her fight some scrubs. And I dangled knowledge and power in front of her like a carrot on a string. And I slapped, punched and kicked the shit out of her. I would be in handcuffs right about now if this was Earth…

I look forward again and see something weird sticking up from the hills and mountains ahead. I stop and wait for the rest of my entourage to catch up.

I sent out the drone twice and only now have I discovered a big design flaw. The image camera I put on the thing is rather simple and has a narrow field of view. It’s a zoom lens meant for information gathering at high altitude. This means it can see directly beneath itself pretty well, but it has no ability to make wide area scans. Technically it can, by flying in circles, but I kept the thing as simple as possible; it’ll be harder to break that way. This also limited the space for complex pre-programmed behavioural patterns.

This is my excuse for not finding the massive fucking spike I saw on my jump earlier.

“Does anyone know what city is ahead? I think it’s another dungeon city.”

Selis stops her panting as she deposits the ice she is controlling in a neat cube to the side. “That must be Kardel. huff huff But everyone calls it Peak City. Its dungeon gives a lot of building materials like bricks, rare stone and hardwood ,along with other basic stuff like furniture and tools. The entire Capital is built with materials from that place.”

We are to the west of the Capital; the sharp pyramid I saw peeking over the horizon must be the dungeon. “Does it give other materials than the Tower?”

She nods in return. “The Tower doesn’t grace us with construction materials, mainly metals, weapons and food. Half this kingdom is built with Peak materials.”

So that’s how that works. The loot from the Tower was a little bit of everything, but mainly metals and metal objects. I wonder what the other dungeons specialise in? The pattern in which these dungeons are spread and the special materials they provide would be an interesting study. No need to hurry though. I got all the time I need. “Are there big cities without dungeons?”

They look at me weirdly again. Stop staring at my lack of local knowledge; I have that info but don’t want to go look for it.

“Ah, the head maid told me that beasts are being put to good use for once. They farm for the smaller towns and villages.”

Bord’s angelic smile is hard to look at though. His answer is sort of correct because…

Angeta should explode in anger and kick him now, right? Why did only her ears twitch? Where is the slow build-up of anger that will explode at any second? She just looks at the fat boy with a bit of pity.

“Beastkin, you mean. Beastkin slaves are forced to the smaller cities to farm. Also, the Capital is without a dungeon.” Ket’s dry reply causes the fatty’s face to go through a predictable set of emotions.

First, there is vague confusion, Bord even touches his chin and looks up to the sky. Then his brows furrow slowly until the “O-my-gosh” face finally appears.

That got dark fast; let’s move on. I point at where the city lies. “Thanks for the info; do you guys think it is useful for us to delve this one?”

Ket replies. “No, Tree can grow all the wood we need and qi reinforced materials are stronger than anything from the dungeons.”

“Alright, let’s keep going then.” I jump away again and my students follow after some rather vocal complaining. The sharp triangle is clearly visible a couple dozen jumps later. Sometime after that, I get my first glimpse of the sea; the glimmering stretch of water peeking through the mountains is quite a sight. The city built against the dungeon comes into view later that day. This dungeon isn’t light grey, but dark brown. Its surface is a mirror sheen because I can see two big stripes of reflected sunlight surrounding the structure. Its base must be a couple of kilometres wide. The city is built alongside the south side of the pyramid.

And the pyramid’s base is triangular. For some reason. It looks really weird because it’s the first time seeing a construction this shape. The city is built against the side, facing the mountains we are standing on. The city looks smaller than Tower City, but it has many more roads. Big carts pulled by a wide variety of beasts carry heavy loads away from the dungeon.

Nice view, let’s move on. I need to find an area where a couple million tonnes of dirt will not be missed. I want to stuff another mountain worth of soil into Tree; is it stealthier to dig deep or dig wide?

A dull thud brings my attention back to the real world. No alarms are going off in my head so it can’t be anything serious. I turn around and see an unconscious Bord lying on the floor.

“When is the last time he slept?” My question receives no response. “When is the last time anyone slept? I have a braincore, so I don’t really need to sleep. You guys do need rest. Not all of you, but even Ket needs some sleepy time now and then.”

They are only in the qi gathering realm after all. A lot of bodily functions become less necessary further on the path to replacing one’s body with qi; sleep stays essential for quite a while longer than most.

I touch the snoring heartcore cultivator with a qi thread and pull him inside the Tree. I dump him in front of his house with a well-aimed throw. Tess, Vox and Angeta look at each other and go to their own beds one by one. Ket seems fine, but Selis is planning something. The way she fidgets screams that she is convincing herself to action right now. My analysis is proven right when she looks up at me with big eyes.

“Can I visit some shops?” She glances at Ket, who gives a barely noticeable nod. Her eyes go back to me.

“You want to go visit some shops?”

With a nod she replies. “I want to visit some shops.”

I stop my hand from scratching the back of my head in time. I really want to know what she is up to. “Let’s go visit some shops then. Lead the way.”

She glances at Ket again before taking a sudden fast leap, low over the ground. We land near the city, behind a large chunk of rock. The terrain here is half ground with little grass and half barren jagged stone.

“Be right back.” Selis steps through the portal and Ket follows. It’s kind of awkward that they have to touch the necklace hanging around my neck when they go in on their own powers. Connecting to a portal with a qi thread and pushing your entire being first through the thread, and then through the portal is kind of hard. Can’t be helped easily for now. I can build easy access terminals, but that would remove a good training opportunity; some things don’t need to be automated. The portal is a lot harder to infiltrate if I keep it simple.

I stand there behind the rock, waiting like a dumbass, so I pull my nice chair from my ring and sit down comfortably. I then proceed to peek inside Tree with some qi to see what my bunch of disciples are doing.

I catch Angeta throwing Bord on his bed. This seems kind and nice of her at first glance until you realise that there is a roof in the way. The shacks I built are made of dirt; I simply packed some soil in the shape of a one-room house and squeezed. This compressed the walls to a stone-like hardness. A hardness Bord smashes through face first. He wakes briefly to scream a bit but falls asleep as soon as he hits the rock hard, but straw covered bed.

The perpetrator then walks into her fat tree house and flops on her bed, snoring seconds later.

Tess and Vox are still standing by Tree, watching this all happen. They look at each other and both recognise the exasperated look on the other’s face. They walk to their respective houses and are asleep minutes later, leaving only Selis and Ket.

The duo has their heads together and are messing around with something. This is the first disciple-side idea ever, so I don’t want to spoil it for myself. I can know all about what they are saying later, I record everything around me.

And that’s because I am a walking “Big Brother.” I record everything happening around me in an abstract millimetre resolution. I can remember every word ever said around me, but it needs to be looked up consciously. Like a file cabinet.

My security process will alert me if they perform dangerous actions. I have seven live character analysation threads running in my braincore, one for each person I can sense and thus record. They would alert me of weird or potentially harmful behaviour. So I can relax while enjoying the show later. I really want to know what Selis and Ket are up to.

Should I add another one for Lola? I take a peek inside the ring and see her sleeping soundly. I decide against it.

I settle further into the chair. Aah, this lumbar support is absolute heaven. I take my ring off and roll it idly through my fingers. I spin it on the tip of my finger and then I look at it closely. There is another dimension hiding in the shadows of the main storage area. I just can’t access it anymore.

There is one thing you should know about the Cultivation World. If you meet another cultivator more than two realms above your own, absolute obedience is required. Any order from a much higher realm adversary will likely yield instant death upon refusal. It was a crude and brutal political system, basically a pig pile of interconnected slavery contracts across many realms of power.

If an immortal meets you and he says, “Do that,” you go do that. If he says, “Give me that,” after he scanned all your spatial storages for interesting items, you give him that or he kills you and gets all of your stuff anyway. Privacy did not exist, so I made this small stealth dimension extremely hard to detect. It is filled with the little true treasures I had left after buying the lightning iron; emotional items and a bunch of qi crystals. There is a decent pile of low-grade beast cores inside, I sold everything bigger. And lastly, three small little things for when shit is really hitting the fan.

These beast cores were previously useless to me, looting them from the monsters I killed on that world happened through an automated process. But right now those almost worthless shards of crystallised qi will be very useful. I just can’t get at them. I hid the dimension too well; I can’t sense a trace of it. I lost the connection I had with it when I plopped down on this world, a thousand years of energy build-up suddenly stripped from my being.

My heart cries a bit in frustration, those cores are equal to a few hundred years of the Tower’s current output. By the way, I made a tiny process that keeps watch for Selis and Ket. It will give an alert and self-delete after they approach the Tree with intent to portal. This is relevant because it just went off.

Selis and Ket appear just as I put the ring back on. She is now wearing some middle-class clothes. In this world that means that you can pay for a seamstress, but not for the best cloth. A nicely cut but drab dress adorns the girl, her head covered by a brimmed hat. Typical housewife.

Ket is in light armour with a jacket. Is he going for the casual dungeon delvers look? The fine and light chain mail seems like normal iron, but I have seen Ket working on this in his spare time. Those rings are harder than diamond, and the qi infused leather pants can rival composite armour.

Both seem to be of similar social standing and can, therefore, be seen together in public. I am still dressed like a well-off but modest person. Leather, dark silk and nice stitching.

I got to remind myself later to tell Ket that the materials used in leather and cloth do not really matter. My armour is made from the softest and most comfortable material I could find. I then crammed every speck of available space between each molecule full of a crystal qi reinforcement structure. They still feel soft as ever, despite that fact that a foundation realm cultivator’s worth of qi is stuffed in each fibre. It is in a passive, constructive form of course, and I want to leave it that way.

Good clothing choices from all around. “As I said, lead the way.”

Selis and Ket glance at each other. “As we discussed?”

Ket nods with a small smile. “As we discussed.”

Selis looks down at her feet and takes a deep breath. “Let’s go.”

With that, we walk towards one of the many gates in the walls of Peak City.




 

Chapter fifty-six

[bookmark: ncx_entry_dd005c55-2fdb-41b5-89ef-ae0454cc101c]
[bookmark: _Toc13695473][bookmark: _Toc16883438]Sell 

Ifollow Selis to a queue in front of one of the many gates leading into the dungeon city. The variety of people here is really wide but I recognise three common body shapes. Fat and rich, thin and fast or big and strong. Furniture must weigh a lot and it all needs to be hauled by hand or cart so there are a lot of the big and strong people walking around.

Going through the gates was easy, we waited for ten minutes after which Selis stuffed some coins in a guard’s hand. We walk through the dark brown wall, the same colour as the Peak, and take an immediate right.

I am guided through half the city, Selis occasionally stopping someone to ask them some questions. She is wearing a hat to hide her short blue hair and looks adorable, so answers come freely. I look over to Ket who is walking beside me. He just grins at my questioning gaze. It seems I won’t get any answers from him then.

I decide to study the city. The buildings around us are made from a hodgepodge of materials. One building has a sparkling white foundation, red brick walls and black stone pillars. Another is made from an eclectic mix of stone, its walls a wide variety of differently coloured and sized bricks. I raise an eyebrow as I see concrete slabs beings used as pavement in some parts. I push a strand of augur inside it and see that it is steel reinforced concrete. So the inhabitants of this world decided to build houses with cobblestones and road with pre-fab walls? I can only shake my head at this. It’s like seeing cavemen using a supercomputer as a club.

“Teach, can you help me with a problem?”

I look at Ket and nod. “Sure.”

We then have the nerdiest discussion I’ve ever had. He has some problems with integration and differentiation. Me telling him that they are the inverse of the other solves that problem for him. I then introduce algebra to him, replacing set numbers with symbols that can represent anything. I shortly explain how to plot these formulas over a two-dimensional grid. Ket is quiet for a few seconds and starts asking questions about three-dimensional grids. Four-dimensional visualization has him stumped for a little bit.

“You can also visualize it like an array,” I explain.

“Array? What’s that word?”

“You can see a two-dimensional grid like a collection of double numbers. The three-dimensional version contains triple numbers. Add another dimension and you have groups of four numbers for each point on that line.”

“Hang on, let me test that…” Ket’s eyes sparkle with fascination as he applies this concept. I feel the air around his head buzz with static electricity while his hair starts to rise slowly. He is getting too into this, so I slap him on the back of his head.

“OW, why…”

“You were thinking so hard you could not even dodge a slow slap like that?”

“But I was nearly the…”

“You have some sort of danger detection process running, yeah?” He nods while rubbing his head. Don’t be a baby, Ket, I didn’t hit you that hard!

“And you ignored the warning it gave you? What if someone shot an arrow just now?”

He is silent and goes slightly pale.

“Don’t think too much if you are not in a safe place and can relax. For you and me, getting lost in the numbers is very, very easy.”

Selis stops a woman to ask for directions and we come to a halt. We seem to be in the trading district, there are a lot of open spaces with goods stacked high in between the chaotically built houses. Every man-made structure in this city must be built with leftover building materials, many remnants from big batches of brick and stones gathered together.

Selis moves on while Ket and I continue discussing.

“What about arrays in more than one dimension?”

“Before we get into that, be sure to keep data and metadata separate.”

Ket looks at me with a question mark on his face.

“I mean, keep the numbers inside an array, and the array number separate.” He still looks a bit confused so I continue. “On the one hand, we have data, like the number of leaves on a tree. Then there is metadata, like the time and date at which the tree had that amount of leaves. There is also meta-meta-data, like the overall trend of the leaves on a tree mapped over the years. And we also have different types of metadata. I use three types: descriptive for quick searching, structural so I can make sense of the data and administrative so I know what I used it for.”

We walk in silence for a bit longer as Ket mulls this over. Ket is about to speak when Selis walks into a store. I follow her while motioning for Ket to be silent for now. The store is one of the alchemical variety; the walls have some bottles on display. The storefront is rather small, a big counter cutting the room in half. A clerk stands behind said counter with his back to big shelves filled with bottles and ingredients.

Selis takes a small book from her pocket and drops it on the counter. “I found this book in the dungeon. What can I get for it?”

Since when did Selis sound so childish? She talks in the voice of a ten-year-old. I peer at the back of her head but do nothing to blow her cover. I can tell from her bones that she is around sixteen, she is just rather short for her age. The clerk looks at her after glancing at Ket and me. He plasters a smile on his face and the negotiations begin.

“Hmmh, a book is worth a couple of gold, can I look inside?”

Selis nods so the clerk carefully opens the book. He visibly pales as he flips pages. “T-this is… alchemy recipes? Did it drop from a boss?”

Selis nods again. “All that dropped after a really tough fight was that book. How much can you give me for it?” She pouts a bit, seemingly displeased with such a small amount of loot.

I can see the clerk scheming, his face displaying micro-expressions that are rather easy to read. I walk forward and place my hand on top of the girl’s head. “A book is worth a few hundred gold by itself, but the content is the most important. Don’t get ripped off, sweetie. Maybe ask around a bit before selling it in the first shop you enter.”

My grandfatherly smile must look pretty weird on my youthful face, but the clerk pales even further. “Two thousand gold! I will buy this book for two, no, three thousand gold.”

Selis whips her head back around and stares at the clerk. I walk back and continue discussing math with Ket in a hushed tone. Selis continues to wrap the clerk around her finger, staring at him with her big, blue eyes.

The clerk ends up buying the book for four and a half thousand gold, and I discuss matrix multiplication with Ket as we wait for the clerk to come back. He bustles out of the back with a big bag of gold in his hands. He gives the bag to Selis while snatching the book. We are then ushered out of the store while the door gets locked behind us. A ‘closed’ sign appears behind the door’s window a second later.

Selis smiles while giving the bag of gold to Ket. “You get the first one.”

Ket nods and we follow Selis while she walks to another store. Ket stores the bag sneakily in his ring. He turns to me and we start talking about transformation matrixes, with a small detour to discuss vectors.

Selis continues to guide us through the city, replaying the scene at the earlier shop multiple times. She sells the same book at least ten times, earning thousands upon thousands of gold coins. Night has fallen when she turns to me.

“Thanks, teacher, I’m done.”

Her smile is refreshing. I have an idea of what she is up to by now, so that smile clashes with the image I had of her. Cute and adorable with a mile-long mean streak.

“What are their projected losses?” Ket asks.

Her cute smile turns a bit savage. “They won’t be able to survive this, even if they had ten more daughters to give away.”

I look at the duo, who seem to be the picture of villains whose evil schemes have come to fruition. “Want to explain it to me?”

She looks at me, once again the picture of innocence. “My parents wanted to sell me, so I sold their secrets. Ket helped me make the books.” She pouts a bit. “Just because I could only read books from very close up does not mean I am stupid.”

Okay then… I know that she comes from a merchant background, I did some research on my disciples before kidnapping them, but I have not looked up the finer details. I decide that this is a worthy cause, so I start digging through my data archives.

Selis is the third child of an average merchant family. Her parents wanted to give this unneeded child to a noble to placate him. That’s why she was in jail, to facilitate this process. The books she and Ket made are filled with that family’s secret recipes, alongside improved and more effective versions, something that family had built their entire trading business on. Selis just ruined her parents’ profit for many years to come with a smile on her face.

The reason I don’t like to do this also rears its head though, I involuntarily learned about the number of kittens that were beaten to death, the number of rapes per day in Tower city and some torture statistics. I had to dig through a lot more unpleasant information to get to the info I wanted, so I distract myself quickly.

“Are you satisfied now?”

Selis looks up at my question and thinks for a bit. She then nods.

“Good, don’t let the past hold you back. You won’t see the road ahead if you keep looking back.”

Selis thinks a bit before replying with a smile. “Thanks, I think I am done with my family now.”

With that, we walk back to the city walls. I try to introduce some geometry and trigonometry concepts to Ket, but he will need to process the topics we talked about earlier before truly understanding more advanced math. Knowledge is a like a pyramid, talking about higher level concepts is a lot harder without a solid foundation of underlying principles.

I turn to Selis while we stroll. “Can you control all the elements yet?”

She gives another nod. “Hmm, lightning was really hard though, I can only make a small spark.”

“It’s fine as long as you understand the basics.” We walk in silence for a few more streets. “You don’t have your glasses or water lenses; can you see well now?”

She shakes her head. “No, but I am used to it.”

“Try to control the water on top of your eye to form a lens, you can see sharp without drawing attention that way.”

Her eyebrows climb upwards as she draws some moisture from the air. She places a single drop on a single eye and I see her correcting the curvature of the water contact lens. She stumbles a bit so I put my hand on her shoulder to steady her. We are nearly at the gates when she smiles brilliantly, both her eyes covered with a thin film of water.

“This is so cool! I can see even better than with the water glasses now!” She blinks her eyes a bit, the water on top of her irises wobbling around.

I grin at her delighted expression. “You needed to learn some control before trying this out, accidentally crushing your eyeballs is very, very painful.”

She grins back and she walks through a gate with a skip in her step. The guards don’t even glance at us as we walk through one of the many gates in the city wall. We leave the brown walls behind us while walking to a collection of big rocks. Once there, I turn to the two disciples.

“I want to expand the area inside the Tree before we start exploring the islands by boat. Do you guys know of a place where I can get a lot of dirt without drawing attention?”

Selis shakes her head while fighting to keep her eyes open, and I see Ket suppressing an occasional yawn as he answers.

“There are deserts far to the south; nobody would miss the sand.”

“Nah, I don’t want to travel that far. A sandy layer would be useful though.” That, and my drone spotted sandy beaches at the coast further north.

“Then maybe the western plains?”

I raise a single eyebrow. “How far to the west are these plains?”

“A few hundred kilometres? This is one of the most western cities of the kingdom. There are very few villages further out.”

“Okay, you guys get some sleep while I check that out.”

Ket wants to protest, but I cut him off. “You still need sleep; it is also the fastest way to process and integrate new knowledge for braincore users.”

He gives a sullen nod and both touch my necklace. I peek inside and see them both talking a bit more while walking to their houses. Tree is busily grabbing clumps of dirt and debris that are floating through the endless space, slowly piecing the ground back together. I try to communicate with it for a bit, but it is too busy with its self-imposed tasks, so I let it be.

I look towards the west, lower my stance and jump. I have some dirt to steal.
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‘Godfuckingdamn faggoty-ass nobles, all shit-stained smiles while holding poisonous daggers behind their backs. I can’t fucking trust anyone. The only reason I am not dead yet is because the commoners would riot and the Flight would start a shit-fit.’

The king of the Shi-Eit kingdom, ruler of the Capital and the First Defender is sitting on his throne. It’s placed on a dais in a big, circular room. The walls are lined with multiple rows of comfortable seats, pompously dressed people filling each chair. The air is filled with talking, cursing, yelling and thrown accusations.

The king slowly rubs his temples while smiling vacantly, not a sign of his inner tirade on his face. The usual headache-inducing clamour seems extra irritating today. A grand gathering was called the moment they received news from Peak City. A large amount of noble and merchant families are very pissed right now, and they have no qualms about venting it here.

A peaceful smile starts to spread across the ruler’s face, giving off a feeling of a strict but just grandfather. He stands up and his expression becomes even more friendly and approachable.

‘Nine copies have been found so far, half of the fucking secret recipes and god damn money-making schemes of these shitty nobles are now public. I got to do something about this.’

The king holds up a single hand. Silence slowly descends upon the unruly ruling classes gathered. The king starts to speak when absolute silence reigns.

“Our dear friends, it has come to our attention that there has been some unrest in the lands the past few weeks.”

The smile on his face is like an angel’s as he keeps internally cursing everything under the sun.

“First the honourable mages detected multiple large-scale mana disturbances to the south. Then we received reports of a stationary beast horde gathering near Tower City. That is followed by the Tower losing its top half. Then six peasants rampage through the city using unknown magics, alarming the revered mages further.”

Here he glances at a fat, sleeping man sitting to his side. It is a well-known secret that popular or successful mages never become representatives to the kingdoms. The current mage stationed in the Capital is an ageing bald man, his magical talent drying up due to old age. Suppressing the rage and frustration in his heart, the king continues his speech.

“Afterwards, a freak tornado ripped the roofs off of half the houses in Tower City, and now we have received reports of a dungeon book being sold to multiple merchants. We have learned that these books are copies and contain many well-kept secrets.”

The king pauses here for effect. Books are highly sought-after commodities, the Royal library is filled with tomes that dropped from the dungeon, this knowledge monopoly allowing the people in power to stay in power.

“We do not know the cause of these incidents. Our revered mage representative,” the king waves his hand in the direction of the snoring man, “has told us that these happenings must be the vile rogue mages doing their evil workings. We do not know the reason or cause behind these incidents. We now ask all of you to give us your insights, one by one if you please.”

‘Horse-shit third person, I fucking hate talking in “we” and “our,” but tradition is important. And of course, the moment I ask a proper question to this sewage-covered collection of ass monkeys, nobody says a thing.’

And indeed, silence lingers for at least a minute before a person stands up. Decorated in gold, jewels and the finest cloth, his clothing stretches around his voluminous frame.

“I have no knowledge of these events; I only want to know how I will be compensated! I will lose half my profit because a third of my proprietary recipes can now be read by,” the man pauses here to spit on the floor, “commoners.”

A maid scurries across the floor with a cloth in her hands. She wipes at the spit stain but can’t dodge the kick the noble aims at her. She grunts in response and scurries back to the servants’ alcove without making another peep.

Other voices start yelling their own demands. The word “compensation” is thrown around a lot. The king still stands there with a peaceful smile on his face. Tradition allows a single interruption from the king per gathering, he will be completely ignored from now on. He grins internally.

‘I got my fucking ass covered now. Continue to ignore me, the scribes have written down every fucking word I said. Not a single fucking person can accuse me of negligence now. I brought up the entire issue at once. Not my goddamn fucking fault they can’t even agree on the colour of the sky.’

The king sits back down, watching the monkey show in front of him devolve into chaotic shouting again.

⁂
“Lola, is there anything you want?” I ask the bunny on my shoulder as I walk over grass-covered plains. “Maybe some carrots, or to make your own burrow?”

I spend the night making my way west, taking my time without hurry. The sun is peeking over the horizon now, the mountains in the east casting long shadows across the grass.

Lola just nuzzles my cheek as she lies in the hollow of my shoulder. “Alright, tell me if you want something, kay?”

I rub her head while thinking about the best way to do this. I could dig a large hole, but the soil is just a few metres deep here. Beneath that is clay interlaced with rocks. I think I should skim the top off a large area instead of digging deep here. I look inside my necklace and see Ket lying in the pond. Steam is wafting from his head; he must be applying the newly learned principles to everything he knows, seeing where they are applicable. The rest are still asleep.

The space inside Tree is not normal space. It can expand and contract as needed, the same with the application of physical laws. Tree is holding the big disk of earth and water together while imposing gravity. I could even turn it into a zero gravity zone if I want.

Expanding the walkable terrain is as easy as spreading a thin layer of soil, but I want something a little sturdier. I sink my qi into the ground, feeling for a layer of bedrock. I don’t find it, just large chunks of stone with irregular shapes. I pull my necklace off and wrap it in qi before dropping it to the ground. I can break those rocks up to create the foundation for the ground, a layer of clay on top of that followed by thirty centimetres of fertile topsoil.

The necklace sinks into the ground while I guide materials to it. I tell the Tree to eject the soil and rocks beneath its roots, no need to interrupt Ket by floating tonnes of dirt above his head. The icy mountain is a few hundred metres below the Tree now, slowly lowering the temperature of its surroundings.

I sink down for half a metre, the grass under my feet turning in a shallow bowl. I then adjust the qi construct around the necklace, telling it to absorb a wide disk of earth. Radial filaments of qi pull earth, dirt and rocks to the necklace, where Tree pulls them inside. I set it to absorb about half a metre of material in a ten-metre radius. I can make a shallow and wide depression, that should attract a lot less attention than a gaping hole. The necklace starts moving faster as the Tree grows used to accepting a steady stream of materials.

The process pauses now and then to allow for a big rock to be pulled through. I instruct the Tree to deposit the materials in the manner described earlier, and it happily agrees that it is a good plan. Some of the leftover normal trees have their roots dangling from the thin soil layer, they get covered one by one as Tree thickens the ground. I keep walking, speeding up slowly, as we smooth out the kinks in the process.

I instruct Tree to create a big lake. I want fresh and saltwater separation; I do not yet have a volcano to start a small rain cycle. If I were to pour seawater inside the necklace now, it would just create brackish water and kill all the plants. Tree makes a big bowl shape from dirt beside the garden.

Seen from the top, the garden is to the northeast, the clearing is to the south and the new lake is to the north-west of the Tree. The water surrounding the ring of dirt gets slowly funnelled to this lake and starts filling it. Golden threads of qi pick up water plants, fish and aquatic insects as they get transported to the new body of water.

I can see the sea to the north, so I plan on surrounding the disk of earth with sandy beaches and salt water.

I create a few processes to automate the necklace’s underground path. I see the ground sink in a widening circle around me and adjust the radius to slowly increase, speeding the process up further. I then grab Lola from my shoulder and look her in the eyes. “Had a nice time relaxing these past few days?”

She tilts her head at my question. I grin at her. “That ends now, go do some training.”

I throw her up into the air while wrapping her in a small qi formation and watch her soar upwards. There are now two white dots in the sky and they are growing closer fast. I hope that Rhea has cooled down a little bit, the rabbit flying towards her at subsonic speeds is sure to piss her off.

I stop walking, automating the necklace to move on without me as I gaze upwards. Enhancing my eyes with qi, I sit down to watch the show. I compress some air to form a zoom lens, allowing me to clearly see what will happen.

⁂
Re-Haan is confused again. First, her stalking victim went into a city with two of his disciples. Then he ran to the west at top speed, and she had to work her wings heavily to keep up. He stopped when he arrived on the open plains and the ground started sinking under his feet. The dragoness can see a circular indentation forming, her sharp eyes catching the widening circle turn into a longer shape.

Then he threw something at her. The small object went too fast for her to get a good look at it, and it didn’t slow down until it was nearing her height. Now she sees a small flailing rabbit gasping for air. The fluffy critter stops flailing as it slows down, and the dragon calculates it should reach its apex around the height she is flying. She licks her lips and concludes that the human is not only strong, he is also considerate, sending something to eat her way. She was just getting peckish.

The wide dragon’s maw opens in preparation for the snack, the bunny has stopped flailing at this point and seems to be breathing slowly. It must be paralysed by fear, she realises.

Re-Haan snaps her jaws shut, expecting a satisfying crunch of fragile bones. Then she is confused when nothing enters her mouth and even more confused when she feels a slight weight on her back. She turns her long neck, looking at her new passenger. The bunny is sitting between the spikes jutting from her spinal column, making itself as small as possible. She tries to reach for the morsel of food but it is just out of reach.

The bunny is sitting there with its eyes closed. Its breaths are coming slow and methodical, but it’s breathing rhythm is speeding up slowly. Rhea raises a single scaled brow as she understands that it is acclimating to the thin air up here. She looks down again and sees the human looking back up at her. There are two sets of magnifying lenses between both parties, so she can see the slight hint of disappointment on his face clearly. What was the purpose of this action? She decides to ignore the bunny for now and continues to make lazy circles high over the plains.

Five minutes later she feels the critter hopping around. She cranes her neck again and stares into the big, dark eyes of the fluff ball. She moves to bite at it again, but the bunny stamps her hind feet once.

The force of this small movement nearly causes the dragon to lose control of her flight. The scale the bunny stamped on almost cracked in half. She stops her attempts at eating the thing and watches the bunny hop around her back, weaving through her spines and seemingly having a good time.

So Rhea is confused even more, especially when the bunny hops over to her head and lies down on her nose while looking around. She has to admit it looks kind of cute. She jerks her snout upwards to send the critter flying, ‘dragons don’t think that other animals are cute,’ she chastises herself.

The bunny is airborne and lets out a soft squeal. It then kicks the air and Rhea is shocked at the force. The sharp crack of air means that the bunny’s feet passed through the sound barrier.

Her confusion only grows as the bunny starts jumping through the air, circling around her massive frame. It lands a little later and licks the white scales of her nose. She launches the critter again with a jerk of her head, and a small prickle of amusement works its way into her heart at the sight of the flailing and squealing critter.

⁂
I sigh in frustration. Leave it to Lola to play around with a dragon instead of fighting her. I frown as I stop looking up, maybe introducing these two females in my life to each other was a bad idea? I decide to stop worrying and focus back on the necklace that is now absorbing dirt and rocks like a madman.
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I decide to ignore the frolicking dragon and bunny for now. I have some free time while Tree absorbs more dirt, so I sit down to meditate.

I focus my sight inwards, looking at both my cores. The moment I focus on both of them, I’m surprised, the small solid cores are not that small anymore. My braincore is now filling a good quarter of the available space and my heartcore has grown to a similar size. I think I have sufficient mental power to compress my liquid qi into a higher stage, which should speed up the core forming process significantly. I won’t do that out here though; I prefer the safety of an owned dimension for that kind of stuff.

I take a better look at my braincore and see every process I have running. I look at my danger analyser, as it takes up a good chunk of my available thinking space. I think with my brain, and the separate areas in my mind still do their own thing. I still use my hippocampus for memory storage, for example. My danger sensing process runs on my braincore with a link to my actual brain.

You can see it like this – my brain is the overseer housing my consciousness. It then uses the braincore for dumb slave labour in the form of automated processes by placing semi-permanent circuits. That means that that part of my braincore is now doing its own thing instead of boosting the brain. I can carve permanent circuits into my braincore; these programmed processes would run with a few percent more efficiency.

I don’t do this for a few reasons. I would lose the circuitry when I perform another density increasing crunch, and messing with permanent circuits is risky. I can’t really pause the process to make changes; it has to be modified in real-time. Short-circuiting something important while changing the process is a rather painful, unpredictable and messy experience. So I will gladly lose a few percent of efficiency for the increased ability to change processes on the fly.

I take a better look at my heartcore. It wobbles around a bit as my heart pumps blood around my body. As usual, the core is both physical and immaterial. I can see and feel it, but cutting my heart out would not give you a physical thing. I suspect that the core is being held together by my consciousness somehow, and my death would release the qi back into the atmosphere. I could have performed experiments on live subjects to find this out, but human experimentation is a line I feel very hesitant about crossing and beasts tend to condense actual cores anyway.

I know that I am experimenting on my students with my unorthodox teaching method, but I am not cutting them open while they are alive.

I stare at the process inside my heart for a bit longer. I breathe in mana and guide it to both cores with a fifty-fifty split. The transformed heartcore qi gets bound to the blood when it’s pumped through both ventricles. It then passes through the body, slowly getting released along with the nutrients and oxygen my cells need. The qi then follows these resources and reinforces the places where they are being used.

I suddenly understand that exercise and training is potentially useful for heartcore cultivators. I did a lot of experiments back in the Cultivation World in terms of exercise and improvement. It’s utterly useless for a braincore user, but muscles that get used a lot get reinforced more by the heartcore. This means that it is also moderately useful for dantian users; they get a small amount of automatic body reinforcement from the blood flowing through their guts. A rather small portion of the qi they gather in their core gets released in the bloodstream, like a weaker version of a heartcore.

I look at my muscle cells and I see a difference in passive qi density. My skin has a lot less qi reinforcing it than my leg muscles. My heart has even more reinforcement than the rest of my body. I check my brain and see that the qi is denser still. That explains why I have access to my augur already. I use and enhance my brain the most out of any body part, so that area received a relatively large amount of oxygen and nutrients.

I create a finely-toothed-comb qi construct and rake it across my skin. It leaves minuscule red lines running in parallel across my arm. The repair process starts immediately and I see blood vessels widening slightly in order to transport more blood to the damaged region. A few seconds later my skin is fully repaired and I sense that the passive qi density in that area has increased slightly.

I have to stop thinking of my heartcore in the same terms as my braincore – they are totally different. Moving around feels really good because my body feels the muscles being reinforced and rewards me for it. It is like a runner’s high on steroids. Qi reinforcement increases in active areas, and sitting still will reinforce my body uniformly.

Time for another test. I found something similar to tobacco in my previous world. I pull a pouch of the stuff from my spatial ring and roll it into a cylinder. I substitute paper with a qi construct. I excite the molecules at one end and put the other end of the brown cylinder in my mouth. I take a long drag, burning up a third of the roll-up, breathing in the harmful smoke. I see a bit of the chemicals and tar stay inside my lungs upon exhaling, slowly damaging my alveoli and bronchi. Alveoli are the small sacs that do the actual work, bronchi are the branching air tubes, by the way. Blood flow to these areas increases slightly and I sense more qi being deposited there. Next, I create a small qi construct.

‘FOLLOW SKIN, SMALL CUT.’

It races across my body, leaving a small red line in its wake. The split cells are repaired quickly, the surrounding cells dividing to replace them. I stop the construct the moment I see this. A top tier cultivators’ cells only split when they heal. A cell’s lifespan is determined by how many times it has split, this entire concept is also known as vitality. Doing destructive training like this will increase the strength of that area, but it will also sap away at my vitality.

This has - among other things - to do with telomeres, the caps at the end of DNA. These caps shorten with every cell split; people age because the cells run out of telomere and stop being able to divide. Cultivators can live longer because qi supports a cell’s workings. The cell has to do less work by itself and thus has a longer lifespan. Cultivators get older when they are active or need to heal big wounds. This also explains why body cultivators have generally shorter lifespans; they move and fight more, thus their cells need to split more often. It also gives some credence to the idea of sitting still in a meditation room all day.

I continue to do some more tests, but my concentration breaks when I fall to the ground. That is weird because I was sitting on the ground. I look around in a slight daze and notice that the necklace has dug half a metre of earth from beneath my butt. The circular depression is a hundred metres in diametre now. It has run around in circles, excavating more and more dirt from a widening circle. I do some quick math. Let’s see, pi times fifty metres squared times half a metre is… around four thousand square metres of dirt and rock. Soil is one point seven tonne per cubic metre, rock two point eight, so the average of those… That is… about eight thousand tonnes of dirt.

That might seem like quite a lot, but this is going to take forever at this pace. I check the sun and see that an hour has passed while I was coming to grips with biological mortality. I want to put enough soil inside Tree to kick-start the qi cycle, and for that, I will need a substantial amount of materials. The mountain I stole is four hundred million tonnes of stone, so I conclude that I need a lot more dirt. I don’t want the entire ecosystem of Tree’s dimension to be overpowered by a single cold mountain. I also want to kidnap a volcano later and I don’t want to put it too close to my frozen mountain. I want the difference between the two to start generating qi, and putting them too close will cause one to melt and the other to cool. I will need to put a lot of soil between both temperature extremes.

I hold out my hand and snatch the necklace from beneath the earth when it comes by again. With Tree in hand, I look around. The big-ass circle is very obvious. It’s like a lazily made crop circle in the middle of grass-covered plains. I breathe out a big portion of my qi and slowly equalize the area. I sink it into the ground and start pushing and pulling. The ground shakes a bit under my feet, the grass rising and falling as the obviously sunken circle smoothens out into a very shallow bowl. There, nobody would suspect that I just nicked just under ten thousand tonnes of soil from this place. I jump away a bit, pulling my qi back to me.

Now on a fresh piece of grassland, I sink qi into the ground again. I also drop the necklace beneath my feet. I make a disk of qi a hundred metres wide. I make sure the disk tapers off so it becomes thinner the further away it gets. I then pull all the dirt my qi is saturating to the necklace. I then start running as the ground sinks under my feet while pulling the underground circle and necklace along with me. Every minute, I pull in the same amount of rocks and dirt that got absorbed in the previous hour.

This is more like it! I speed up as I feel Tree growing used to handling large amounts of materials. I run in a curved line, leaving a shallow, kilometre long depression in my wake. I speed up a bit more, pouring out a total of half my liquid qi to increase my pace. I do three-quarters of a circle before making a sharp turn. I run straight across the wide plains before starting to turn again.

I make sure to not overexert my muscles; I want to prevent them from having to split as much as possible. I run for half an hour, enjoying the mindless pumping of my feet. Another straight, sharp turn and semi-circle later I stop. I trace a finger over the miniature Tree sunken in the necklace, Tree feels… kind of queasy? Don’t throw up, Tree, I’m sorry for making you eat this fast. It slowly calms down and I take a look inside.

Golden qi is everywhere, massive tentacles of rock and soil are slowly moving to new positions. Enormous globes of dirt are floating through space in a holding area. The floating island of ground is a lot thicker now and rich, brown soil is being spread out, expanding the habitable area rapidly. It should have enough dirt to form a habitable area the size of a big island. That is enough for now, next up; sand for some beaches, a shitload of seawater and some fishes, and a volcano. Then I can call this pocket dimension’s first phase finished.

The qi levels have been dropping rapidly though. All this unpowered raw matter will start absorbing qi until they reach the same power levels as the ambient air. I look at the centre of the growing disk and see my disciples standing on Tree’s branches, looking at the grand spectacle with awed expressions.

I retract my focus from Tree and look around the plains. The sloping caused by the absence of underground dirt and rock is barely noticeable. I then reinforce the ground with qi and jump up, spinning slightly to look around. My grin breaks my face in half as I see my work. Some of you might have noticed already, but I drew a massive penis. I remind myself to come back here when it rains, the shallow phallus shaped ditch isn’t that visible unless you know what to look for, but rain will gather there. It should make a massive and glorious dong river. I burst out in laughter at the sheer stupidity of it all.

My danger process warns me of incoming danger but doesn’t put me in battle mode. Must be something friendly? I look up and see Lola falling towards me. The projectile is friendly. She plops down on my head and lies her ears back. I make a grab for her, but she jumps to my shoulders with speed. I make another grab as we start falling, but she jumps off, kicks the air and lands on my other shoulder. She snorts and grumbles a bit. I tie her down with a band of qi and grab her by the scruff of her neck. She flails a bit but then hangs there dejectedly as we plummet to the ground.

I hold her to my chest as we land and begin scratching her between the ears. This seems to mollify her as she starts making small noises. “Had fun with the dragon?”

She looks up and twists her ears around. She wiggles her nose as she burrows into my chest. She’s such a cutie.

⁂
“What the fuck is even happening right now?”

Half of the disciples cast a glance at Tess before looking back at the spectacle in front of their eyes. Ket was already awake, and the rest woke when the ground started rumbling and shaking. They gathered to find out what was happening but saw nothing out of sorts. Then, an hour later the Tree exploded into a golden glow. Streams of rock and dirt started spewing from multiple points around the large Tree, golden qi surrounding the undulating snakes of soil. They all looked around with large eyes at the weirdness surrounding them but went to do their own thing after it went on for quite a while. The snakes of dirt moved an incredible amount of earth to massive floating spheres as if Tree is storing the materials temporarily.

Now the rumbling suddenly stopped and they are all standing halfway up the Tree, looking out over the lands dotted with the remaining trees. Ket replies. “We can enter and leave through the Tree. I think Teach is gathering more soil by pushing it through.”

The circle of brown earth is growing visibly bigger as the ground continues to shift. The entire disk of walkable ground used to be fairly small, but it is rapidly expanding outwards. Large globes of dirt hanging over their heads start moving to the outer edges as they flatten and form hills.

“I sense the ice moving, look over there!” Selis points a finger seemingly randomly. Before anyone can say something, a white-capped peak breaks through the soil surface. Far away, at least a few kilometres from the centre, the mountain their Teacher stole slides upwards into view. A cold wind starts to blow from that direction until golden threads of qi start a slow whirlwind around the stone behemoth. This keeps the cold contained, preventing the slowly creeping ice from spreading too far.

The group of disciples keeps looking at the changing horizon, watching as the Tree makes valleys and ridges. Big rocks float together into formations to break up the ground here and there. The big and cold mountain gets surrounded by elevated plateaus while some of the snow breaks off to spread on the surrounding soil.

“WHAT ARE YOU USELESS NINCOMPOOPS STARING AT AND WHY IS MY BOAT NOT FINISHED YET? WHY ARE YOU STANDING THERE WITH YOUR THUMBS UP YOUR ASSES?”

The group of disciples nearly shit their pants as they jump into the air. Bord seems to float for a few seconds longer than the rest of the group, but this goes otherwise unnoticed. They scramble down Tree the moment they find their footing, the amazing sights forgotten for now.
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There is something about crafting that soothes my soul. Using my own hands to make something new is incredibly cathartic. I get distracted by my thought about souls for a moment. Nearly every person on this world has a black sphere, but I am starting to suspect that it might be a perception error on my part. I have developed certain ways of looking at things that don’t seem to cross worlds very well.

I shake my head a bit and continue clambering across the support beams of my ship. The wooden rib cage that forms the vessel’s support structure is clad on the outside with wooden planks. The ship’s hold will need to be filled with ballast to prevent it from keeling over with a stiff breeze, so I have no plans of making this area easier to navigate by foot.

Tess hands me another plank and I nail it halfway up the hull with my augur, making the beginnings of the below-decks floor. Please don’t hold it against me if I butcher ship terminology. I was no ship-ologist back on Earth, and I refuse to call it something like the “First Heavenly Galley Floor,” as was custom with flying cultivator ships.

“Make some square beams to reinforce this floor. The qi-reinforced wood doesn’t really need it, but we have appearances to keep up.”

I look at my disciples who are working hard. Ket is now in charge of gathering new wood. I wince a bit as Bord fails to catch a log as it ploughs into his face. The only other braincore cultivator on this planet, at least as far as I know, is chopping down trees; then he strips them of their branches and throws the log at high speed and with pinpoint precision. Bord rolls around a bit while clutching his face as Selis pulls on the water in the fallen tree trunk to make it roll over to her. Bord gets up just in time to receive another stripped tree to the back of his head. I glance towards Ket’s position and see his head peeking out between the remaining trees. He is totally doing that on purpose.

I ignore the resilient fatty and look at the rest. Angeta is using qi on her nails to slice the logs in the needed shapes, Vox is sanding the surfaces flat by lasering the protruding bits and splinters with his white beams and Tess is handing the results to me after Selis dries them out. I catch a square beam that jumps from the shadows and plaster it to the underside of the below decks.

I decide there and then to call the lowest area the hold, the floor above that the below decks and the deck is the deck. Below decks is where the banks of rowing slaves are normally, but multiple hidden qi powered rotary engines will do that job. I am still tinkering and simulating the engine design for optimal efficiency and controllability. The first prototype I designed and simulated went from zero to blender speeds without anything in between. Not only would the oars splinter into lethal shrapnel at those speeds, the water would explode into steam from the friction. Not ideal.

The below decks will be part experimental laboratory, part loading area and part guest quarters. A big-ass hatch amidships will allow for stowing and loading of goods without cheating with spatial rings, essential if I ever want to leisurely tour some coastal cities.

I also decide to use the other sailing terms I remember. The front part of the ship will be the fore; the back is the aft. Port will be left, starboard right and the looking back is the stern. The big-ass stick will be the mast, the horizontal stick the beam. There will be two big sticks, the foremast and the mainmast. Those are all the sailing terms I will need, I decide. No need for complicated shit like the mizzen mast, fore jib halyard or, I snicker to myself, poopdeck. My translation process will have to listen to local sailors to pick up and automatically translate those terms first though, I see more sneaking and stalking in my future.

The ground continues to rumble occasionally as we work, as Tree is still rearranging the lands around us. The grand clumps of dirt and rock floating over our heads have disappeared; Tree didn’t seem to be able to form the land and absorb dirt at the same time, so it made a buffer area. The main clearing is now located on a flat plane surrounded by naked brown hills dotted with rocks. The ice-covered mountain is located a few kilometres away.

This should be enough. Letting this little dimension grow too quickly is not smart, qi needs qi to generate more qi. Spreading this too thin will slow the process way the fuck down. I link my mind to Tree with a thread of power, feeling for what it is doing. The semi-sentient perennial has thickened the ground in the centre by quite a bit. I feel it moving the big slabs of rock around, those I mined from the mountains while waiting for my disciples to climb up. The depth of the ground varies by quite a bit. I sense it planning some spots of grassland, Tree is keeping those fairly thin, but forested areas get way thicker ground. Trees tend to grow roots as deep as they are tall. The ground under Tree is especially thick now.

It has nearly finished moving the earth around, creating a roughly elliptical island of dirt hanging in the void. One end of the ellipse holds the cold mountain; the volcano will be put on the other side. It is the size of an average tropical island, maybe a third of the biggest island in Hawaii. Big enough to do some interesting stuff with, but still manageable.

Tree is also starting to plant new stuff again. Instead of boosting the growth quickly, as it did previously, it seems to throw random seeds everywhere. I rub the spatial ring on my finger and get an idea. I attach the next beam, finishing the structural part of the below decks level and hold a hand up to Tess who is sinking another plank into her own shadow.

“Hold up for a moment.”

I jump out of the boat as I glimpse Tess’ expression twist up a bit. Having a massive piece of wood in your own shadow without being able to put it somewhere must not be comfortable.

“Just stack them inside, for now, be right back.”

She points both hands to the darkness inside the boat as she pulls the plank to the shadow. I walk over to the Tree and pull another piece of jade from my ring. I mentally catalogue all the seeds and cuttings I still have and gather all the knowledge I have available about them. I make a small package of information for each type of plant, including things like preferred growing areas, ideal soil moisture content, ideal amount of sun and such.

I then transform all this information to images. I strip any emotions, text and numbers and display this information with icons and pictures. I push the modified encyclopaedia inside the piece of jade and touch it to the Tree.

“Can you do something with this?”

The tree stops all other activities as I pull a single seed or sapling from each type of plant from my ring. I weave a small stasis field around each one, freezing the qi and molecules in place to prevent them from wilting. I compress the earth around Tree, making a raised ring around the trunk and place the seeds and saplings in neat rows. Not all of them can be planted just yet, some need hot or humid environments, something that this pocket dimension still sorely lacks. I raise a single eyebrow as the jade sinks into the bark.

“Getting greedy? Anyway, if you understand what is inside that jade, start planting the seeds that can be planted currently.”

All the strands of golden qi flowing through the air rush back into the massive tree. A single thread of power emerges from its bark a few seconds later. It touches a seed at random but moves on after just a few seconds of probing. The fourth item its touches is a small stem of Deep Jade Tea, a pale green leafy bush that makes excellent qi infused, nature type tea. This plant needs very little qi to grow and transforms the energies it absorbs into pure plant qi. Angeta will like that one. It also grows just about everywhere.

Tree envelops the small leafy branch and starts pulling on it. The cutting trembles a bit as my small formation breaks. Tree then floats it over to the garden and gently places it on a bare spot of ground. Golden qi sinks into the sapling and it starts growing with visible speed. I nod my head; that bush flowers and produces seeds within a year. It can self-pollinate, and there are instructions about that in the jade.

Tree then looks over five more frozen seeds before it pulls up a small one, planting it a bit away from the freshly planted tea plant. That small seed is Fragrant Blood Soaking Flower. Totally innocent despite its rather sinister name, this red flower tends to do well in iron-rich soil. Battlefields tend to have a lot of iron in the ground, so sites of massive battles usually have seas of this red flower growing everywhere.

I grin at the sight of a golden flurry of threads, Tree is gathering dead insects to increase the iron content in the soil. This is proof that Tree can read the piece of jade, so I turn around and walk back to the boat.

All in all, this little Tree dimension is shaping up nicely so far. I want to go steal some sand, sea water and sea life next. I instructed the Tree not to absorb any animals bigger than earthworms, the birds I let free are all doing their own thing now, but I don’t want any uncontrolled animals with higher and faster growth potentials than my disciples running around. I also gave the Tree a kill on sight order for any mosquito or tick-like insects. Those pests are bad enough when they are normal animals, no need to let them become cultivators too. You do NOT want to know what a qi absorbing parasite can do to a person, seriously. I suppress the shivers running across my back and focus back on building the sailing vessel.

⁂
Vox is thinking a lot about the nature of things in general since Teacher threw that piece of jade at him. It contained an immense amount of information, but most of it was near senile ramblings. The process of sanding down the planks does not need a lot of brainpower, allowing him to think. His eyes shone brightly when he saw Teach walking over to the Tree and pulling an incredible amount of seeds and seedlings from his ring. The way he created a perfect ring around the Tree with a casual wave also impressed the redhead, but the sheer variety of potential plants has Vox salivating.

He had to learn the rule of the jungle when he was abandoned in the middle of a dark forest. The realisation that it was not an unusual holiday didn’t hit him until a few days later when a boar-like being gored his legs open to the bone. He managed to climb some low hanging branches until the angry beast left. The gaggle of small boar-like beings following it explained its aggressive behaviour.

The next few weeks were hell. His leg started hurting more and more until he found a plant he recognised. His teachers had given him an education fitting of a noble’s son, and he knew a little bit of everything. The sap he wrung from the disinfectant plant stung like fire. He chewed through a wrist-thick branch to keep quiet.

He licked dew from leaves until he found a small stream. The stream ended up being the territory of a rather large cat though, and only the lucky find of a cat repelling plant saved him this time. He dug up roots and ate berries, wracking his brain for any scraps of useful information he learned from the few precious dungeon books that his family had access to.

He wandered through the forest looking for a way out. He made spears from long and straight branches to defend himself, even managing to kill some small animals now and then. Fire was a mystery to the boy, dungeon tools and those fidgeting fire mages the only known way to make fire, and he thus ate the meat raw. Plants kept him alive, healed him and protected him.

When he found the end of the forest a long time later, his body was covered in scars. He managed to keep his face, hands and feet undamaged somehow. Finding humans again forced him to hide the marks lest he attract attention. His frail looking noble features were washed away by a year of survival.

He finally made it to the dungeon city the furthest away from the Capital, Tower City. He decided to cast away the remnant of his personality and craft a new one. His father and teachers were all outspoken and obviously masculine, so he decided not to be like that at all. His noble habits were unlearned in the forest and he made sure not to act in the manner he was taught as a boy, ever.

Slowly but surely he picked his life back up, even taking his fabricated personality so far as to insult a noble, landing him in jail. He did odd jobs here and there to survive, but he never forgot about the plants that allowed him to live. So now, Vox is walking over to his Teacher.

“Need two more beams, then we can get started on the deck. OY TREE, GROW TWO BIG ONES FOR THE MASTS. Hey Vox, what is it?”

Vox remembers the massive amount of information in the jade that his teacher showed him. His fighting styles are both best for running away, something he had to do constantly in the forest. That information is very clinical and clean, however. Like a collection of neatly but lifelessly drawn pictures stuck in a big web. The cultivation manual his teacher showed him had something else though, it had a certain personality that shone through the ramblings.

“Can you give me everything you know about plants and medicine?”

No sing-song voice this time, but a neutral flat tone. Vox still doesn’t really know why his teacher kidnapped him, but he suspects that the white glow he sometimes feels flitting through his body has something to do with it. Regardless of the reason though, Vox feels enough gratitude for this weird man to not bring forth his fake personality when asking this question.

Instead of frowning or annoyance, Teach grins wider than he ever saw him grin before.

“Finally. Sure, give me your ring for a second.”

Vox takes off the black ring with a minuscule Tree stuck inside it without question and hands it over. A big piece of jade appears in Teacher’s hands the size of an egg. Teach then narrows his eyes for a single second before it disappears inside Vox’s ring. Some light flashes as Teach brings the ring on his finger in contact with the smaller spatial storage item.

Vox takes the ring back and nods a single time. The vapid smile he tends to wear takes a bit longer than usual to reappear. Teach frowns a bit at this as Vox turns around and resumes sanding.

Vox casts a glance at the ring now back on his finger as he smooths out the wooden splinters, the vapid smile turning into a genuine one for a single second.




 

Chapter sixty
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The boat is finally fucking done! It looks really nice, in my opinion. It’s sleeker than those fat trading galleons from the middle ages, more a rowing galley with some hints of modern fibreglass sailboats. I had my students stuff some common goods in crates and load up the hold. It’s filled with a nice variety of metals, weapons and trinkets. I pulled all the qi from the wood for those crates, no need to let that power fall into the wrong hands. Even passive qi can still cause trouble if one tries to mess with it hard enough.

Two masts stick up from the deck but I decide that sails will be too much of a bother. I created a simple and sturdy rowing mechanism that is able to extend and retract the oars at will. The oars are stuck on a ball swivel that has an invisible qi formation around it. I can steer the entire ship from the steering wheel. Small unnoticeable buttons are used to control the various functions on-board.

I had to shrink the below decks by a bit, making the walls of the ship extra thick to allow for the storage of the foldable oars. A rudder is not necessary because I can control the rowing speeds on both sides independently, but I added it anyway. The captain’s quarters are in the aft, a small room on top of the deck making a raised position from which to steer the ship. There is room in the below decks for planned experiments. I want to do some tests on the nature of mana in this world. I can’t really do those in my Tree dimension; the qi will get in the way.

I strengthened the entire ship with some additional passive qi, the hull is able to withstand a cannonball from short range. We also had some fun throwing dirt around, it somehow turned into a high-speed dirt-throwing fight. This was to make the ship look aged and worn, not because I wanted to employ some guerrilla tactics to beat up my students, of course. Lola was declared the winner somehow, her powerful feet producing shotgun blasts of soil that stung even my body.

I loudly protested and showed them the statistics that I had on the fight, but nobody paid my rock solid proof any mind. The smug bunny is now sitting on my shoulder again. I decide to make people focus on her, being known as the “bunny pirate” has a certain ring to it.

“So, you all ready to move out?”

I get a variety of nods in return. We are all standing in front of Tree, sitting on our mounts and all dressed up as mercenary traders again. I pat my big blue bear on the back. It is even now breathing in big gulps of qi loaded air. The density in the atmosphere has decreased a bit, the small amount present thinned through being absorbed by me, my students, the small animals and birds. Then the qi is further thinned by the large amount of newly acquired earth getting saturated.

I look back and see Angeta sitting on her capybara, whose face and feet now have constant flickering flames dancing around them. Bord’s armour-plated bull is still as imposing as ever, Ket looks fabulous on his shiny metal horse, and Vox sways gently side to side on his fur covered snake’s back. Tess is sitting on her black feathered cat, both shuffling about uncomfortably now that they are not skulking through the shadows. Selis is sitting proudly on her massive, black… alright, that’s enough. I cast another glance her way and see that she is even slightly bobbing up and down with a smile on her face, goddammit.

“Don’t let your mounts run wild, they absorbed some of the qi in the air and have become at least twice as strong now. It might sound stupid, but no need to attract too much attention, okay?”

They all give me odd glances again. I know that I have not been the picture of stealth and subterfuge since I arrived on this world, but I’m trying, okay? I see Vox cast a longing glance to the Tree who is busily using its qi tendrils to make the newly gained surface area bloom into life. A small fraction of the seeds and saplings I gave it are now growing in the garden, Tree can plant them in the wild when they start producing seeds or are big enough to take cuttings from. The big piece of jade I gave Vox contains a massive library of alchemical learning materials, both the original books and my analysis of them. Also some basic chemistry. No need to give him the knowledge to produce hyper-toxins or nerve gas just yet.

I look around one more time before kicking my bear in the flanks. He snorts a bit and walks towards Tree. I pull us through once we are close enough. Endless grasslands and distant mountains greet my eyes once I step through. I look up and see a small white dot again. I zoom in a bit and see a miniscule red dot floating in front of the dragoness held tight by barely visible coils of wind. She must be studying hard.

One by one, my other disciples also appear. I hang the necklace around my neck and we move out. We are walking north again, the rolling hills sticking up over the horizon slowly but surely coming closer.

“Uuuhm, Teach?”

I crane my neck to looks at Selis. “Hmmh?”

“When… When I control water, there is this blue glow in my body?”

She tilts her head as she asks this question. Or is it a statement? “Yeah, so?”

My brusque reply causes her to falter for a bit. Then she pouts and frowns. “What is it?”

“Good question. I don’t really know.” I give her a big smile.

Her brow creases further. Vox chimes in. “I have these odd flashes of white light running through my body when using my qi. Is that what you mean?”

She nods at the redhead. “I can’t really see them, but feel them out of the corner of my eye?” Her head tilts the other way this time.

“Ah, I got those, but black.”

“Mine are grey.”

“Green.”

We now all look at Bord, the only one that hasn’t said a thing yet. He slowly pulls a finger from his nose, looking around startled at the attention. “Triangles?”

Ket slaps a hand to his face while muttering to himself. It’s something about instinct, but I don’t really bother to listen.

They are now all staring holes in the back of my head. Alright, I give in. “You guys were the only ones of a suitable age and position in the entirety of Dungeon City that had these. I think they have something to do with affinity, but honestly, I made you fellows my disciples to find out. And I don’t think an eighty-year-old guy or a baby would appreciate me kidnapping them from their family and forcing them to learn to cultivate.”

“You told me affinities don’t exist?” Ket asks me.

“They didn’t back in my previous world; I had to look really closely at you guys to even catch a glimpse. Have you all compared ease of elemental control?”

Ket comes up with the necessary data. “Selis can control water with around ten per cent more qi efficiency; her volume is a lot larger. I can’t even get plants to listen to me, but Angeta seems to do it without the required knowledge about cells. Vox, I have no clue. Something with light. Tess…”

He looks at Tess with a blank expression on his face. “I can’t even find Tess half of the time, so I have too little data. Bord, also not a clue. I can propel metal with double the efficiency of anyone else. Only some metals, iron works very well, I can’t get a proper grip on aluminium and copper.”

I nod a bit before replying. “I think it has something to do with the way dragons use magic. From the little dragon magic I have directly observed, their elements are so in tune with them they need only call out to them to get them to perform certain spells. I am not sure how a mana affinity system is transferred over to qi, but whatever.

“I think that training will have an exponential effect. Selis will have a small advantage with pure water control now; that will grow a lot bigger at higher levels, same with the rest of you.” I turn to Angeta. “Have you experimented with all kinds of organic materials?”

Her furry eyebrows raise up into the air, so I elaborate. “How alive must something be for your control to work? Does it work on dead grass, for example?”

She plucks a blade of grass from the ground as she studies it. It grows a bit and forms into a glove around her hands. Neat, but not useful right now. Selis also plucks a blade of grass from the ground with a strand of qi. She strokes it with a finger, pulling the water from the green leaf, turning it a pale brown. She hands the shrivelled strand to Angeta, who concentrates on it.

“What if you end up in a desert without any plants around? Or what if you get trapped in the void of space with only crumbling trees that turn to dust when you touch them. Or in the middle of an ocean of acid that eats away anything it touches?”

These are all scenarios I have come across, thus my strict refusal to grow in any specific single direction. “I’d rather be a jack-of-all-trades than a more powerful single element user. This is my path though; you all should find your own.”

Silence reigns as I listen to the muted footsteps of our varied mounts. Angeta continues to stare fiercely at the shrivelled blade of grass in her hands until she incinerates it with an irritated snort.

I have to pull on my bears’ reins more than once to keep him walking at a sedate pace. I pull a compressed wooden ball from my ring and hold it up to Lola who is chilling on my shoulder.

“Catch.” I throw it into the distance, briefly rooting myself to the ground to prevent her jump from throwing me back. She hops back half a minute later with the ball between her teeth.

I continue to play catch with her for a little longer. Ket steers his horse besides my bear and we talk some advanced math. We talk a bit about funny or weird number patterns, like the prime number sieve, and I introduce the golden mean to him. He finds some fractal patterns and we compete with drawing out the most complex shapes. It amuses me to no end as he attempts to draw the Mandelbrot set. He keeps getting stuck on infinite loops, so I just tell him to limit his cycles to ten before calling it infinite. The rest have fallen behind a long time ago, some disciples rubbing their heads in pain as they attempt to keep up with us. ‘Braincore master race,’ I think with a grin.

We have reached the hills now, our animals are not walking very fast, about the speed of a running mortal, but they barely need to rest so we eat up the distance pretty quickly. Sandy patches have started showing up between the grassy hills, indicating that the sea is getting near now.

“Teach, why do you only give us the extracted data?”

I widen my eyes at Vox’s unexpected question. He has the egg-sized piece of jade in his hands. He must have been studying and comparing my analysis with the source materials.

“Why do you think?” No answer comes as I give a really cheap reply. I can see the sea between the sand dunes when he answers.

“So we come to our own conclusions?”

“Nope, so you can form your own opinions.”

Ket frowns deeply at this for a minute before replying again. “A lot of symbolism is lost…”

His sentence trails off into nothingness as he loses his confidence in his answer. I decide to explain myself for a bit. “We all observe a lot of data. Sight, smell, touch and more. The brain then filters and abstracts this data until only the necessary information is given to the conscious mind. I do the same with every book and lesson I come across. You don’t see every single blade of grass when looking around, do you? You all can count the hairs in my beard, but is that relevant to this conversation?”

Ket nails the subject perfectly when he talks. “Books are data; the lessons we learn from them are information.”

I nod while replying. “Yep, I have already done a couple of steps for you guys to allow better information retention. Learned information is also known as knowledge.”

I raise my finger here, to better illustrate this point. “Data is the world around us. They are the undeniable facts. We record it as information, from which we can acquire knowledge. It’s just a shame that all of this is so dependent on perspective. The most precious and valuable books in the universe are just fancy fire making tools for an illiterate person.”

I see that I have lost nearly all of my disciples with this little rant. Ah well, I hope that at least some of it will stick. “Enough boring talk, we have reached the sea!”

And indeed, the sea is stretching before us. We just crested the last hill and are greeted with a nice sight. Dunes stretch for a couple of hundred metres before us, followed by a beach, followed by the dark blue sea. I kick my mount in the flanks to make it speed up a bit; I want to go and explore the mage islands already. I see no boats on the horizon. Only an endless blue expanse of water.

I dismount when I reach the shore. I dip a single finger in the cold waves and taste it. Not quite as salty as the oceans on Earth, just as I suspected. I jump back on my bear and urge it forward to deeper waters. It snorts loudly, clearly nervous about entering the dark unknown. “Stupid bear, you are entirely blue, why are you scared of water?”

I kick it some more in the flanks until it musters up the courage to take its first steps, over the crashing waves. It flounders a bit, unsure of what to do. I curse at it a bit more. Lola hops off my shoulder and lands on the bears head. She starts stroking the big bear between his missing ears as if to console it. She then jumps in front of the bear, clearly demonstrating her water walking technique. The bear learns it even faster than she did. It had better, it is entirely blue!

I hold it back as it starts frolicking, chasing the small rabbit around. I jerk the reins, forcing it to a halt when we are past the surf. I hold out a hand and pull the boat from the Tree. It lands with a massive splash of water, the thirty-metre long vessel bobbing up and down on the waves. I grab a bottle of wine from my ring, making sure it is the worst vintage I have on hand. I throw it against the hull, causing it to shatter and splash the wood with red stains.

“I hereby christen you…” I pause for dramatic effect. “The Ascent!”

I jump off the bear’s back and land on the deck, immediately walking over to the steering wheel on top the captain’s quarter.

I press some hidden buttons, and with a manic grin, I watch the oars extend themselves. The rest of my students all stare at my actions from the shore. Selis has jumped off her rooster and is running after Lola and the bear, who are now splashing each other with water as they run over the waves.

Let’s go and play pirate, yo-fucking-ho.
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Thank you for reading the third book in the Dao of Magic series. Teach’s adventures continue in the second book, out now!

 

If you enjoyed the book, I’d appreciate it if you could leave a review. Even if you didn’t enjoy the book, I’d love to hear why. Reviews are vital to independent publishers, so either scroll through to the end of this book and leave your thoughts on the book page, or you can follow this link:

geni.us/DAO-1

 

If you want to read more, right now, join my mailing list to get access to exclusive bonus content! Go to my personal website and sign up now to get access to exclusive content like a world-map and bonus chapters:

WeirdWhirl.com
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Skeleton in Space.

It’s about a magical skeleton - named Douglas - who ends up in a science-fiction universe. He then proceeds to try and live a fulfilling life, even though he’s surrounded by self-absorbed spoiled women, ancient monsters who own a sizable chunk of the galaxy, and bioengineered superweapons.
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Angeta: A young female beastkin with an affinity for all things green. Does NOT have anger issues. One of Teach’s students.

Ascent: The boat built by Drew and his students.

Bord: A large kid with a love of food. Might be able to manipulate gravity, but don’t ask him, he wouldn’t know what those words mean. A heartcore cultivator. One of Teach’s students.

Braincore: A method of cultivation where the nexus of power is placed inside the brainstem. This allows for extreme mental skills such as complex qi formations and mental time dilation.

Cultivation: The practice of taking the energies between Heaven and Earth into oneself, empowering the cultivating individual.

Cultivation World: The first world Drew transmigrated to, a traditional Xanxia universe filled with ruthless sects, ancient legacies, and mysterious powers.

Delver: Brave souls that dare (or are forced) to enter the dungeons.

Drew Liam: Originally a normal man from modern Earth, he transmigrated into a ruthless Cultivation World. After a thousand years of escapades and adventures, his ascension was denied as he was slapped into a lower realm.

Gutcore: A method of cultivation where the nexus of power is placed inside the stomach. This allows for a mix of physical and magical reinforcement and combat.

Heartcore: A method of cultivation where the nexus of power is placed inside the heart. This allows for extreme physical prowess and toughness, yet underwhelming magical capacities otherwise.

Ket: Ex baggage carrier, this thin and dark young man has an affinity for metal. Possibly autistic, but his braincore allows him to calculate the optimal social path. One of Teach’s students.

King: The human king of the Shi-Eit kingdom. His name is unknown. Curses a lot.

Lola: A little rabbit heartcore cultivator. Drew’s pet. One of the most powerful beings on the planet.

Magic World: The current world, a medieval low fantasy world filled with dragons, magic, pirates, beast-people, and dungeons.

Mana: The power present in the Magic World, this multifaceted power is divided into multiple elements, each containing a dark and light counterpart.

Mana mutant: An animal that suffered from an extreme dark and light mana imbalance. This caused a mutation in the animal’s bodily composition and possibly an increase in strength.

Peak Dungeon: A massive triangular pillar of dark stone, this piece of impossible geometry holds a dungeon filled with beasts, monsters, and danger. Tends to reward the daring delver with tools and furniture.

Qi: A mystical higher power. This energy is a supernatural high energetic state that’s susceptible to influence from consciousness.

Re-Haan: A female dragon, over two millennia old. The current Guardian of the human Shi-Eit kingdom, she used to spent nearly all of her time napping the years away.

Rhea: Teach’s nickname for Re-Haan.

Selis: A rather cute girl with blue hair and a love of water. Is known to have a mean streak when crossed. One of Teach’s students.

Teach: See Drew Liam.

Tess: A black-haired girl with an affinity for sneaking and shadows. One of Teach’s students.

Tower Dungeon: A massive pillar of light stone, this piece of impossible architecture hold a dungeon filled with beasts, monsters, and danger. Tends to reward the daring delvers with weapons and armour.

Tree: A slightly larger tree. It was otherwise completely unremarkable until Drew forcefully elevated its consciousness using qi.

Vox: A redheaded young man of questionable sexual orientation. Like his sister, he has a high affinity for light influences energies. One of Teach’s students.
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