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  Volume One – Beautiful Clear Sky Chapter 1
Two centuries ago, a great battle against demons raged. The Northern Elder sacrificed himself to defeat the evil forces.

Since then, peace has gradually settled across the land. Why “gradually”? Because wherever there are people, there’s strife. Even over trivial matters, conflicts arise. This problem would persist even if the Northern Elder were to rise from his grave.

Witnessed by martial artists worldwide, the Elder’s six descendants gave him a grand, moving funeral. Afterward, they and their families settled at the Elder’s residence on the Myriad Waters and Thousand Mountains Cliff. There, they practiced martial arts, studied, and occasionally held meetings to reminisce about their ancestor’s glorious past.

As the saying goes, “A great tree spreads its branches.” In just over twenty years, the six descendants had numerous children and disciples. At this point, they realized three things:

First, while they were as close as siblings, rarely quarreling except during sparring sessions, the same couldn’t be said for their wives, children, and disciples.

Second, they had initially believed that after the Elder’s passing, they would need to band together to survive. However, as their children and disciples ventured into the world, they discovered that the skills they had learned from the Northern Elder were enough to command respect throughout the land.

Third, where there is light, there are shadows. Although the demons were defeated, within a decade, a demonic cult arose. Given that the Northern Elder’s death was partly due to the cult’s ancestors, how could his descendants stand idly by? They decided to establish separate sects in various locations to guard against the cult’s threat.

In short, it all came down to one thing: separation.

Regarding this nearly two-hundred-year-old family history, five-year-old Cai Han once grumbled while memorizing the family tree: “It’s just a family split. Why write so much fancy reasoning, as if they never argued on that cliff?”

His sister rewarded him with an unskilled knock on the head. “You’re so naive. Can you call it a mere ‘family split’ when it involves a noble clan?”

Rubbing his head, Cai Han asked, “Then what should we call it?”

Young Miss Cai Zhao replied righteously, “Naturally, it was for the sake of upholding justice in the world. The Northern Elder’s descendants endured the pain of separation, scattering to various places to prevent evil forces from taking advantage and harming the innocent!”

She had overheard this a few days earlier while gnawing on a braised chicken leg at Uncle Sandpot’s stall. The most crucial skill in the martial world is sharp rhetoric. While fighters might not always come to blows, they never miss a chance to exchange barbs.

“Well said, my dear Zhao. You spoke beautifully,” their aunt, Cai Pingzhu, applauded from her sickbed. Though frail and sallow, her face still beamed with a carefree, playful smile.

The children’s father, Cai Pingchun, sat silently nearby. Never good at acting, he couldn’t force a smile. By the window, their mother, Ning Xiaofeng, lowered her head to blow on a bowl of medicinal soup, a large teardrop splashing into it.

They had long known this day would come, but when it finally arrived, their hearts still ached unbearably.

Twelve-year-old Miss Cai stood nearby, her long lashes framing clear eyes like dewdrops, seeming to sense the impending sorrow.

A few days later, Cai Pingzhu passed away. Cai Zhao fell seriously ill and observed a full three years of mourning for her. Soon after, Cai Pingchun proposed that Cai Zhao should leave the valley to become an apprentice. He had already arranged everything with the Qingque Sect, the only branch of the Northern Elder’s descendants that remained on the Myriad Waters and Thousand Mountains Cliff. Known as the world’s premier sect, it was quite prestigious.

Young Miss Cai Zhao immediately expressed that she hadn’t fully recovered from her grief and suggested postponing her apprenticeship.

“Postpone any longer and you’ll be eighteen!” Cai Pingchun scowled threateningly. “If you don’t join another sect before you’re eighteen, do you want to become a demon woman?!”

Cai Zhao furrowed her delicate brows. “I like staying at home. I won’t be comfortable eating or living elsewhere. Father, if I never leave home, how could I possibly become a demon woman?”

“Is there a single shopkeeper or assistant from the town entrance to its end that you don’t know? And you call that never leaving home? Gallivanting about the streets all day…” Ning Xiaofeng scoffed, then straightened her expression after catching her husband’s eye.

“Your great-grandaunt’s parents thought the same way. They believed their sickly daughter couldn’t even walk to town to buy rouge, so how could she get into trouble staying at home? But in the end, she caused more chaos than any real demon woman! You’ll go to the Myriad Waters and Thousand Mountains Cliff for three years, whether you learn martial arts or not. It’s to avoid gossip—and it’s your aunt’s wish!”

“Your mother is right,” Cai Pingchun slammed the table, settling the matter.

Cai Zhao puffed out her chubby cheeks, feeling utterly dejected.

Aunt Cai Pingzhu was the person Cai Zhao respected and loved most in her life. Upright and forthright, she was a shining example of righteousness. Yet from a young age, Cai Zhao had little ambition. She only wished to sleep late, dab some water on her face to make herself look rosy, eat and drink well, and desire nothing more from life.

Now that her beloved aunt had passed, Cai Zhao, amidst her grief, hoped to follow her ancestor’s character and actions, fulfilling Cai Pingzhu’s wishes… if only she didn’t have to leave Luoying Valley. Surely there were other ways to follow in her footsteps?

This dilemma stemmed from the Cai family’s peculiar fate in Luoying Valley—Cai daughters must apprentice to other sects and couldn’t be raised at home. Otherwise, they’d cause trouble at best or great calamity at worst.

In the very beginning, when all the Northern Elder’s descendants lived together on the Myriad Waters and Thousand Mountains Cliff, the six families’ children intermingled freely. It wasn’t uncommon for Family A’s son to learn swordsmanship from Family B’s uncle, horsemanship from Family C’s brother, and how to woo girls from Family D’s elder brother. Back then, the Cai family daughters’ quirk wasn’t so apparent, manifesting at most as petty squabbles with their female cousins.

Once the families separated, the first Cai daughter raised purely within her own family embarked on the path of a demon woman with unstoppable force—defiant, perverse, and blessed with extraordinary talent. No matter how her elders advised her, she remained willful, scouring every corner of the martial world for unorthodox martial arts manuals and fierce beasts. Eventually, she indeed caused great trouble.

This ancestress was straightforward enough to disappear from the martial world before others could seek retribution. For decades afterward, martial artists would shake their heads at the mention of Luoying Valley.

A generation or two later, skipping over several “ordinary level” unfilial daughters, the Cai family produced an innovative demon woman. Not only was she unruly and unable to distinguish right from wrong, but she eventually colluded with the demon cult’s leader. This forced her father to declare he would “sacrifice his daughter for righteousness” and personally lead righteous martial artists to suppress the demon cult and clean house. However, this matter also fizzled out as this ancestress similarly vanished without a trace.

Despite these impressive predecessors, it was Cai Zhao’s great-grandaunt, who was said to be bedridden for eleven months of the year, who truly cemented the Cai family’s bizarre fate.

After nearly a century of strict precautions, and continuously sending daughters to brother sects to ward off disaster, the Cai family hadn’t produced a demon woman in a long time. When this frail great-grandaunt was born, the Cai Valley Master and his wife, pitying their sickly daughter, inevitably relaxed their vigilance and kept her at home to recover. Who could have guessed she would later spark an unprecedented bloodbath in the martial world?

Since then, the Cai family dared not harbor any wishful thinking. Whenever a daughter was born, they dutifully contacted their brother sects to see which sect leader was good-natured, had relaxed rules, and most importantly, maintained an unrestrained atmosphere. They would send their daughter there for a few years, not expecting her to become a great female hero, but merely hoping for a peaceful life free from illness and disaster. With luck, she might even bring home a son-in-law.

For instance, Cai Zhao’s aunt, Cai Pingzhu, was sent to the Pei Qiong Manor, one of the Northern Elder’s six sects, at the age of ten.

Conversely, as long as Cai’s daughters obediently apprenticed to other sects, they would grow up to be either gentle and virtuous or righteous and principled. Currently, the pinnacle of Cai women was the legendary heroine Cai Pingzhu, who not only displayed astonishing talent from a young age and became world-renowned but also reversed a desperate situation. The lower limit for Cai women was still a smooth marriage and a happy family life.

With past events as a mirror and the historical environment so harsh, Cai Zhao had no choice but to leave home for her apprenticeship to ward off disaster.

Accustomed to being ordered around by his sister Cai Pingzhu since childhood, the Cai Valley Master was quite efficient in handling affairs. In just three short days, he had prepared the necessary luggage and servants for the journey to the Qingque Manor on Mount Jiuli.

On the day of departure, valley and town residents crowded to see her off. Cai Zhao, teary-eyed, kept waving outside the carriage while biting her handkerchief until Ning Xiaofeng pulled her back.

Cai Zhao sighed tearfully, “Without me, how lonely the shopkeepers and assistants in town will be.”

Ning Xiaofeng snorted, “Look outside the carriage. Are they fearful or jubilant?”

Cai Zhao peeked out and saw that it was indeed as her mother said. She immediately stopped crying, feeling somewhat indignant. “Truly, the world is full of ungrateful people. That rouge shop owner said I was the most discerning customer he’d ever met, and the silk shop owner just said the other day that meeting a perceptive buyer like me was his greatest fortune in three lifetimes.”

Ning Xiaofeng casually remarked, “Perhaps they were being sarcastic.”

“Mother, what’s the opposite of ‘greatest fortune in three lifetimes’?” little Cai Han asked curiously.

Ning Xiaofeng picked her ear. “The worst misfortune in three generations?”

Cai Han, sitting in his father’s lap, burst into giggles.

Cai Zhao indignantly exclaimed, “These shopkeepers are so short-sighted! The reason our Luoying Town has become the most popular market within a hundred miles in just over ten years is that we’ve always upheld Aunt’s wishes. Whether selling food, clothing, or acting as brokers, everyone strives for honesty, excellence, competitive pricing, and a good reputation.”

Little Cai Han grumbled, “But sister is too particular. Even for a bowl of wonton, she insists on a filling of 70% front-leg meat and 30% shrimp paste. Why can’t they use back leg meat…”

Cai Zhao looked astonished. “Using back leg meat might be acceptable for braised meat, but for clear soup wontons, of course, you need front leg meat. Back-leg meat is too tough. Can’t you taste the difference?”

The remaining three Cai family members shook their heads in unison—who could tell the difference between such tiny pieces of meat in wontons?

Cai Zhao shook her head repeatedly, sighing, “You’re all so undiscerning. This is why so many century-old shops’ skills stagnate—they’re spoiled by undemanding customers like you. Ah Aunt was right. I pour my heart out for the world, yet the world misunderstands me…”

The Cai couple, unable to bear it any longer, simultaneously covered their ears.

Cai Zhao struggled to plead once more, “Father, Mother if it doesn’t matter whether I learn martial arts or not, why must I go to the Qingque Sect? I heard there’s a new Green Bamboo Gang just outside our Luoying Valley. That seems good to me. I could apprentice under their leader, leave in the morning, and return to town to sleep at night.”

Cai Pingchun frowned, “That Green Bamboo Gang was formed by bamboo raft operators on the river. They’re barely considered part of the martial world…”

“Father, you shouldn’t say that. Their leader Wang’s Forty-Nine Strokes of Water Paddling technique has some reputation.”

Ning Xiaofeng remarked casually, “Wasn’t that name you came up with a few months ago and then persuaded Uncle Sandpot to tell Leader Wang?”

Cai Zhao smiled sheepishly.

Ning Xiaofeng continued, “Saying the Green Bamboo Gang ranks last in the martial world is already being polite. If you’d rather go there than to the Qingque Sect, it would be quite embarrassing for our world’s premier sect. To be honest, I’m not too fond of your future master’s…”

Cai Pingchun coughed lightly.

“…your future master’s wife,” Ning Xiaofeng quickly added. “However, going to the Qingque Sect was personally agreed to by your aunt. You should consider that.”

Cai Zhao let out a small sigh. “…Alright.”
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Luoying Valley, nestled in the heart of the central south region, enjoys spring-like weather year-round. In contrast, the Jiuli Mountains stretch across the vast, distant northern ranges. Foreseeing this, Valley Master Cai wisely allowed ample time for the journey. His family could travel either by water or use the celestial kites, enabling them to both enjoy the scenery and make swift progress.

On the day they disembarked, Master Wang of the Green Bamboo Gang, along with his followers, tearfully bid them farewell at the shore. They expressed gratitude for Cai Zhao’s kindness in not becoming their disciple and presented over a dozen fragrant, glistening roasted geese as a parting gift. This gesture infuriated Cai Zhao, causing her to puff up like a blowfish and refuse to eat in protest.

Amidst laughter and chatter, the family finally reached the borders of Qingque Prefecture, just as they finished their snacks.

Qingque Prefecture, named after the Qingque Sect, was once the cultivation site of the Northern Chen Patriarch. Two hundred years had passed in the blink of an eye, transforming the once-isolated mountain village into a holy land coveted by martial artists worldwide. The Cai family briefly rested in the town at the foot of the mountain before hiring several single-wheeled carts suitable for mountain travel to continue their journey upward the next day.

As they left the small town, a majestic and solemn mountain range came into Cai Zhao’s view.

The imposing peaks loomed overhead, their massive, treacherous rocks resembling petrified monsters. These craggy formations seemed to climb greedily above and around travelers as if poised to strike at any moment. Layers of deep, vibrant, and pale green foliage stacked upon one another, surging forward and making it difficult to breathe. The seemingly gentle peaks were, in fact, incredibly tall and steep, their true scale masked by distance.

Legend held that in ancient times, this area was home to various demons and poisonous creatures. Nourished by the abundant spiritual energy in the mountains, these beings wreaked havoc on the populace. Eventually, immortals eradicated these monsters and assigned a disciple named Northern Chen to guard the area.

As time passed and the world changed, spiritual energy in the mortal realm was depleted, and immortals ceased to visit. Meanwhile, the young disciple Northern Chen, who had been tasked with guarding the Jiuli Mountains, became known as the Northern Chen Patriarch, a figure revered throughout the martial arts world.

In her youth, Cai Zhao once asked her aunt, “Is the Patriarch truly a disciple of the immortals?”

Cai Pingchu smiled and replied, “Who knows what’s true about events from hundreds of years ago? Still, we of the Northern Chen lineage should always strive to honor our ancestors. Tell me, Zhao-Zhao, do you hope this is true or false?”

“I hope it’s false,” Cai Zhao answered seriously, cupping her chubby face in her hands.

Surprised, Cai Pingchu asked why.

The little girl sighed like an adult and explained, “If it’s true, then all the other immortals left for the heavens, abandoning the Patriarch alone in the mortal world. How pitiful that would be.”

Cai Zhao couldn’t recall much of the conversation that followed. She only remembered the gentle sunlight that day, making her drowsy as she lay on her aunt’s lap. Her aunt’s expression was tender, her palm soft as she stroked Cai Zhao’s hair, murmuring, “With such a soft heart, Zhao-Zhao, you shouldn’t wander the jianghu in the future.”

Cai Zhao had no intention of doing so.

She loved Luoying Valley and Luoying Town. She cherished the familiar cry of Uncle Douhua’s morning sales, the late-night wonton stalls with their flickering fires under small canopies, and the presence of family and friends nearby. How wonderful it would be, she thought, to spend a lifetime lazily basking in the sun like this.

As they finally reached the summit, Cai Zhao discovered that the “mountaintop” was an expansive plateau. It seemed as if the peak had been sheared off, revealing a circular, flat cross-section. In the distance, the main peak still loomed, shrouded in mist.

The vast plateau housed watchtowers and outposts. When the dozen or so disciples stationed there spotted the Cai family’s entourage, they approached with clasped hands in greeting. A round-faced man in his thirties led the group, bowing to Mr. and Mrs. Cai Pingchun. Cai Zhao and her younger brother returned the gesture.

Ning Xiaofeng teased, “What brings you to guard duty on Fengyun Peak today, Da Lou? Have you been punished for some misdeed?”

Zeng Dalou threw back his head and laughed. “This morning, I divined that the entire Luoying Valley household would arrive today, so I came out to wait for you.”

Cai Pingchun shook his head. “You were such an honest child. I see you’ve learned to be glib now.”

Zeng Dalou’s lips twitched, but he just smiled and said nothing.

Ning Xiaofeng interjected, “I bet you’re thinking, ‘Who does this Cai Pingchun think he is, acting all mature? He’s only a few years older than me. We used to throw mud at each other as kids, and now he’s putting on airs as a Valley Master.'”

Zeng Dalou waved his hands, laughing. “No, no, I wouldn’t dare think such things.”

As their parents chatted, Cai Zhao and her brother whispered to each other.

“Sister, where exactly is the Qingque Sect? Surely not here? Why aren’t we continuing?”

“You big dummy, where else would we go? Can’t you see the plateau ends right there?”

The Cai family had ascended from the southern slope. The northern side of the plateau appeared as if a giant cleaver had sliced it clean, creating a smooth, arcing cliff face.

The siblings stood at the cliff’s edge, peering around. Beneath their feet lay an unfathomable abyss, while across the chasm, swirling mists obscured everything but the vague outlines of towering peaks.

At that moment, Zeng Dalou waved his hand. A robust disciple beside him removed a horn from his waist and blew into it. The deep, resonant sound seemed to surge towards the distant mountains. As the confused siblings were about to ask questions, Cai Pingchun came over and pulled them aside.

Moments later, a terrifying whooshing sound accompanied by clanking metal echoed from across the chasm. Through the dense fog, four massive iron chains, each as thick as a man’s arm, shot towards them like giant serpents.

The chains approached with frightening speed and force, their whistling sound ominous. A direct hit would surely shatter bones and draw blood from an ordinary person. Four strong disciples standing near Zeng Dalou tensed, their muscles bulging as they prepared to receive the chains. As the chains reached them, each disciple firmly grasped one, quickly securing it to iron rings embedded in the ground.

“That’s amazing…” Cai Zhao gaped in awe.

Cai Han nodded vigorously like a woodpecker. “Yes, yes, indeed!”

Zeng Dalou clasped his hands. “You’re too kind.”

As Cai Zhao was about to offer more praise, the chains began to rattle again. She turned quickly to see several disciples with bound hair and swords on their backs gracefully approaching along the iron chains, emerging from the mist.

The lead disciple, a youth of eighteen or nineteen, wore a plain robe embroidered with gold. His features were refined and handsome, making him a rare beauty. However, his expression remained solemn, his brow tinged with arrogance.

Cai Pingchu had once advised her young niece: “Zhao-Zhao, when you choose a husband in the future, avoid those who are cold and proud. Such men will always expect you to comfort them. Why seek out hardship when you could find someone who comforts you instead?”

Thus, from a young age, Cai Zhao had resolved that her future husband should treat her as kindly as a shopkeeper welcoming an important customer.

Focusing her gaze, Cai Zhao observed the handsome youth’s movements. With each step, he barely touched the iron chain with his toes, yet he covered great distances with ease. His graceful movements seemed almost ethereal, far outpacing the other disciples.

As they landed, the disciples on the plateau bowed respectfully to the young man in the plain robe. He, however, only returned a casual salute to Zeng Dalou before bowing to Cai Pingchun. “This disciple, Song Yuzhi, greets Valley Master Cai and Madam Cai.”

By this time, the other disciples had also descended from the chains.

Cai Pingchun nodded, but Ning Xiaofeng furrowed her brow, scrutinizing the youth’s features. “Your surname is Song? Is your father…”

Before she could finish, a commotion arose behind them. Cai Zhao turned to see thirty-two muscular men with bared right shoulders, moving in perfect unison as they carried an enormous palanquin.

The palanquin was adorned with gold and inlaid with jade, its four sides draped with exquisite curtains. Even the bells at each corner were made of red gold, their clappers of translucent beryl. Behind the palanquin stretched a seemingly endless procession of supply wagons.

The Cai siblings, on their first journey so far from home, were stunned by the spectacle. Cai Han’s jaw dropped. “Such… such grandeur…”

Cai Pingchun murmured, “So, he has arrived.”

Ning Xiaofeng’s expression remained neutral. “Why am I not surprised?”

Cai Zhao turned to her brother and demanded, “Do you still think I’m too particular?”

Cai Han shook his head vigorously.

Cai Zhao lamented in a low voice, “I feel like I’ve been living a life of austerity!”

Cai Han nodded emphatically.

The young man in the plain robe overheard and his lip twitched slightly.

The palanquin came to a stop, and a middle-aged man in luxurious attire stepped down. The pigeon blood rubies adorning his golden sword alone were enough to dazzle Cai Zhao’s eyes. To be fair, this wealthy uncle was quite handsome, with a high forehead, straight nose, and striking features. He must have been quite the catch in his youth, and even in middle age, he retained his charm.

Cai Zhao felt a sense of familiarity as she looked at him. Suddenly, she realized why—this wealthy uncle bore a striking resemblance to the cold and handsome Song Yuzhi standing nearby.

Upon seeing the arrival of the Guangtian Gate party, Zeng Dalou’s face showed a hint of resignation. He plastered on a smile and stepped forward to greet them while quietly instructing his disciples to prepare something at the cliff’s edge.

Song Yuzhi, ignoring Cai Zhao’s scrutiny, stepped forward and said, “Father, you’ve arrived.”

Song’s father, clearly pleased to see his son, looked at him with approval. “Yuzhi, I see your lightness skill has improved again.”

Just then, an arrogant voice called out from behind, “Father, why don’t you scold Yuzhi for not writing home in so long?”

Everyone turned to see a young man in fine clothes astride a magnificent horse approaching leisurely. The horse’s bridle alone, made of pure gold and studded with jewels, was worth a fortune. Behind him rode another figure, unremarkable in appearance and mounted on an ordinary horse.

Cai Zhao frowned, thinking it was a waste to use such a splendid horse for mountain climbing.

Ning Xiaofeng rolled her eyes and asked Zeng Dalou, “When you divined our arrival, did you also foresee his coming today?”

Zeng Dalou could only offer an awkward smile.

Song Yuzhi stepped forward again, bowing. “Elder Brother, Second Brother, Yuzhi pays his respects.” He then introduced the newcomers to the Cai family: the dressed one was Song Xiuzhi, the eldest son, while the one adorned like his father was Song Maozhi, the second son.

Song Xiuzhi immediately dismounted and bowed, while Song Maozhi merely laughed haughtily with his nose in the air.

Cai Pingchun maintained his composure, but Ning Xiaofeng couldn’t help reaching for her waist pouch. Knowing her mother’s temper, Cai Zhao quickly moved to restrain her hand.

“Pingchun, it’s been a long time. You haven’t changed a bit,” Song Shijun, the Master of Guangtian Gate, said magnanimously as he approached the Cai family.

“You’re too kind, Elder Brother Song,” Cai Pingchun replied with a slight bow, then deferred to his wife.

Ning Xiaofeng forced a smile. “Indeed, Pingchun is still young and naturally shows little change. But you, Gate Master Song, seem to have changed quite a bit… Your belt appears to require more material than before.”

Song Shijun’s face darkened. “I see Lady Ning’s sharp tongue hasn’t dulled with age.” His hand unconsciously moved to his waist—while Song Shijun was indeed impressive and grand in appearance, he had… put on a bit of weight.

Realizing that engaging in a battle of wits with a woman would bring him no glory even if he won, Song Shijun shifted his gaze to the Cai siblings standing nearby. “So, this must be Zhao-Zhao, who is to join the Qingque Sect soon. I’ve heard much about you from Brother Yun Ke. Ah what a pity your aunt has passed away. Otherwise, we could have shared a drink and caught up.”

Cai Zhao, genuinely puzzled, asked, “Gate Master Song, were you close with my aunt?”

“Of course we were,” Song Shijun replied with a mature, dignified smile.

“But my aunt never mentioned you,” Cai Zhao said truthfully, priding herself on her honesty and aversion to lies.

The Song family members were left speechless.

Ning Xiaofeng suppressed a laugh, feeling the urge to embrace and kiss her daughter.

It was the good-natured Cai Pingchun who stepped in to smooth things over. “Elder Brother Song, we’ve recently developed two excellent batches of wound-healing medicine in Luoying Valley. Perhaps you’d like to take a look? Xiaofeng, you come too.”

Song Shijun nodded stiffly and followed the Cai couple to one side. Cai Zhao could faintly hear him asking, still not quite convinced, “Pingchun, did your sister never mention me?” Ning Xiaofeng then interjected, “Gate Master Song, surely you can guess what Sister Pingchu would say about you if she did mention you. Let’s not dwell on things that might damage our relationship…”
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Only the younger generation remained on the spot.

Song Yuzhi raised his eyebrows and said, “Three years ago, when Lady Cai passed away, my father and elder brother came to pay their respects.” His tone implied that Cai Zhao was pretending not to have met his father.

Cai Zhao replied seriously, “When my aunt died, I was bedridden with a high fever for over half a month. I missed even her funeral and didn’t see any of the visitors who came to offer condolences.”

Song Yuzhi, surprisingly candid, thought for a moment and said, “Lady Cai’s heroic efforts saved the martial arts world from disaster. Her untimely death is truly regrettable.”

Cai Zhao remained silent, turning her head away.

Song Maozhi grew impatient. “My father is the Master of Guangtian Gate. You’re so young, yet you speak so disrespectfully. Who taught you such manners?” He cared little for Cai Pingchu’s sacrifices for the martial arts world.

“My aunt taught me,” Cai Zhao replied. “She raised me since birth and said that the world has too many rules. Having a conscience is more important than following rules. With a good conscience, lacking manners is just a minor issue.”

Song Maozhi exploded in anger. “Are you saying I have no conscience?”

Cai Zhao was surprised. “No, no, of course not. I just thought Young Master Song lacked manners.”

Everyone: …

Song Maozhi roared, “What did you say?!”

Cai Zhao pointed to a small stone tablet half-hidden in the grass. “The tablet clearly states, ‘Visitors, please dismount and stop your vehicles here.’ Even Master Song has already left his palanquin, yet you’re still on horseback.”

Song Maozhi sputtered, then shouted, “My father and Sect Leader Qi are as close as brothers. He doesn’t care about such trivial—”

“My aunt and Sect Leader Qi were sworn siblings,” Cai Zhao interjected. “Yet even my parents didn’t dare to put on airs.”

For several generations, the Qingque Sect leaders had been easygoing and informal, so the tablet’s rules hadn’t been strictly enforced for decades. However, Song Maozhi couldn’t say this outright.

“… Sect Leader Qi is generous. He wouldn’t fuss over such trifles!”

“That’s not the point,” Cai Zhao countered. “If you enter a shop and the owner says, ‘It’s our honor to have you here, Young Master Song,’ would you take it literally and not pay? My future master is just being polite. When the host is courteous, how can the guest be so presumptuous? How can one take advantage of a gentleman’s kindness?”

Song Yuzhi, standing nearby, didn’t intervene but observed Cai Zhao with slightly narrowed eyes.

The young girl, only fifteen, had fair skin and dark hair, her beauty fresh and bright. Yet she put on an air of maturity and righteousness, creating an oddly amusing contrast.

“This is none of your business!” Song Maozhi was losing his composure.

Cai Zhao thought Song Maozhi was not only inconsiderate but also not very bright. “Young Master Song, you’re confused. I’m joining the sect in a few days—my future sect, my future rules, my future master—how is this not my business?”

“But you’re not a Qingque Sect disciple yet!”

“Young Master is talking nonsense again. If you saw your betrothed drinking at a brothel, would you think, ‘We’re not married yet, so it’s not my concern’?”

“That’s different! The engagement is set, only the ceremony remains!”

“My discipleship is also set. The elders have exchanged letters for years, and everything is arranged. Only the ceremony remains. How is it different?”

“You… you…” Song Maozhi trembled with rage on his saddle, nearly losing control.

Little Cai Han, with academic curiosity, objected: “Sister, how can women drink at brothels? I heard from Scarface Uncle from the back mountain that only men can visit brothels and drink there.”

Cai Zhao lovingly patted his head. “Scarface Uncle is an honest man. In his days roaming the jianghu, he only knew about killing, robbing, and occasionally massacring entire families. He’s quite simple and honest. There’s a lot he doesn’t know about the world. In reality, anyone who wants to drink at a brothel can do so—whether they’re men, women, neither, or both. It doesn’t matter.”

Young Cai Han nodded, seemingly enlightened.

Honest and simple…

Simple…

Simple…

Sim…

A cool breeze rustled a few leaves, leaving the disciples standing there speechless.

Song Maozhi’s eyes nearly popped out. “Your Cai family harbors criminals and evildoers…”

“Second Brother!” Song Yuzhi quickly stopped his brother from further embarrassment. “Sister Cai must be referring to Sun Dingzhou, known as the Purple-faced Scar Guest, who could determine fate with a single palm strike. Although he robbed, he only took from the unjust. Though he killed, his victims were always unforgivable villains.”

Cai Zhao continued to educate her little brother while patting his head: “Xiao Han, remember this: if you don’t understand the whole story, don’t be quick to lose your temper. You’ll only make a fool of yourself.”

Cai Han agreed obediently, further infuriating Song Maozhi. Song Yuzhi hurriedly changed the subject.

“The family Sister Cai mentioned that was massacred must be the Qiu family of Sichuan. It was a shocking incident at the time. The five Qiu brothers and their gang were notorious for their evil deeds, kidnapping and harming local people. To ensure their fortress’s security, they kept no women or children inside. Any women they abducted for their pleasure never lived beyond two days.”

The surrounding disciples listened quietly as Song Yuzhi spoke.

He continued, “At that time, the former leader of the Demon Sect was in a standoff with our Northern Chen faction. Neither side dared to make a move. If it weren’t for Hero Sun risking his life to destroy the fortress and eliminate the bandits, who knows how much more the local people would have suffered? … Second Brother, you should dismount now.”

Song Maozhi, stunned by the story, unconsciously slid off his horse.

Song Yuzhi turned to Cai Zhao, his gaze intense: “The Purple-faced Scar Guest disappeared from the jianghu nearly ten years ago. No one knew his whereabouts. So he was hidden in Luoying Valley.”

Cai Zhao sighed, “Scarface Uncle killed many evil men, naturally making many enemies. When Father brought him to Luoying Valley, he was gravely wounded, barely clinging to life. I was only five or six then and often chatted with him.”

The previously silent Song Xiuzhi spoke softly, “We often hear people mention Hero Sun. I never expected he had already retired from the jianghu, leaving old friends and acquaintances to remember him.”

Cai Zhao replied calmly, “Scarface Uncle once told me when drunk that he now has no wife, no children, no parents, and no enemies left. As for friends, having them or not makes no difference to him.”

The hidden sorrow behind these words was profound.

Song Maozhi, for once, didn’t argue. He silently handed his jewel-encrusted riding crop to an attendant and stood aside without a word. Song Xiuzhi’s eyes showed pity, but he dared not interrupt.

“Since Hero Sun wished to retire from the jianghu and hide in Luoying Valley, is it appropriate for you to reveal this?” Song Yuzhi stepped closer, his handsome eyes as cold and clear as the moon.

Cai Zhao replied indifferently, “There’s nothing inappropriate about it. Two years ago, Scarface Uncle’s old wounds flared up, and he passed away.”

This is the reality of the jianghu—whether you have a good ending or can die peacefully has little to do with whether you’ve done good or evil. That’s why Cai Zhao had no interest in the jianghu at all.

Song Yuzhi listened expressionlessly while discreetly observing Cai Zhao.

Jade hairpin, side comb, small crescent-shaped silver comb, half-sleeves, a pleated skirt, gauze shawl, long flowing sleeves, and at the hem of her misty skirt, a small, exquisite pink jade ornament shaped like a… plump cat? It even appeared to be dozing.

Very well, this was the little disciple his master had been eagerly anticipating—the legendary diligent and obedient little junior sister. It seems one should only believe half of what the elders say.

At that moment, there was a commotion near the cliff. Zeng Dalou called out loudly, “Fellow disciples of the Song and Cai families, please prepare to cross the chasm.”

Unnoticed earlier, several more thick iron chains had been shot across from the opposite cliff. Cai Zhao watched as agile disciples of the sect leaped and maneuvered across multiple chains, swiftly laying down rectangular black iron plates. Each plate had hidden clasps on its sides and bottom, interlocking with adjacent plates and securely fastening to the chains to prevent slipping.

With a series of clicking sounds as the locks engaged, a level bridge appeared before the cliff. Cai Zhao had been wondering how carriages could cross, given that martial artists could traverse the chains. Now she understood.

“When it was just us, only four chains were sent across. Now that Master Song has arrived, not only have four more chains been added, but they’ve also laid down iron plates for carriages. Father, Mother, isn’t Wanshui Qianshan Cliff looking down on Luoying Valley? Perhaps we should just go back,” Cai Zhao suggested, genuinely trying to sow discord.

Cai Pingchun and Ning Xiaofeng didn’t even bother to respond to her.

The carriage moved slowly across the bridge suspended thousands of feet in the air. The abyss below was said to be filled with traps, poisonous mists, and miasmas left from the great battle of demons long ago. Anyone who fell was said to never climb back up.

The wheels scraped against the cold iron plates, producing an eerie, grating sound like nails on steel. The noise made the Cai siblings’ skin crawl. Ning Xiaofeng grumbled, “We could have crossed in a few steps on the chains. That Song fellow just had to show off.”

Cai Han was surprised. “Mother, is your lightness skill that good?”

Ning Xiaofeng blushed a rare occurrence. “Well, your father would carry me across.”

“My lightness skill isn’t good either,” little Cai Han sighed maturely. “Father would have to carry me too.”

Cai Zhao scoffed, “Your lightness skill isn’t good? Do you even have any?”

The little boy continued sighing, “I know sister is upset, so I won’t argue. But Father, does sister have to stay here for three years? Who will scare away Ah Hei and Ah Gou when they bully me in the future?”

His words made Cai Zhao emotional, and she sighed as well.

Ning Xiaofeng angrily retorted, “Your father is the master of Luoying Valley, yet he’s scared off by children in the valley? Aren’t you ashamed?”

Cai Zhao quickly hugged her little brother’s head. “Our Xiao Han is just approachable and never puts on airs as the valley master’s son. That’s why the other children like to play with him. Aunt said Father was also this amiable and easy-going as a child. Who knows how reliable he’ll be when he grows up!”

“If Xiao Han turns out to be half the man your father is, I’ll be thankful!” Ning Xiaofeng inadvertently praised her husband.

As Cai Han snuggled close to his sister, Cai Zhao embraced the chubby boy and said sadly, “Father, do I have to become Sect Leader Qi’s disciple? I don’t want to be a female hero…”

Ning Xiaofeng interjected, “Who expects you to be a female hero? We’re trying to prevent you from becoming an evil woman!”

Cai Zhao furrowed her delicate brows. “Father, Mother, you saw the town at the foot of the mountain yesterday. The shopkeepers there act more pompous than the leader of the martial arts alliance. You’d think it was a perfume shop, but it looks more like a coffin shop. No, that’s not right—even the coffin sellers in our Luoying Valley town treat customers like they’re celebrating.”

Ning Xiaofeng stifled a laugh.

Cai Pingchun sighed, “… That might not necessarily be a good thing.” The idea of coffin shop owners being so cheerful and welcoming was rather unsettling.

Cai Zhao linked arms with her parents. “If the town is like this, life on Mount Jiuli must be even more austere. It’s nothing like our town, where we have everything. Starting from the blind fortune-teller’s stall at the town entrance and heading west, we have water-fried buns, wonton with thin skin, sugar-coated rolls, steamed buns with stewed meat, plum vegetable flatbread, crystal shrimp soup dumplings, pan-fried lamb dumplings, soy sauce pork zongzi, rice sugar soup… I could have different breakfasts for a month, and even at three in the morning, I can still get a midnight snack. But here…”

Her words, though unintentional, nearly made little Cai Han drool.

Cai Zhao looked disgusted. “Unlike here, where even if I were brave and skilled enough to sneak down the mountain on the iron chains, at most I could only eat that bland noodle soup made by the tall pockmarked guy. He doesn’t even add a single scallion!”

“That’s right, that’s right!” Cai Han chimed in angrily.

“Wonton without scallions—how absurd! It’s truly outrageous,” young Cai Zhao said, her face full of disbelief, as if the sun rising in the west wouldn’t be more shocking.

Ning Xiaofeng turned away, laughing, while Master Cai helplessly explained, “Zhao-Zhao, think of Scarface Uncle from the back mountain. Qingque Town is quite similar. The perfume seller, the noodle stand owner, and even the quiet innkeeper where we’re staying—they were all once great figures roaming the jianghu. When they had nowhere else to go, they sought refuge in Qingque Prefecture. Now they live in the town, essentially serving as gatekeepers for Mount Jiuli.”

“If they’re gatekeepers, why do they need to run businesses? There’s a proper way to do business, and it’s not good to be aggressive,” Cai Zhao sighed like an adult. “Of course, I know the jianghu is hard to navigate. Aunt used to say that many great figures are impressive in their youth, but when they’re injured, crippled, old, or in decline, their later years become bleak. It’s like the saying goes, ‘Heroes, like beauties, aren’t allowed to grow old.'”

Ning Xiaofeng’s shoulders shook with laughter.

Just then, the sect disciples outside called out “We’ve arrived!” The Cai family quickly disembarked, realizing the carriage had moved from the iron plates onto the stone pavement. Cai Zhao smoothed her hair and adjusted her skirt, adopting the air of a young lady from a prestigious family. As she looked up…

She was caught completely off guard by the sight before her, leaving her mouth agape for a long time. She didn’t even notice when her parents and brother walked away.
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Lush grasslands and forests stretched endlessly ahead. The clear, azure sky loomed vast and distant, while far-off peaks wore a hazy white veil of millennia-old snow. Plump flower buds peeked out from the cliff’s edge.

At the entrance to the mountain cliff, waterfalls formed by melting snow cascaded down both sides. They flowed steadily along the rock face, creating tiered, semicircular pools below. The crystal-clear water shimmered invitingly, a mere sight enough to make one’s mouth water. As the morning light filtered through the misty air, one could reach out and catch droplets infused with the scent of peach blossoms, instantly refreshing both body and spirit.

This was the world-renowned Cliff of Myriad Waters and Thousand Mountains!

After witnessing this mountain, no other could compare. After seeing these waters, all others paled in comparison.

Cai Zhao was left breathless by the breathtaking scenery. Suddenly, the prospect of staying here for three years didn’t seem so daunting.

Song Yuzhi approached slowly, smiling at the wide-eyed, gaping young girl. “Junior Sister Cai, do you have anything to say?” He expected to hear an excited outburst, as few remained unmoved upon their first visit to the Cliff of Myriad Waters and Thousand Mountains.

Cai Zhao snapped out of her reverie. “Oh? Ah! Yes, indeed I do! Senior Brother…”

“I’m not the eldest senior brother,” Song Yuzhi corrected, his proud brow relaxing.

“Oh, second senior brother then.”

“Nor am I the second,” Song Yuzhi continued to correct.

“Third senior brother?” Cai Zhao ventured cautiously.

Song Yuzhi nodded.

Cai Zhao couldn’t help but look around for her parents, the Cai Pingchun couple. She wanted to point out that the Qingque Sect had only sent their third disciple to receive the Luoying Valley delegation, which seemed disrespectful. Perhaps they should just head home. Frustratingly, her parents were nowhere to be seen, having disappeared with little Cai Xiaohan.

She turned back, took a deep breath, and continued, “Third Senior Brother, I…”

“Do you think my father and elder brother are too ostentatious, their attire too extravagant for martial artists?” Song Yuzhi suddenly asked.

Surprised, Cai Zhao replied, “Not at all. It’s not excessive.”

Noticing Song Yuzhi’s expression of disbelief, she quickly added, “Actually, those in the know understand that what glitters isn’t always truly precious. Take your robe, for instance, Third Senior Brother. Though it looks plain, it’s made of ice silkworm gauze, isn’t it? Many in the martial world would give anything for just a pair of fire-and-water-proof gloves made from that material. The gold thread embroidery is likely the work of the legendary Needle Granny Zhuo. We once tried to invite her to open a branch in our Luoying Town, but couldn’t even find a trace of her.”

Song Yuzhi: …

The young girl’s implication was clear: his father was merely a tasteless nouveau riche, while his attire was truly extravagant.

“Third Senior Brother, I have more to say,” Cai Zhao smiled apologetically.

Song Yuzhi closed his eyes briefly. “Please, go ahead, Junior Sister.”

“It’s like this,” Cai Zhao began, her face serious. “I know Qingque Town is home to many retired martial arts heroes, each with their own untold stories. I understand the reasons behind this, but—”

Raising her voice slightly, Cai Zhao continued in her usual polite tone, “However, Third Senior Brother, could you ask our master to reconsider? Each profession requires its expertise, and these heroes aren’t cut out for business. There are many other things they could do instead. For instance, given their undoubtedly colorful life experiences, they could write memoirs.”

“They could write about former lovers they brushed paths with, sworn brothers who became bitter enemies, or regrettable accidents that caused harm. We have several bookshops in Luoying Town that offer fair prices and honest dealings. The covers are designed by renowned artists from the martial world, and our customers have good taste.”

“The shop at the town’s entrance favors stories of tangled love and difficult choices. The one at the far end prefers tales of martial arts dreams, cliff-jumping, and forced power cultivation. Though the old shopkeeper plans to retire soon to be with his grandchildren, his son likes stories of old grudges and generational vendettas. Rest assured, the royalties would be generous.”

“My point is, that running a business, dealing with customers, and maintaining a welcoming demeanor is a complex art. If these great heroes lack such talents, they shouldn’t open shops. It’s a shame to see Qingque Town so quiet and unprofitable, wasting such prime locations.”

Cai Zhao’s heart ached at the thought. Given the Qingque Sect’s preeminent status among the six Northern Chen sects and in the entire martial world, the town must see countless visitors each year. It was like starving while sitting on a mountain of treasures.

“Hey, Senior Brother Song, why aren’t you saying anything?” she called out.

Song Yuzhi’s smile had completely vanished. He stared at Cai Zhao for what felt like an eternity as if a trumpet flower had suddenly sprouted on her face. Then, expressionless, he turned and walked away, ignoring Cai Zhao’s calls.

Was this the girl raised by Cai Pingxu, whom his father despised to the bone? Well, if Cai Pingxu had been equally infuriating in his youth, his father’s restraint in not resorting to voodoo dolls all these years was rather commendable.

Watching Song Yuzhi’s retreating figure, Cai Zhao couldn’t understand why he’d suddenly become angry. It was then that she realized how out of place she was on the Cliff of Myriad Waters and Thousand Mountains. The area bustled with sect disciples, some carrying items, others guiding various disciples to different lodgings.

Song Shijun, the leader of Guangtian Gate, second only to the Qingque Sect among the six Northern Chen sects, had just arrived. He wasn’t there for Cai Zhao’s discipleship ceremony or to visit his third son studying abroad, but to attend the bicentennial memorial service for the Northern Chen Ancestor.

Besides the six descendant sects, several friendly sects had also come to pay respects. Cai Zhao had noticed some monks and nuns arranging luggage near the cliff, likely from Galan Temple and Hanging Sky Nunnery. Knowing that Abbess Jingyuan of Hanging Sky Nunnery didn’t get along with her aunt Cai Pingxu, Cai Zhao decided to make herself scarce.

In no hurry to find her parents, Cai Zhao thought she’d take advantage of the beautiful spring day to explore. With hands clasped behind her back, she strolled forward like a carefree young shopkeeper.

Legend had it that Mount Jiuli was originally a mystical iron pillar connecting the mortal realm to the heavenly court, used to guide worthy souls to heaven. During a celestial upheaval, the pillar’s top was broken off, and the receiving palace above collapsed. The remaining part of the pillar in the mortal world became a massive mountain range.

The mountain’s rich spiritual energy attracted nine primordial beasts to cultivate there, along with numerous demons who built their lairs. Thus, the celestial ladder became a demonic mountain, devouring countless lives and spreading miasma and poisonous swamps, devastating the surrounding lands and waters until bones filled the valleys. As Cai Pingxu had told young Cai Zhao, immortal cultivators eventually subdued the demonic mountain, and the Northern Chen Ancestor, left to guard it, renamed it Mount Jiuli.

Cai Pingxu shared this ancient tale to familiarize young Cai Zhao with Mount Jiuli’s topography.

The main peak of Mount Jiuli was formerly known as Sky-Piercing Peak, aptly named for its immense height. Legend held that no one had ever reached its summit. Like the abyss Cai Zhao had passed earlier, all who attempted to scale Sky-Piercing Peak never returned.

Perpetually snow-capped, the peak’s millennia-old snow had transformed into impenetrable ice, impervious even to the sharpest weapons. This icy fortress continually encased any creatures that perished on its slopes. In theory, Sky-Piercing Peak harbored no traps or mechanisms; its terror lay solely in its boundless height.

One veteran climber, who had retreated halfway up, recounted his ordeal. He had climbed day after day, enduring bone-chilling cold for three long months. The frigid air nearly convinced him he had died, his initial determination long since swept away by howling winds. Though the azure sky seemed tantalizingly close, the summit remained eternally out of reach.

Mortal flesh has its limits. With no vegetation or animals on Sky-Piercing Peak, climbers could only bring their provisions. Yet they couldn’t carry much, as over time, the food would freeze and crumble into icy grains, barely sustaining life and potentially causing illness if consumed long-term.

Those who perished on the mountain were often the most strong-willed, refusing to give up. When their food ran out, they either froze or starved on the return journey, or pushed forward to die on the ascent.

Many, like this veteran, became discouraged and abandoned their quest midway.

Ning Xiaofeng theorized that no mountain peak was truly unreachable. He suspected an ancient, masterful illusion array on Sky-Piercing Peak, set by immortals of old, too advanced for mortals to break. Given that even array masters had perished on the mountain, Ning Xiaofeng merely mused about this possibility, with no intention of testing his theory.

Cai Pingxu often told Cai Zhao that the Qingque Sect occupied the most defensible location in the world, and this was why.

The sect’s main residence, Muwei Palace, faced south with its back to Sky-Piercing Peak. It overlooked Wind Cloud Peak to the front, with a bottomless chasm before it and the celestial snow ridge behind. By simply raising the iron chains, no enemy, regardless of their skill, could breach its defenses.

What infuriated their enemies most was the stark contrast between the lifeless, frozen Sky-Piercing Peak and the perpetual spring of Muwei Palace below. The palace enjoyed sweet spring water from melting ice and snow, surrounded by forests, orchards, meadows, streams, and even fields of wheat and rice, along with vegetable gardens and livestock farms—legacies of some long-ago sect leader’s poverty alleviation efforts. With an abundance of fruits, vegetables, poultry, fish, and meat, Muwei Palace could withstand any siege indefinitely.

This natural fortress allowed the Qingque Sect to repel countless attacks during the Demonic Cult’s peak, eventually leading to their counterattack and victory.

During sieges, the Demonic Cult would taunt, “Come down if you dare, you Qingque turtles!” The Qingque disciples would retort, “Come up if you can, you Demonic bastards!” This cycle of vengeance continues to this day.

Once, an innovative Demonic Cult genius devised a plan to use poison gas. They set a massive fire on Wind Cloud Peak, hoping the rising heat would carry the toxic fumes to Muwei Palace.

However, the poison was blocked by the mist between the two cliffs. When the mountain winds blew, the fumes even drifted back towards the Demonic Cult members, backfiring spectacularly.

One might wonder why the usually fickle mountain winds only blew towards Wind Cloud Peak when poison was involved. Perhaps it was simply nature’s mysterious way.

Interestingly, when Cai Zhao stood on Wind Cloud Peak, dense fog obscured her view of the opposite Cliff of Myriad Waters and Thousand Mountains. Yet when she stood on the latter looking back, she was amazed to find only a thin mist above the chasm, allowing her to see the people on Wind Cloud Peak.

Indeed, nature works in mysterious ways.

Plucking a lovely, twisted peach blossom from beside a clear stream, Cai Zhao meandered into the fragrant fruit grove. As mealtime approached, she paused beneath a tall fruit tree, gazing at the ripe fruit hanging from its branches. Visions of steaming, aromatic dishes—braised meat, shaomai dumplings, seafood rice, and pan-fried eel—danced through her mind.

Considering herself a discerning food connoisseur, Cai Zhao refused to settle for such a casual meal. She turned on her heel, deciding to give Qingque Sect another chance—perhaps their cooks were exceptionally skilled.

As her hunger intensified, she quickened her pace. Passing through the fruit grove, she suddenly heard a commotion nearby, punctuated by a shrill, urgent girl’s voice.
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Cai Zhao sighed softly.

She had avoided the martial world because of its tendency to bully the weak. As a person of honor, she couldn’t stand idly by, so she preferred to stay in Luoying Town, away from such sights. But now that she was here, how could she ignore a damsel in distress? She immediately turned and followed the sound.

Rounding a verdant mountain bend, she found a group of young disciples surrounding someone, laughing and jeering. They had cornered a tall, thin youth against the mountain wall.

A beautiful girl in an apricot-colored robe seemed to be their leader. She shrilled, “…If you know what’s good for you, you’ll cooperate. We won’t take your life, just a bit of flesh and blood!”

Cai Zhao was taken aback, realizing it wasn’t a helpless girl being bullied after all.

A sharp-faced boy chimed in, “That’s right! Changning, you should be dead. If it weren’t for Master’s efforts to save you, you’d be long gone!”

Another square-jawed youth sneered, “Sure, you survived, but you ate the Snow Lotus Pill meant for Senior Sister. It’s damaged her cultivation. Don’t you think you deserve to die for that?”

The group jeered in unison, “Just give us a bowl of your heart’s blood, and we’ll let you go… Ha! Otherwise, we’ll flay you alive…”

The tall, thin youth called Changning turned slightly, asking, “Who said my heart’s blood has the same effect as the Snow Lotus Pill?” His clothes were dull and worn, but his voice was calm, though hoarse as if he’d been severely injured.

“You all know I’m not just injured but poisoned too. Do you want the heart’s blood of someone still battling toxins?” Changning turned, revealing a face covered in poisonous sores. Some were crusted over with black scabs, while others still oozed pus, a truly sickening sight.

The youths grimaced in disgust.

“You’re not really after my heart’s blood. You just want to torment me,” Changning faced them, his horrifying visage contrasted by eyes as clear and beautiful as the bright moon.

“I won’t comply. If you have the guts, take my life and be done with it. Otherwise, I’ll repay this tenfold.”

Some of the youths began to waver.

“Hey, this guy is the son of the Sect Leader’s good friend. If the Sect Leader finds out…”

“Maybe we should forget it. We’re just outer disciples. What if the Sect Leader expels us in anger?”

“Senior Sister, what if the Sect Leader punishes us?”

The beautiful girl bit her lip. “He’s set back my cultivation. Even if we don’t take his heart’s blood, we can’t let him off easily. Hmm… Let’s beat him up. If my father asks, we’ll insist it was just sparring among disciples. As martial artists, we can’t go crying over a few hits. My father won’t punish us for that!”

This idea seemed much less risky, and the youths eagerly agreed. As they were about to pounce on Changning, a calm, leisurely female voice spoke from behind them—”Haven’t you had enough?”

Startled, they all turned to see a young girl in an embroidered dress standing quietly behind them. Sunlight filtering through the trees made her peach-tinged cheeks and fair complexion even more striking.

“The day after tomorrow is the 200th anniversary of our ancestor’s passing. Almost every notable sect in the martial world is here. If they see you behaving like this, won’t it bring shame to the Qingque Sect?” she said with a hint of exasperation.

She had thought a group was bullying a girl, but it turned out to be a girl leading a group to bully someone else. Her righteous indignation had been wasted.

Jealousy flared at the sight of another beauty. The leader stepped forward, shouting, “Who are you, you little hussy? How Qingque Sect deals with its disciples is none of your business!” She assumed Cai Zhao was from another sect, as few could stand up to the Qingque Sect.

Cai Zhao replied calmly, “Of course, it’s my business. In a few days, I’ll be apprenticed to Sect Leader Qi. Don’t you think I should care about my own sect’s reputation? Soon, I’ll even be calling you Senior Sister.” She thought to herself that this young lady’s intellect seemed well-matched with that Song fellow from earlier.

Qi Lingbo hesitated, her expression uncertain. “You… you’re Cai Zhao from Luoying Valley?”

“That’s right.” Hearing the girl repeatedly mention her father, Cai Zhao guessed she was the Sect Leader’s daughter.

Qi Lingbo, remembering her father’s enthusiasm for Luoying Valley, felt inclined to back down. But her followers were used to her leadership, and losing face now would undermine her authority.

“Junior Sister Cai, you’ve just arrived at the Cliff of Myriad Waters and Thousand Mountains, haven’t you?” Qi Lingbo put on a sweet smile. “It’s getting late. Please return to your quarters. You’re new here and don’t understand the situation. This doesn’t concern you.”

Cai Zhao raised an eyebrow. “What if I don’t leave?”

Qi Lingbo’s smile remained, but her tone carried a veiled threat. “My father only has us two girls as disciples. We should get along well in the coming years. If you insist on being stubborn and ruin our sisterly bond, how will we study martial arts together?”

Cai Zhao thought for a moment. “It’s fine. I’m not interested in martial arts anyway. My parents never taught me any. You can focus on your cultivation, Senior Sister. I’ll just read books and enjoy the scenery.”

“If you don’t want to learn martial arts, why are you here?” Qi Lingbo’s smile faltered.

“To become a disciple, of course. I want to be the master’s student,” Cai Zhao explained, growing weary.

“If you’re not learning martial arts, why apprentice under my father?” Qi Lingbo couldn’t comprehend it. Qingque Sect’s martial arts were unrivaled, attracting countless aspiring students each year.

Cai Zhao replied smoothly, “Senior Sister, you’re being too narrow-minded. Isn’t learning about moral character important? Sect Leader Qi is renowned for his integrity and benevolence. If I could learn even a fraction of that, it would benefit me for life… Why are you all looking at me like that? Am I wrong?”

She thought to herself, it’s like a business opening speech. You don’t just say you’re in it for the money; you talk about benefiting the community and forming good relationships.

The group of young men stood awkwardly, mumbling vague agreements. Qi Lingbo’s face darkened. “Such a glib tongue! I don’t think our Qingque Sect has room for someone like you!”

Cai Zhao laughed. “Are you threatening that I’ll be turned away from Qingque Sect, Senior Sister? But do you have the authority to decide who becomes a disciple?” She thought to herself, “Doesn’t this young lady understand that servants answer to the shopkeeper, and the shopkeeper answers to the owner? Poor Uncle Qi, such a kind and gentle man, to have a daughter lacking in intelligence.”

Qi Lingbo was at a loss for words.

Cai Zhao continued, “If Master Qi insists on accepting me as a disciple, but you’re unhappy about it, are you saying Master Qi would reject me at your command?”

Hearing the muffled laughter behind her, Qi Lingbo’s face turned an interesting shade.

If Song Yuzhi were here, he would have advised Qi Lingbo not to argue with Cai Zhao, to not say a word, lest she be infuriated to death.

Qi Lingbo said hatefully, “Chang Ning offended me, and I intend to vent my anger today. If you refuse to step aside, I’ll have to teach you some manners as your senior sister.”

She had made up her mind. Since Cai Zhao’s martial arts were weak, she’d simply slap her a few times to vent her anger. If her father inquired later, she’d insist it was their first meeting and she was merely testing Cai Zhao’s skills, unaware of her strength.

“Are you done talking?” Chang Ning glanced at Cai Zhao, pondered for a moment, then spoke. “You’re all so indecisive. One moment you want to teach me a lesson, the next you’re threatening someone else. If you’re going to act, do it quickly. Stop dawdling.”

Everyone glared at him angrily. Qi Lingbo smiled at Cai Zhao, “See? This is how ungrateful he is. During his time on Wanshui Qianshan Cliff, he’s always been disrespectful, never listening to his senior brothers…”

“Apart from being impolite, has he done anything else wrong?” Cai Zhao interrupted. “If so, say it quickly. Otherwise, I’m taking charge of this situation.”

“He’s so disrespectful, yet you still want to protect him?!” Qi Lingbo seemed surprised.

Cai Zhao remained unperturbed. “As long as he’s not evil and hasn’t started trouble himself, you shouldn’t bully him. Whether he’s polite or likable is none of my concern.” She remembered her aunt’s words: acting righteously doesn’t always guarantee gratitude or reward.

Qi Lingbo’s beautiful almond eyes widened as she gritted her teeth, “You’re asking for trouble. Let me show you…”

She raised her right arm, positioned herself sideways, and formed her right hand into a knife-like pose, about to strike Cai Zhao. Suddenly, a familiar shout came from nearby: “Lingbo, stop immediately! What are you doing?!”

Cai Zhao turned to see it was Zeng Dalou.

He was rushing over with several disciples, looking exasperated.

Cai Zhao sighed quietly in disappointment. Her aunt had also said that maintaining composure was crucial in the martial arts world. Even if you want to slap someone, when a peacemaker arrives, you must show some respect.

Keep smiling, stay friendly, and prosper.

“Lingbo, you’re becoming more and more disobedient! I’ve told you not to bully Chang Ning. What did you promise everyone? Now look at you, getting worse! The Luoying Valley group just arrived at Wanshui Qianshan Cliff today. Not only did you fail to show hospitality, but you’re also trying to bully them! I must report this incident truthfully. You, you’d better leave now!”

Although Zeng Dalou’s words were harsh, Cai Zhao could tell he was secretly protecting Qi Lingbo.

Unfortunately, despite his good intentions, with so many onlookers, Qi Lingbo refused to back down. She stomped her foot, “Don’t interfere with this. I’ll apologize to Father later, but today, I must teach this… these two a lesson!”

Cai Zhao laughed, “How do you plan to teach me a lesson?”

Zeng Dalou stepped in front of Cai Zhao, shielding her, and whispered, “Say less.”

Cai Zhao wondered silently why Zeng Dalou, whom she had known for less than two hours, wasn’t telling Qi Lingbo, a fellow sect member, to say less.

Qi Lingbo shouted, “In the martial arts world, true skill is shown through combat!”

Cai Zhao peeked out from behind Zeng Dalou, smiling, “I merely spoke a few words. I didn’t eat your Snow Lotus Pill or disrespect you. How quickly you’ve lumped me together with little brother Chang Ning. How does Senior Sister Qi calculate this?”

Qi Lingbo’s eyes reddened with anger, “You dare say you weren’t disrespectful?! If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t be scolded and later punished by my father. If it weren’t for you, none of this would have happened…”

“You’re mistaken,” Chang Ning suddenly spoke. Everyone turned to look at him.

Chang Ning looked at Cai Zhao, “I’m older than you. I’m not your little brother.”

Everyone was stunned.

Cai Zhao spoke earnestly, “You’re the one being bullied, and I’m here to help you. Shouldn’t you just accept being called ‘little brother’? In the martial arts world, it’s better to be agreeable.”

Chang Ning looked skyward, “I’d rather be beaten by them than be called ‘brother’ by someone younger than me. Their flowery fists and embroidered legs couldn’t hurt me anyway.”

“You two… are too much!” Qi Lingbo was nearly apoplectic.

“Enough, both of you say less!” Zeng Dalou roared.

After his outburst, everyone turned to look at him.

Zeng Dalou pressed his throbbing temple, “All three of you, say less! Today, all sects are gathered at Wanshui Qianshan Cliff. Do you want to make the Northern Chen faction a laughingstock? Lingbo, come with me to receive punishment. Everyone else, disperse immediately!”

Cai Zhao shrugged, not objecting. Tears welled up in Qi Lingbo’s eyes as she dragged her feet.

At that moment, another figure darted into the woods, brushing past Cai Zhao like the wind, and positioned himself between Zeng Dalou and Qi Lingbo, gesturing to mediate.

“Wait, wait, let’s talk this through!” The young man was handsome and also dressed as a sect disciple. His forehead glistened with sweat, clearly having rushed over after hearing about Zeng Dalou’s arrival.

Qi Lingbo’s eyes brightened as she took a small step forward, looking pitiful, “…Second Senior Brother.”

Cai Zhao gave this posture full marks – a mix of grievance with coquettishness, resentment with fear, and a plea for help. It seemed that although this young Senior Sister Qi wasn’t adept at dealing with women, she had quite a way with men. Indeed, every talent has its use; if not here, then elsewhere.

The young man first bowed to Cai Zhao, “Sister Cai has just arrived today, and we disciples have failed in our duties as hosts, allowing you to wander alone and nearly causing a misunderstanding with our little sister. It’s truly our negligence. Sister Cai, please accept my apologies.”

His words were clever, using terms like “wander alone” and “misunderstanding” to reframe a blatant bullying incident.

“No need, no need,” Cai Zhao smiled. “Senior Sister Qi and I have no grievances. As long as she doesn’t try to teach me a lesson, all is well. The important thing is this Chang Ning, little broth… oh…”

Unnoticed by all, the tall youth with the pockmarked face had disappeared. Growing impatient, Chang Ning had left on his own.

Cai Zhao smiled awkwardly, “Well, I guess that’s the end of it.”

The young man then pleaded with Zeng Dalou, “It’s busy up front, with Master greeting all the sect leaders. Many tasks are awaiting your command. Why not let me take charge of our little sister? I’ll give her a good talking-to. What do you say?”

Zeng Dalou sighed in resignation and waved his hand, signaling the end of the matter.

Qi Lingbo’s tears turned to smiles as she tugged at the young man’s sleeve like a child, happily running off.

As she left, her accomplices became even more sheepish, trying to slink away along the mountain wall. Zeng Dalou glared at them, and they scurried away like a line of mice.

Cai Zhao looked ahead, then behind.

Today had been another day of striving for righteousness, even if she had saved a seemingly ungrateful little brat.
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Zeng Dalou led Cai Zhao slowly back.

“Sister Cai, please don’t blame me for letting Lingbo off lightly. This matter… sigh, actually, Qingque Sect’s rules are strict and forbid bullying among disciples. It’s just… sigh, Lingbo’s talent and potential are more like Master’s than her mother’s… She’s slow to learn now, but once she breaks through her meridians…”

“Wait, hold on,” Cai Zhao interrupted, feeling increasingly confused. “My aunt said the former Sect Leader Yin was a famous prodigy, renowned across the land in his teens.”

Zeng Dalou turned his head, “The master I’m referring to is Lingbo’s father, the current Sect Leader Qi, not her maternal grandfather.”

Cai Zhao exclaimed, “Oh!” She looked Zeng Dalou up and down. “Sect Leader Qi is your master? You…” Given your age, shouldn’t you be of the same generation as Cai Pingchun and the others?

Zeng Dalou’s face remained expressionless. “I just look mature. I’m several years younger than your father.”

Even if you’re several years younger, you’re still in your early thirties, Cai Zhao thought, forcing a smile.

“Hasn’t Lady Cai mentioned me to you?” Zeng Dalou asked.

Cai Zhao shook her head. “In her spare time, Aunt often liked to tell me amusing anecdotes from her days roaming the martial arts world. They were all fragmented stories, but she never liked to mention anything about the Northern Chen sects.”

The Cai Pingchun couple had always forbidden their children from asking about Cai Pingxu, fearing that in their youthful innocence, they might ask something inappropriate and touch upon Cai Pingxu’s painful memories. As a result, Cai Zhao’s impressions of the martial arts world were scattered and fragmented.

Zeng Dalou sighed softly, shaking his head.

As they continued walking, he resumed, “…If it weren’t for Master and Lady Cai’s kindness back then, I would have been just a street urchin on the verge of freezing or starving to death. How could I have entered the Qingque Sect? Master’s grace is unforgettable. Besides, skill isn’t about age. Your father has made tremendous progress in martial arts these past years, while I’m merely average, just maintaining a position within the sect based on seniority.”

Cai Zhao replied, “That’s how Luoying Valley’s martial arts work. Progress is slow at first, requiring patience and gradual cultivation. The further you go, the more powerful you become. The aunt said that because of this, my father was often bullied in his youth.”

She thought to herself: Luoying Valley’s martial arts are like a tree. At first, when it’s just a sapling, anyone can easily uproot it. But once the tree grows large and its roots dig deep into the bedrock, even fierce winds and storms can’t destroy it.

Of course, there were exceptions.

Cai Pingxu was one such exception.

Sure enough, Zeng Dalou smiled and said, “I see. Then Lady Cai must have been exceptionally gifted. Not only did she become famous in the martial arts world at a young age, overpowering many experts, but she also single-handedly killed the Demonic Sect’s leader. Her reputation as the ‘World’s Strongest’ was well-deserved. When I first met Lady Cai at ten years old, I was quite puzzled. This young woman, not much older than me, commanded such respect from so many heroes.”

Cai Zhao fell silent, “Yes, but the price was too high.”

“It was the injuries sustained while killing Nie Hengcheng that led to Lady Cai’s untimely death,” Zeng Dalou said sadly.

Cai Zhao, not wanting to continue this topic, said, “Senior Brother Zeng, please continue telling me about our sect’s brothers and sisters. I don’t want to have any more ‘misunderstandings’ later.”

Zeng Dalou smiled bitterly, “You did nothing wrong today. It was our little sister who acted inappropriately. Chang Ning is the orphan of the great hero Chang Haosheng…”

Before he could finish, Cai Zhao let out a soft “Ah!” “So he’s Hero Chang’s son. The Chang… Chang family is still…”

Zeng Dalou sighed, “Your Luoying Valley doesn’t concern itself with martial world affairs, living in seclusion for years. You may not have heard. A few months ago, the entire Chang family of Wuan was massacred by the Demonic Sect. Only Hero Chang and his son escaped. Hero Chang’s injuries were too severe, and he passed away while seeking refuge at Mount Jiuli. Given his friendship with our Master, how could we not take care of Chang Ning when he arrived with his late father’s letter? So, Master took him in.”

Cai Zhao softly exclaimed, “Aunt said she rarely admired people, but Hero Chang Haosheng, with his hatred of evil and kind heart, was someone she greatly respected. Back then, Hero Chang even helped Luoying Valley… Is Chang Ning now a senior brother in our sect?”

“Not yet. Chang Ning is severely injured, with lingering poison. Master plans to heal him first, then accept him as a disciple and teach him martial arts, so he can avenge his family in the future.”

“I see, so the Snow Lotus Pill was for treating Chang Ning’s injuries and detoxifying him,” Cai Zhao brought the topic back around.

Zeng Dalou could only continue sighing, “Master has the rare ‘Heavenly Fire Dragon’ constitution. Initially slow to learn, but as long as one doesn’t fear setbacks and perseveres, once the meridians are broken through, learning any martial art becomes twice as effective. Alas, the difficulty lies in ‘not fearing setbacks and persevering.'”

Legend had it that in ancient times, while other great dragons could easily break out of their shells and roam freely, the ‘Heavenly Fire Dragon’ had to endure the torment of flames for 9 times 81 years before it could emerge and survey the world.

Cai Zhao nodded, “I know this. The aunt said that when she met Sect Leader Qi, he was being bullied. Originally, Old Sect Leader Yin had another direct disciple, but later, seeing Sect Leader Qi break through his limitations and progress rapidly, he took him into the inner sect and nurtured him carefully.”

Zeng Dalou sighed, “Yes, that was Uncle Master Qiu. He now wanders the world and rarely returns to Wanshui Qianshan Cliff. I wonder if he’ll make it back for the ancestor’s death anniversary.”

He turned back to look at Cai Zhao, “Master often says that he owes his successful meridian breakthrough to Lady Cai. When they met, Master was just an unremarkable outer sect disciple. But Lady Cai said he was like a hidden dragon in a pond, destined to soar and capture everyone’s attention one day, and that he shouldn’t be discouraged by initial setbacks. Master says he’s never forgotten Lady Cai’s words all these years.”

Cai Zhao tilted her head back, the mountain sunlight stinging her eyes.

She could imagine how spirited and bold her aunt must have been as a young woman, speaking those words.

“But Lingbo is different. Repeatedly trying to break through her meridians and practicing austerely – the pain she must endure,” Zeng Dalou said gloomily. “She’s her mother’s only child, pampered and loved since birth. How could she endure such suffering? With the Snow Lotus Pill, she could have suffered less during the meridian breakthrough, which is why Lingbo had such high hopes. That Snow Lotus Pill was obtained by chance by the Third Junior Brother and given to Master. Master and his wife had originally planned to give it to Lingbo, but who knew… who knew Junior Brother Chang Ning would suddenly arrive… Naturally, saving a life took priority.”

“There’s no need to regret it too much. Didn’t Old Sect Leader Yin have plenty of good pills back then? He eagerly hoped for his two daughters to succeed, but did the two Madame Yins end up mastering martial arts? Madame Qinglian was alright, but my future master, Madame Sulian… well,” Cai Zhao chuckled.

Cai Pingxu’s original words were that Yin Qinglian had barely mastered the basics, while Yin Sulian was as skilled as an overturned turtle.

Cultivating martial arts is an extremely arduous task. One must practice from dawn to dusk, regardless of the season, repeatedly tempering every meridian and bone in the body to transcend the limitations of an ordinary physique. Noble-born and beautiful girls often can’t endure such hardship, especially when their father has already arranged futures for them.

Zeng Dalou frowned, then shook his head with a bitter smile. “Lady Cai and Master’s wife were never on good terms. It’s one thing for her to say such things, but you, Sister Cai, must be cautious. After all, Master’s wife will soon be your elder.”

Cai Zhao ignored this and continued, “Even if the Snow Lotus Pill could reduce suffering during meridian breakthrough, success isn’t guaranteed. The pill is a precious remedy for healing and detoxification. Using it this way, if the breakthrough fails, it would be a waste of good medicine.”

Zeng Dalou sighed, “Success or failure doesn’t matter. I just hope for harmony in Master’s family.”

As they walked and chatted, Cai Zhao quickly learned that she would have five senior brothers and one senior sister, ranking seventh. She had already met half of them.

Zeng Dalou was the eldest disciple, a former beggar taken in by Sect Leader Qi Yunke in his youth. Though average in talent and martial skill, he was warm-hearted and fair, naturally becoming Qingque Sect’s chief steward, managing daily affairs.

The second senior brother was the handsome youth who had fawned over Qi Lingbo earlier. Named Dai Fengchi, he was a distant relative of the late sect leader. Orphaned as an infant by the former Demonic Sect leader Nie Hengcheng, he was adopted by the late sect leader and later became Qi Yunke’s disciple. He excelled in the Forty-Nine Flowing Star Chasing Wind Sword technique and gained some renown in the martial world (which meant he was quite famous).

Cai Zhao expressed her admiration but admitted she had never heard of him, leaving Zeng Dalou only able to shake his head and smile bitterly.

Next was Song Yuzhi.

Ranking third both in his family and among the disciples, he was, unsurprisingly, the most talented, skilled, handsome, and wealthy among them… with the most arrogant father and brother.

“It’s admirable that Third Junior Brother is willing to live a simple life on Wanshui Qianshan Cliff. You know, Mingcui Peak’s Guangtian Gate is incredibly wealthy, with mountains of gold, silver, and pearls…”

“Yes, I can see that,” Cai Zhao smiled. “I witnessed Guangtian Gate’s grandeur earlier on Fengyun Peak. Not to mention that Third Senior Brother’s mother was the late Madame Qinglian. I won’t provoke him in the future.”

Zeng Dalou could only smile bitterly again.

As if summoned by their conversation, a familiar figure came racing towards them from afar.

“Senior Brother! Senior Brother!”

Song Yuzhi arrived in a flash. His first call came from seven or eight zhang away, but by the second, he was right in front of them. Cai Zhao silently admired his excellent lightness skill.

“Senior Brother, Sister Cai.” Song Yuzhi bowed to both, his jade-like face filled with urgency. “Senior Brother has Lingbo caused trouble again?!”

Zeng Dalou looked troubled, reluctant to cover up Qi Lingbo’s actions in front of Cai Zhao.

Song Yuzhi’s face turned ashen. “Senior Brother, stop protecting her. This keeps happening. I’m going to tell Master…”

“Wait!” Zeng Dalou held Song Yuzhi back. “Why are you in such a hurry? Can’t we discuss this calmly? I’m handling it, I’ll deal with Lingbo…”

“You’ll just go easy on her again!” Song Yuzhi’s gaze turned cold as he looked directly at Cai Zhao. “Sister Cai, were you just bullied by them? Was Qi Lingbo the ringleader? Wasn’t she?”

New to the sect and unclear about the relationships between her future siblings, Cai Zhao was reluctant to get involved. She shook her head, smiling brightly. “Senior Brother Song must have misunderstood. I merely crossed paths with Sister Qi. She treated me with one part surprise, two parts joy, three parts warmth, four parts enthusiasm, and five parts attentiveness. One moment she urged me to rest, lest I tire myself; the next, she was teaching me the rules of conduct. It was truly refreshing. Although it was just a brief encounter, I benefited greatly and already regard Sister Qi as my sister. It’s as they say, ‘kindred spirits at first sight.'”

Zeng Dalou’s mouth gaped open, unsure whether to be shocked or pleased.

Song Yuzhi glared, enunciating each word: “You’re lying.”

“If you don’t believe me, ask Senior Brother if I’m lying.”

Zeng Dalou stammered, “She… she’s not lying. Lingbo did tell Sister Cai to rest and gave her some advice…” Language truly was a marvelous art.

Song Yuzhi stared at Cai Zhao. “Even if the first part is true, the part about regarding her as a sister must be false.” It sounded too nauseating.

Cai Zhao rolled her eyes. “How can Senior Brother know what’s true or false in someone else’s heart? Anyway, I’m fine. Third Senior Brother, please go about your business.”

Song Yuzhi’s chest heaved. Being angered twice in one day by this young girl was enough. He turned and left, no longer wanting to see this vexing future junior sister.

Zeng Dalou sighed in relief. “Sister Cai, you’re very magnanimous. As your senior brother, I thank you. It’s not that I don’t want to uphold justice, but if this matter isn’t handled well, Master and his wife will argue again.”

The word “again” was used quite skillfully.

Cai Zhao, being clever, didn’t pursue this topic and instead asked Zeng Dalou to continue introducing her future sect mates.

The fourth senior brother was Ding Zhuo, a man of few words who was devoted to martial arts. He probably wouldn’t be seen on an occasion like this.

Zeng Dalou sighed, “Fourth Junior Brother bears a deep blood grudge, which is why he trains so diligently, waiting for the day he can leave the mountain and seek revenge against the Demonic Sect.”

Cai Zhao paused. “Besides you and Third Senior Brother, is there anyone in our sect who doesn’t have a deep blood grudge?”

“Yes, Fifth Junior Brother.”

Zeng Dalou told Cai Zhao that if she saw a young man with dimples and a constant smile entertaining guests, that would be Fifth Junior Brother Fan Xingjia. He was the only disciple selected from the outer sect, recommended by Uncle Master Li who managed the outer sect. He had a good temperament, excellent talent, loving parents, and harmonious siblings – a rare case of a perfect family background. He was exceptionally skilled in medicine preparation and qi cultivation.

“Fifth Senior Brother is skilled in medicine and qi cultivation? That’s quite a rare talent,” Cai Zhao’s eyes lit up.

The saying goes: innate true qi is seven parts cultivation and three parts nourishment.

Those who practice martial arts go against nature’s course, often risking disrupted meridians and misdirected qi. In severe cases, they might even suffer qi deviation and bodily rupture. However, if someone with nourishing qi can gently guide and supplement the healing process, recovery becomes much smoother.

The problem was that twenty years ago, during the great battle between righteous and evil forces, Nie Hengcheng had scattered Demonic Sect minions everywhere, specifically targeting those skilled in medicine and qi cultivation among the Six Sects of Northern Chen. Unfortunately, those who cultivated nourishing qi often had lower martial prowess, making them easy targets. This led to many veteran heroes suffering unrecoverable injuries, greatly diminishing the Six Sects’ fighting power.

Moreover, those naturally gifted with this talent were rare, which explained why Uncle Master Li from the outer sect had recommended Fan Xingjia – rarity increases value.

The sixth junior sister was Qi Lingbo, Sect Leader Qi’s only daughter. In a few days, Cai Zhao would join as the seventh disciple.

“Master has taken so few disciples? I heard Siqui Gate accepts disciples widely, with over a thousand,” Cai Zhao asked, puzzled.

Zeng Dalou hesitated briefly, then carefully explained, “Master says that capable individuals often grow on their own, rather than being nurtured. Each year, many young people come to Mount Jiuli. As long as they have a clean background and upright character, Master accepts them all to study and practice martial arts together. Those who can stand out will naturally do so, depending on their aptitude.”

Cai Zhao rolled this idea around in her mind, then smiled lightly. “Master’s reasoning is sound. What use was it for Old Sect Leader Yin to accept so many disciples when our Master, who came from the outer sect, emerged as the best?”

“Indeed. When you master your skills in the future, you might even compete for the position of Sect Leader,” Zeng Dalou teased.

Cai Zhao rolled her eyes. “Thank you for your kind words.”

As they spoke, the residence of the Qingque Sect came into view – a majestic palace that inspired awe.

With jade steps, golden structures, white walls, black tiles, vermillion beams, and painted ridgepoles, the three-story palace seemed to float above the clouds. It truly lived up to its name: “Heavenly Palace in the Sky, Muwei Palace on Earth.”
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According to ancient texts preserved in Luoying Valley, the original Muwei Palace was just a few simple rooms built by the Northern Chen ancestors for quiet cultivation. As disciples and servants increased, the residence gradually expanded, growing into a palace. At that time, Mount Jiuli was rich in spirit stones, with gold as common as dirt and jade as plentiful as mountains. Even simple buildings appeared majestic, exuding an otherworldly aura.

Entering the bustling inner hall, Cai Zhao saw guests gathered in small groups, some laughing and reminiscing, others whispering privately. From afar, she spotted her future master, his square face set in a righteous expression, sitting stiffly at the head of the hall, receiving what seemed like the umpteenth wave of guests. Cai Zhao’s aunt had once described her sworn brother as “clearly suited to be a generation’s master through diligent cultivation, yet forced to entertain guests daily like a courtesan from Lichun House.”

Since Cai Pingxu had secluded herself to recover from injuries, she rarely interacted with the martial world, seeing only a few close friends. Qi Yunke was one of these few, visiting Luoying Valley almost yearly. Each time, he’d either bring a cage with beautiful birds or cats, or his pockets would be full of snacks that little Cai Zhao loved but wasn’t allowed to eat.

In her naive youth, Cai Zhao had thought Qi Yunke might become her uncle, only later realizing he was already married with a daughter. His relationship with Cai Pingxu was one of true friendship and loyalty unto death. Embarrassed by her narrow-mindedness, Cai Zhao resolved to read fewer romance novels about elopement.

Following Zeng Dalou, she approached Qi Yunke, who spotted her like a drowning man seeing a lifeline. He quickly excused himself from the guests he was conversing with and called out loudly, “Little Zhao is here! Come quickly! Your parents and brother have already had three rounds of tea. Where have you been?”

Cai Zhao approached with a dignified expression and bowed, “Hello, Uncle Qi. Thank you for your hard work. I was captivated by the picturesque scenery of Wanshui Qianshan Cliff and took a stroll around.”

Qi Yunke smiled, “I hope Zhao Zhao didn’t get lost this time. Years ago, you got lost at the town’s lantern festival, and your aunt and I searched for half the night. Luckily, there were no child traffickers in Luoying Town, or you’d have been in tears!”

Cai Zhao refused to admit it, “I wasn’t lost. I was helping an old grandfather watch his sugar painting stall. I’m good with directions now! Besides, Uncle, you and Aunt always had endless conversations that I couldn’t understand…”

Qi Yunke’s face suddenly darkened, his eyes showing a hint of sorrow, “Yes, we always had so much to talk about then. Now, who can I share those conversations with?”

Cai Zhao fell silent.

A beautiful middle-aged woman who had been sitting next to Qi Yunke grew impatient at his prolonged absence. She smiled at the four or five well-dressed guests nearby, then called out to her husband, “Alright, let the child go play over there. Yunke, come back quickly and catch up with the uncles.”

Qi Yunke’s head began to ache at the sound of his wife Yin Sulian’s voice.

Cai Zhao whispered, “Uncle, are those your good friends?”

“Friends my foot!” Qi Yunke whispered back mischievously, “They’re all Yin family relatives and old acquaintances. Each one is an elder, and entertaining them is exhausting!”

As Yin Sulian called out again with displeasure, Qi Yunke had no choice but to lead young Cai Zhao towards the challenge ahead, his square face maintaining a righteous expression, “Zhao Zhao, come, let Master introduce you to the elders…”

Cai Zhao glared at Qi Yunke, annoyed. These days, even elders were unreliable, clearly using her as a shield because he was too lazy to deal with those people himself.

Qi Yunke grinned widely as he introduced the guests one by one. The beautiful middle-aged woman was, of course, the current Sect Leader’s wife, Yin Sulian. Cai Zhao bowed obediently, lowering her head to see the hem of Yin Sulian’s skirt spread on the golden velvet carpet. The fabric was luxurious, dotted with gold stars, and the skirt’s edge was adorned with thumb-sized pearls.

Yin Sulian was the same age as Cai Pingxu, but unlike the increasingly frail Cai Pingxu, she had maintained herself well. Her face was fair and delicate, her features refined, looking no more than twenty years old. She was dressed exquisitely, with a pair of priceless cat’s eye emeralds dangling from her ears, clearly indicating her comfortable lifestyle.

She glanced at Cai Zhao haughtily, mumbling, “So this is Zhao Zhao? Who does she take after? Your aunt and mother were fairly good-looking, but this child doesn’t seem to have inherited any of it.”

Qi Yunke frowned, “Nonsense. Zhao Zhao resembles both Pingxu and Xiaofeng. She’s even more beautiful than both of them.”

Yin Sulian raised an eyebrow, her smile not reaching her eyes, “How rare to hear you speak of Cai Pingxu’s shortcomings.”

Qi Yunke replied, displeased, “A girl’s strengths don’t necessarily lie in her appearance. What’s important is her character and abilities…”

Zeng Dalou quickly intervened to smooth things over, “Father, Mother, Sister Cai just mentioned she was hungry. Why don’t we let her have some snacks first before introducing her to the elders?”

Yin Sulian snorted, and Qi Yunke resigned, handing Cai Zhao a plate of snacks from the table, “Go to the side room in the back hall and have some snacks first. We’ll have better food when the banquet starts, alright?”

Cai Zhao took the snacks, smiling broadly. She had just turned to leave when she saw several familiar figures approaching, causing her to pause.

“Father, Mother, I’ve come with my senior brothers,” Qi Lingbo was now dressed in new attire, a water-red dress with dark gold embroidery, adorned with peach blossom-colored jeweled hairpins and ornaments, making her appear more beautiful than flowers. She even captivated Dai Fengchi beside her.

A few steps behind them, silently following at a slow pace, was a tall youth – naturally, it was the pockmarked Chang Ning.

Yin Sulian’s eyes lit up, “Oh my, our Lingbo is here. Why are you willing to wear this outfit today? Didn’t you always complain that such attire was inconvenient for martial arts practice?”

Qi Lingbo smiled, glancing at Cai Zhao, “Before, it was for the convenience of practicing martial arts. I saw how neatly Sister Cai was dressed earlier, so I decided to dress up too. Sister Cai, you’re here as well?”

As she spoke the last word, she signaled Dai Fengchi with her eyes. He smiled slightly, his right hand gently brushing inside his left sleeve before throwing something out. With a light clinking sound, a flash of light shot directly at Cai Zhao’s face. The crowd vaguely saw what seemed to be a sharp weapon, and it looked as if Cai Zhao was about to be splattered with blood.

Amidst the crowd’s gasps, Qi Yunke roared angrily, about to intervene, when suddenly the flash of light stopped half a chi from Cai Zhao’s face, quickly retracting back to Dai Fengchi’s hand. Only then did everyone realize it was a small dagger with a chain attached to its handle, which Dai Fengchi had used to pull it back.

Although he had used the chain, the strength and accuracy of his control were still impressive.

Qi Yunke exploded with anger, “What do you think you’re doing!”

Qi Lingbo giggled coquettishly, “Don’t be angry, Father. It was just a small joke. We met Sister Cai in the plum forest earlier and hit it off immediately, so we decided to prepare a welcoming gift for her. Senior Brother, show Father!”

Dai Fengchi detached the thin chain and presented the dagger with both hands. As everyone craned their necks to look, they saw that the handle was entirely inlaid with gold thread and rubies, while the blade gleamed like a pool of clear water. It was indeed a precious item.

Seeing her husband’s displeased expression, Yin Sulian quickly interjected, “Isn’t this the welcoming gift Yuzhi’s father gave to Fengchi? It’s Fengchi’s beloved possession. Are you willing to give it away? You’re truly considerate of Zhao Zhao coming from afar. Right, Yunke?!”

Qi Yunke’s anger hadn’t subsided, but with guests filling the hall and his wife intervening, it wasn’t the time to lose his temper. He could only let out a cold snort.

This was exactly what Qi Lingbo had planned. She smiled at Cai Zhao, “Sister, you weren’t scared, were you? You…” She had been bested in the mountain valley earlier and was determined to get her revenge, so she had conspired with Dai Fengchi to give Cai Zhao a good scare.

To their surprise, Cai Zhao’s expression remained unchanged, “I figured my senior brother and sister wouldn’t hurt me. There’s nothing to be scared of. Elders, please don’t worry. I’m completely fine.”

Qi Lingbo let out a disappointed “Oh.”

Qi Yunke grunted, “Fengchi, Lingbo may not know better, but how could you join in such foolishness? What if you hadn’t pulled back in time and hurt Zhao Zhao? How would you two explain yourselves? Is this how your Master has taught you to behave, without any sense of propriety…”

Dai Fengchi blushed and was about to bow and apologize.

“Enough, enough!” Yin Sulian interrupted, “Don’t you know Fengchi’s personality by now? How could he play such a joke without absolute confidence? Didn’t Zhao Zhao say she wasn’t scared? Not only is Chang Ning alone and helpless now, but Fengchi is too. Don’t just care about Chang Ning, show some concern for Fengchi as well. … Zhao Zhao, come here. This dagger is for you. Keep it safe.”

Qi Yunke suppressed his anger, slamming his hand forcefully on the table.

Cai Zhao stepped forward, taking the dagger. She examined it carefully before praising, “Indeed, it’s an excellent blade. Thank you, senior brother and sister. I’ll gladly accept it.”

Qi Yunke took a deep breath and pulled Chang Ning forward. He then addressed Cai Zhao, “This is your senior brother Chang Ning. He’s three years older than you. His family… well, Zeng Dalou must have told you everything. Fortunately, your aunt has already left; otherwise, knowing what happened to Haosheng’s family would have devastated her. The Demon Sect has become far too brazen.”

Cai Zhao looked at Chang Ning, noticing his tall stature and slender build. However, his face was a pitiful sight to behold.

“Chang Ning, come and meet Zhao Zhao. She…” Qi Yunke began.

“I’ve already met junior sister Cai,” Chang Ning interjected.

Qi Yunke probed, “Was that just now in the plum grove?”

Chang Ning nodded, causing Zeng Dalou to tense up once again.

After a moment’s pause, Qi Yunke’s face darkened. “Lingbo, did you bully Chang Ning again? Have you forgotten my instructions? If this happens once more, I’ll…”

Yin Sulian interrupted her husband, smiling as she said, “What kind of father are you, scolding your daughter without knowing the full story? Look at Zhao Zhao and Chang Ning. They’re both perfectly fine…”

Upon hearing “perfectly fine,” Cai Zhao couldn’t help but glance at Chang Ning’s disfigured face. Chang Ning, however, showed no signs of discomfort and even gave her a slight smile. Despite his face being covered in horrific sores, his eyes were clear and captivating, enough to make one’s heart melt.

“…Even if Lingbo can be mischievous at times, she wouldn’t act out on such an important day,” Yin Sulian continued, turning to Cai Zhao. “Isn’t that right, Zhao Zhao?”

“Yes, yes, Father! We were just playing around!” Qi Lingbo hastily explained. “Junior sister, say something!”

Inwardly, Cai Zhao scoffed, wondering where this senior sister got the confidence to assume she would simply swallow her pride and say nothing had happened.

Seeing Zeng Dalou’s troubled expression, Cai Zhao nodded and said, “Although I’ve just met a senior sister, I can tell she has a kind and honest nature. She seems quite sincere.”

Zeng Dalou thought to himself, “Junior sister Cai, you only needed to say enough to save face for the master and mistress. There’s no need to lie so convincingly – no one will believe it anyway.”

Qi Yunke, both angry and exasperated, could only say, “Very well. If you truly believe that, in the future…”

“Uncle, I genuinely believe it,” Cai Zhao said with a straight face. “If you don’t believe me, just watch.” Before she finished speaking, her right hand flicked upward. The exquisite dagger made a soft sound as a burst of energy propelled it toward Qi Lingbo like an arrow cutting through the air.

Yin Sulian let out a piercing scream. The force of the weapon was even more intense than when Dai Fengchi had thrown the dagger earlier. As the blade flew straight toward her daughter’s face, Yin Sulian nearly fainted. Qi Lingbo stood frozen, unable to move. Qi Yunke was too far away, leaving only Dai Fengchi to swiftly raise his hand in an attempt to intercept.

However, just as the dagger was mere inches from Qi Lingbo’s nose, Cai Zhao suddenly struck out with her left palm. The dagger abruptly changed course, tracing a graceful arc in the air before obediently returning to her hand as if pulled by an invisible string.

A hush fell over the crowd as guests stopped to observe the scene. In the silence, a clear ‘clink’ was heard as a pearl hairpin fell from Qi Lingbo’s hair. Beads of sweat formed on her forehead.

Only Chang Ning remained unfazed, watching the spectacle with great interest.

Yin Sulian, drenched in cold sweat, shrieked, “Cai Zhao, what are you doing? Are you trying to kill Lingbo?”

“It was just a joke, Aunt and Senior Sister. Don’t be afraid,” Cai Zhao said with a smile, playfully tossing the dagger in her hand.

Qi Lingbo, feeling cold and numb, struggled to find her voice. “… You… didn’t you say you weren’t skilled in martial arts?!” Even with her limited knowledge, she could tell that Cai Zhao’s move was impressive, matching Dai Fengchi in both power and technique.

Cai Zhao feigned surprise. “Senior Sister, you must be mistaken. When did I ever say I couldn’t do martial arts?”

“But in the grove, you said…”

Chang Ning helpfully interjected, “Junior Sister Cai said she doesn’t enjoy learning martial arts, not that she couldn’t do them.”

Qi Lingbo, eyes bulging with anger, exclaimed, “That’s right, you said you don’t like learning martial arts!”

“What does not enjoying learning have to do with ability? Even if I don’t like it, I still have to learn,” Cai Zhao replied innocently.

Qi Lingbo retorted furiously, “You also said your parents never taught you martial arts!”

“They didn’t, but my aunt did,” Cai Zhao explained matter-of-factly.

Qi Lingbo trembled with rage, unable to speak. Dai Fengchi wanted to intervene but was at a loss. Yin Sulian’s face turned ashen, while Qi Yunke sighed, rubbing his forehead. Only Chang Ning watched Cai Zhao with an amused smile.

With a gentle tap of her right palm towards the ground, Cai Zhao made a grasping motion. The fallen pearl hairpin sprung up, flying directly into her hand.

Everyone except Qi Yunke and Chang Ning stared in astonishment.

Cai Zhao approached Qi Lingbo with a smile, leaning in to repin the ornament in her hair. Her voice grew even softer as she said, “Uncle, don’t you see I was right? Senior Sister is so honest. She believes everything she’s told without a second thought.”

Qi Yunke replied expressionlessly, “Indeed. You and Lingbo are both such honest children.” Even he didn’t believe his own words.
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At this moment, whispers arose from all around:

“They say that after Cai Pingshu’s decline, Luoying Valley has become increasingly desolate these years, with no real skill left. It’s only kept up appearances with the help of Sect Leader Qi Yuque. But did you see that young girl? Could you pull off those two moves she just used?”

“What desolation? Luoying Valley has always kept out of jianghu affairs, preferring a quiet life. That doesn’t mean they lack skill.”

“Exactly! I’ve heard Cai Pingchun has made great strides in recent years. Otherwise, how come all those challengers who went to Luoying Valley later fell silent? If they had gained any advantage, wouldn’t they have boasted about it?”

“Cai Pingchun? He’s never seen in the jianghu. Perhaps it was Cai Pingshu who dealt with them.”

“Didn’t you just say Cai Pingshu had declined?”

“Enough idle talk! Wasn’t that young girl using Cai Pingshu’s self-created ‘Dragon Capturing Hand’? The first move must have been ‘Unique Skill, Vigorous Joint,’ but what was the second? Was it ‘Gentle Breeze, Unique Tranquility’? Years ago, Cai Pingshu used this palm technique to wipe out thirteen bandit strongholds in the Northern Wasteland in just half a month, leaving no survivors!”

“But I heard Cai Pingshu used a large blade when he single-handedly challenged the Northern Wasteland gang lairs!”

“What difference does it make whether he used a blade or his palms?”

“It matters! It truly matters! The Cai family is extraordinary!”

Yin Sulian’s face turned from pale to ashen. She forced a smile and said, “I’ve heard you were pampered since childhood. Martial arts training is so demanding. How could your aunt bear to force you to practice?”

Cai Zhao slowly sheathed her dagger, her smile not reaching her eyes. “Aunt says that in this world, relying on mountains can lead to their collapse, and depending on seas can result in their drying up. It’s most reliable to depend on oneself.”

In her carefree childhood, her aunt, who had never allowed her to suffer even the slightest grievance, had only forced her to do one thing over the past decade or so: practice martial arts—tirelessly, through summer and winter, from dawn to dusk.

She remembered once when she cried from exhaustion, Cai Pingshu massaged her neck and said softly, “Whether you choose to walk the path of jianghu or not, you must have the ability to protect yourself. If I let you live a lazy, carefree life, I would be doing you harm.”

Yin Sulian struggled to maintain her smile. “That indeed sounds like something your aunt would say. However, as women, we don’t necessarily have only one path. Having someone to rely on isn’t necessarily a bad thing. Well then, since this is our first meeting, please accept this jade bracelet as a gift.” She removed the bracelet from her wrist.

Cai Zhao quietly accepted the bracelet, examining its quality under the crystal lamp light. She expertly estimated its pawn shop value.

Seeing the tension ease, Zeng Dalou quickly said, “Master, my junior sister is young and can’t tolerate hunger. Perhaps we should go to the back for some refreshments.”

Qi Yunke nodded. Before Cai Zhao left, he brought Chang Ning to her and said in a low voice, “Your senior brother Chang is severely wounded, with poison still in his system. During the ancestor’s memorial period, I’m afraid I’ll be too busy to look after him. Please keep an eye on him.”

It was clear that Qi Lingbo wasn’t an obedient daughter, and with a biased mother, if she were to bully Chang Ning in secret, the other disciples might be unwilling or unable to intervene due to respect for their master’s wife. Only Cai Zhao wasn’t afraid to act.

Cai Zhao understood his meaning and gave a faint smile.

Qi Yunke coughed lightly, somewhat embarrassed. “Once Chang Ning recovers, I’m sure no one will be able to bully him. Sigh, it’s all due to my poor parenting and inability to manage my disciples. If your aunt knew, she’d surely scold me for my incompetence first…”

Cai Zhao coolly replied, “In all these years, when has Aunt ever said a bad word about you? It’s always been my mother who criticizes you.”

Qi Yunke waved his hand. “Ah your mother speaks without thinking. I never take it to heart. But if your aunt says something, I truly feel ashamed. Zhao Zhao, the Chang Hao family of heroes died tragically, their blood debt is still unpaid. Poor Chang Hao, a lifetime of chivalry, always ready to fight injustice. Even if just for his sake, please look after Chang Ning…”

Cai Zhao felt it was time to express her lofty principles before her future master. “Uncle, you needn’t say more. I understand completely. Aunt often tells me that her proudest achievement in life isn’t defeating Nie Hengcheng, but that throughout her jianghu career, no matter how urgently she needed to act, she never sacrificed innocent people. And no matter how much she wanted to avoid trouble, she never stood by and watched innocents suffer. Rest assured, I will look after my senior brother Chang. We who practice martial arts may not seek to shake the jianghu or become renowned throughout the land, but at the very least, we should help the weak, aid the poor, and uphold justice.” Her words were passionate and righteous, perfectly matching the tone Cai Pingshu would ideally use.

“Excellent! Well said!” Qi Yunke was delighted. He pulled Chang Ning over and had him bow to Cai Zhao.

Chang Ning bowed with a hint of a smile, his posture straight and dignified.

Cai Zhao suddenly felt an inexplicable discomfort. Thinking of the truly chivalrous hero Chang Hao, she felt her earlier words were somewhat hypocritical. She hastily bid farewell to Qi Yunke and tugged on Chang Ning’s sleeve as they left together.

Chang Ning’s body stiffened slightly, staring at the small hand on his sleeve in a daze.

Seeing Qi Yunke about to entertain the guests, Yin Sulian quickly pulled Dai Fengchi to her husband’s side, having him accompany his father to meet the jianghu elders. She then gave her daughter a push, nodding towards Cai Zhao and Chang Ning. Qi Lingbo understood and reluctantly followed.

The rear hall had many side rooms. Zeng Dalou found a quiet and elegant one for Cai Zhao and the others, instructing the servants to attend to their tea needs before hurrying off to handle other matters.

As the saying goes, “Like a teacher, like a student.” Just as Cai Zhao had learned from Cai Pingshu, Qi Lingbo had learned from Yin Sulian. In less than half a cup of tea’s time, Qi Lingbo’s face was all smiles, and she had gone from calling Cai Zhao “Junior Sister Cai” to “Sister Zhao Zhao,” and from “interfering little bitch” to “youthful impulsiveness, all a misunderstanding.”

Unfortunately, the transition was too abrupt, and the logic of her words was unclear. Having just called her a little bitch and even intending to teach her a lesson, she now tried to brush it off with a single word of “misunderstanding,” which seemed insincere. It was clear that this Young Miss Qi’s skill in winning over young ladies was not even a tenth of her ability to flatter sycophants.

Any other hot-tempered young girl trained in martial arts would have spat in Qi Lingbo’s face by now, but Cai Zhao certainly wouldn’t. She had aspired from a young age to become the general manager of Luoying Town’s seventy-two shops. In business, one must be amiable to make money, seeing through things without exposing them.

So Cai Zhao put on a welcoming smile, fully cooperating with Young Miss Qi’s rhetoric.

Qi Lingbo said, “Come to think of it, my mother and Lady Cai have been friends for decades. Sigh, when we suddenly heard of her passing three years ago, my mother was so heartbroken she couldn’t eat or take her medicine. She nearly fell gravely ill, which is why she couldn’t attend your aunt’s funeral.”

Cai Zhao replied, “Oh, senior sister, you needn’t explain. With the deep friendship between our elders, as vast as mountains and seas, I know your mother wouldn’t have missed coming to Luoying Valley unless she was too ill to rise.”

Qi Lingbo (wondering if she was being too sensitive in feeling mocked): “My mother has always been frail. When she was twelve, she went to Peiqiong Mountain Villa seeking treatment, and that’s where she formed a deep friendship with Lady Cai. My mother often says that Lady Cai was righteous and chivalrous from a young age, praised by all. My mother’s martial skills are humble, and she owes her life to Lady Cai’s help many times. That’s why she can stand here today.”

Cai Zhao: “My aunt became a disciple of Old Master Zhou at Peiqiong Mountain when she was ten. Although there were other young ladies there, none were as clever, obedient, and understanding as your mother. She was especially close to my aunt. My mother once said that when the young ladies encountered danger that year, your mother nearly fell into the hands of a grand disciple of some Heavenly Elder from the Demon Cult. It forced my aunt to create several moves of the Dragon Capturing Hand in just a few days to resolve the crisis—now that’s a life-and-death bond!”

Qi Lingbo (feeling mocked again): “…Sister Zhao Zhao is right. My mother and your aunt did quarrel when they were young, but later they formed a life-and-death bond. It shows that childhood squabbles don’t count, hehe, hehe.”

Cai Zhao: “Senior Sister Qi is right! Not only do childhood quarrels and arguments not count, but even throwing small objects at each other is just playful teasing. No one should take it to heart!”

Qi Lingbo’s smile became strained: “…Indeed, indeed.” —Mother, trying to win over this young lady with pleasantries is exhausting!

The two girls continued their exchange, seemingly in perfect harmony and agreement, as if they were about to exchange hairpins and become sworn sisters. However, they had forgotten there was a third person in the room. Suddenly, an ill-timed chuckle broke the air—brief and cold.

At that moment, Qi and Cai both turned their heads towards the source of the sound.

“Junior Sister Cai, you’re truly a hero, able to bend and stretch,” Chang Ning said with a faint mockery. He then pointed at Qi Lingbo, “She was just calling you a little bitch earlier. Are you not taking it to heart?”

Cai Zhao smiled mildly, “Mere verbal sparring, why dwell on it?”

Qi Lingbo breathed a sigh of relief.

“She also wanted to use her numbers to bully you, intending to beat you up first. Are you letting that go too?” Chang Ning pressed on.

Cai Zhao replied helplessly, “Well, it didn’t happen, did it? Even if they had tried, they couldn’t have beaten me.”

“Yes, yes, Junior Sister is right!” Qi Lingbo laughed nervously.

“What if they could? What if they had beaten you severely?” Chang Ning wouldn’t let up.

“Even if they could, even if they had beaten me severely, it would be like a flood washing over the Dragon King’s temple – internal affairs of the Six Sects. We should let it go,” Cai Zhao said, but thought to herself, ‘As if that’s possible. I’d have to smash the heads of anyone who bullied me afterward.’

Qi Lingbo seized the moment to praise, “Junior Sister’s magnanimity is truly admirable, the spirit of a true knight!”

“You’re too kind. Harmony brings wealth, after all,” Cai Zhao played along, maintaining the cordial atmosphere.

“What if someone insulted your aunt, Lady Cai?” Chang Ning suddenly asked.

Cai Zhao’s expression cooled.

“What if someone called Lady Cai a ‘dragging bitch who took over a decade to die’?” Chang Ning’s tone was calm, and his long lashes lowered. “Would Junior Sister Zhao still consider it mere verbal sparring, not worth dwelling on?”

Qi Lingbo jumped up, pointing at Chang Ning’s nose and shouting, “Don’t talk nonsense! … Sister Cai, don’t listen to him. He bears a grudge against me and is trying to sow discord!”

Cai Zhao ignored her, all traces of a smile gone from her face. “Senior Brother Chang Ning, please explain clearly.”

Chang Ning said, “Three years ago when Lady Cai passed away, my father went to pay his respects. On the return journey, overcome with grief, he fell seriously ill. As we were near Mount Jiuli at the time, Sect Leader Qi brought my father into the sect to recover. One day, the Sect Leader and his wife had a fierce argument. Zeng Dalou failed to mediate, so he came to ask my father for help. When my father arrived, he overheard Lady Sulian shouting, ‘Everyone says Cai Pingshu was fatally wounded fighting Nie Hengcheng for the world’s sake, but that bitch dragged on for over a decade before dying. You keep telling me to remember her kindness, it’s so annoying!'”

Qi Lingbo panicked, “Sister Zhao Zhao, don’t listen to this madman. How could my mother say such things? That’s all… that’s all…”

“It wasn’t just my father present at the time, but also Zeng Dalou and Elder Li from the outer sect,” Chang Ning stated decisively.

Cai Zhao’s small, pale hand slowly clenched on the table, her nails digging deep into her palm.

“My father didn’t say another word. He immediately left the mountain, despite his illness,” Chang Ning’s eyes were like icy water, clear and cold. “Sister Zhao Zhao, in this world, not everything and everyone can be dealt with through ‘harmony brings wealth’.”

The golden threads of auspicious clouds woven into the dark brown tablecloth flickered in the bright lamplight, giving off a dazzling white glare. It reminded Cai Zhao of the strands of white hair she had noticed in her aunt’s temples when she was young. At that time, Cai Pingshu was only twenty-five years old.

Cai Zhao recalled the Yin Qinglian she had just met – with radiant skin and jet-black hair, living a life of honor and wealth as the revered wife of the world’s number one sect leader. She wondered if there was truly such a thing as justice in this world.

“There are many guests today, and everyone in the sect is extremely busy. Senior Sister, perhaps you should go attend to the guests,” Cai Zhao said, her expression indifferent.

“No, no, no, Sister Zhao Zhao, let me explain. My mother was arguing with my father then. She spoke without thinking, it just slipped out in the heat of the moment…” Qi Lingbo explained frantically.

Cai Zhao said coolly, “In this vast world, it’s not that no one can speak ill of my aunt, but those who have benefited from her kindness cannot. Speaking without thinking is not acceptable, nor is letting things slip out. Senior Sister, please leave.”

Qi Lingbo flew into a rage, “Chang, who do you think you are? Your family met with disaster and came to Qingque Sect to recover and seek refuge. You should be overwhelmed with gratitude and know your place! How dare you now speak such vile words and try to disrupt the brotherhood of our North Chen Six Sects. You homeless dog, have you no shame! If you look down on us so much, why do you linger in our sect? If you have any guts, get out of here quickly. Don’t embarrass yourself here!”

Chang Ning sat upright, not moving an inch. “I’m indeed not as concerned with a face as my father, who felt he was only causing trouble for others and never remembered the kindness shown to him. Since Young Miss Qi’s memory is poor, let me remind her of a few things.”

“Twenty years ago, when your mother, Lady Sulian, ran away in anger and nearly fell victim to evil cultists, it was my father who came to her aid. Nineteen years ago, when two of the Three Elders of Qingque were killed by the evil cult, and Nie Hengcheng hung and whipped their corpses, no one from the North Chen Six Sects dared to challenge him at Wanshui Qianshan Cliff. It was my father who went undercover and risked his life to retrieve the elders’ remains. Sixteen years ago, when Sect Leader Qi set up an elaborate trap to avenge Old Sect Leader Yin, my father played a crucial role…”

With each incident Chang Ning mentioned, Qi Lingbo’s face grew darker.

“These are just the well-known incidents. There were many more where my father contributed greatly without recognition,” Chang Ning looked at Qi Lingbo with derision. “My father never mentions these things, but that doesn’t mean your Qingque Sect has forgotten. Given all this, my staying in the sect to recover is entirely justified.”

Qi Lingbo wasn’t unaware of these events. Qi Yunke had reminded his daughter countless times. However, under her mother Yin Sulian’s influence, she had come to believe that the Qingque Sect was the world’s greatest sect, and it was only natural for martial artists to serve it. Unless the Qingque Sect chose to mention past kindnesses, others shouldn’t bring them up.

Chang Ning glanced at Cai Zhao and chuckled lightly, “But justified or not, even all these past kindnesses haven’t stopped Young Miss Qi from constantly thinking about digging out my heart’s blood, right? Sister Zhao Zhao, don’t you agree? Sister Zhao, Sister Zhao Zhao…”

Cai Zhao turned her head towards the lampstand, lost in thought. It took several calls before she snapped out of it. “Oh, I just remembered a story I heard in Luoying Town. There was a line in it: ‘You spilled your hot blood for the world, but how many remember now? It seems all in this world are ungrateful.'”

Chang Ning smiled, “What story is that? I’ve never heard of it.”

Cai Zhao shook her head gently, “My mother wrote that story.”

Chang Ning was stunned.

“Now I understand what my mother meant,” Cai Zhao sighed softly.

Their back-and-forth exchange, each sentence implying Yin Sulian’s ingratitude, was more than Qi Lingbo could bear. She abruptly stood up, her beautiful eyes blazing with anger. “You… you just wait!” She kicked over her stool and stormed out of the side room in fury.
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As Chang Ning’s words reopened old wounds that had long scabbed over, Cai Zhao felt a dull ache in her heart.

In her youth, she had asked her aunt more than once if she ever regretted exchanging her rare and extraordinary talent for just a few years of peace in the jianghu. Cai Pingshu replied, “In two hundred years of the vast world, there have been countless heroes. How can there be so much talk of regret? If it felt right at the time, you just do it.”

Young Miss Qi’s temper was indeed fierce. Not only did she leave in a huff, but she also knocked over several plates of snacks on the table. Bai jade cakes, green pear pastries, kumquat yogurt, cherry mille-feuille… a colorful mess scattered across the table. Cai Zhao, who had been too busy putting on an act with Qi Lingbo to eat earlier, could only sigh and pick up the fallen snacks to munch on. Even as she hastily filled her stomach, she didn’t forget to savor the flavors.

How to put it… It wasn’t that they tasted bad, but like those grand imperial banquets with lobster, roast goose, and duck – while the ingredients were plentiful, the dishes lacked both distinctiveness and warmth. She immediately felt a bit disappointed in Qingque Sect’s master chefs.

Chang Ning had expected Cai Zhao to be furious upon hearing about Yin Sulian’s words. To his surprise, he saw Cai Zhao slowly compose herself and even start eating the snacks. After waiting for a while, seeing Cai Zhao holding a piece of mille-feuille, frowning and tasting it carefully without speaking, he suddenly asked, “Did you find half a cockroach in it?”

Since their first meeting in the plum forest, whether facing Qi Lingbo’s bullying and threats, Zeng Dalou’s fence-sitting, or even Dai Fengchi’s intimidation, this young girl had maintained a playful attitude and warm words, showing remarkable composure. Chang Ning couldn’t help but want to provoke her.

Cai Zhao’s rosy cheeks still bore a smile: “Don’t worry, Senior Brother Chang.”

“What am I not to worry about?”

“Even if I become friends with Senior Sister Qi, I won’t let her dig out your heart’s blood.”

Chang Ning’s expression changed abruptly, though his face full of sores mostly concealed it. He slowly said, “What do you mean by that, Junior Sister?”

Cai Zhao replied, “I mean that Senior Brother Chang needn’t deliberately sow discord. I know what kind of person Lady Sulian is, but I’ll be staying at Qingque Sect for three years. There’s no need to burn bridges now. However, since she insulted my aunt, there’s no need to force a friendly facade either.”

After hearing this, Chang Ning’s face – and his sores – remained expressionless.

“Leaving aside the entanglements of our elders, Senior Sister Qi just has that kind of temper. Uncle Qi has said before that his daughter behaves well for days after being scolded, and even longer after being beaten, but Lady Sulian always protects her — otherwise, Uncle wouldn’t have avoided introducing her to my aunt all these years. But Senior Brother Chang is different. Our North Chen Six Sects are closely connected. Unless one betrays their master and sect, we can’t just beat or kill someone we dislike. Take Lady Sulian, for instance. My aunt has said that this lady won’t do good deeds but can’t do truly evil ones either; she just annoys people with her mouth. My mother says that if things get really bad, a good fight should settle it.”

Despite this earnest speech, Chang Ning seemed unaffected. Instead, he asked, “If you know all this, why come to Qingque Sect? Aren’t there other places in the North Chen Six Sects you could go? Couldn’t you find a more peaceful place to become a disciple?”

Cai Zhao couldn’t admit that she had been escorted here by her parents, so she said, “Harmony brings wealth, you know. As long as it’s not a big deal, letting others say a few words is fine. If every shop in Luoying Town had such a quick temper, how could they do business? Besides, there are no smooth paths in this world. You make the path smoother by treading it.”

Chang Ning’s smile was cold as he looked at her for a moment. “You didn’t come here willingly. You were forced. I guess Sect Leader Qi and your aunt arranged your discipleship years ago, and your parents are just carrying it out. Even if you were unwilling, you couldn’t resist.”

Cai Zhao’s expression cooled: “Senior Brother Chang, I sincerely want to get along with you.”

Chang Ning: “So do I.”

Cai Zhao, with a cold face: “In any case, I’ll protect you well during these days of the ancestor’s memorial. I won’t let Senior Sister Qi dig out your heart’s blood. When Sect Uncle Qi is free, we can go our separate ways.”

Chang Ning sneered, “Junior Sister Cai doesn’t need to force herself. After all, the entire Chang family is dead. What difference does one more make!”

Cai Zhao felt this person was simply sick. Even the most diplomatic shopkeeper couldn’t handle a customer intentionally looking for trouble. She let out a huff and turned her back, cradling her teacup. Chang Ning also huffed, turning his back in the same manner.

At that moment, a young, enthusiastic voice came from outside—

“…Come this way, Mrs. Cai, be careful. There’s a lampstand at this corner, don’t bump into it. Oh, who put this bonsai here? It’s already so crowded, are they trying to trip the guests? Valley Master Cai, don’t worry, it should be right here. I asked Senior Brother personally, and he said Junior Sister is in this side room.”

Hearing this familiar shopkeeper’s tone, Cai Zhao immediately felt goodwill towards the person outside.

Since coming to Qingque Sect, she had encountered nothing but arrogant young misses, biased senior brothers, clueless sycophants, and one sarcastic neurotic. She had almost thought there were no normal people in the sect.

The voice outside quickly approached, and soon the door was pushed open. A medium-built young man with a round face and dimples entered, accompanying Mr. and Mrs. Cai Pingchun.

“Father, Mother, you’re here!” Cai Zhao stood up with a smile. “I thought I’d only find you at the banquet. This must be Fifth Senior Brother, Senior Brother told me about you. This Wanshui Qianshan Cliff is so vast, earlier I… Ouch!”

Ning Xiaofeng gave her daughter a flick on the forehead: “What do you mean vast? It’s your heart that’s too big! How dare you run around in a strange place you’ve just arrived at? Many major martial arts sects have forbidden areas and secret places. What if you had stumbled into trouble?”

Chang Ning stood dumbfounded, staring at the red mark on Cai Zhao’s forehead.

Cai Pingchun kept a stern face, ignoring his daughter, and turned to say, “Thank you, Nephew Fan. This child is inconsiderate and has caused trouble for you and Dalou.”

Fan Xingjia laughed heartily, “Valley Master Cai, what are you saying? Any shortcomings in hospitality are the Qingque Sect’s fault, how could we blame the guests? Besides, Little Junior Sister will soon become a disciple. We’ll all be family then, so it’s no problem for her to walk around Wanshui Qianshan Cliff. Mrs. Cai, please don’t scold Little Junior Sister.”

“Alright, your master is right. Among all the disciples, Xingjia has the best temperament,” Ning Xiaofeng said with a smile. As she turned her head, she saw a tall young man with a face full of sores slowly standing up by the table, his beautiful eyes fixed intently on her fingers that had just flicked her daughter’s forehead.

“And this is…?” Ning Xiaofeng looked towards Fan Xingjia.

Cai Zhao quickly interjected, “This is Chang Ning, Uncle Chang’s…”

Cai Pingchun let out a soft “Ah”: “It’s Brother Chang’s son. We’ve heard about what happened to your family…”

He was at a loss for words, unsure how to comfort this young man whose entire family had met with tragedy.

Knowing Chang Ning’s identity, Mr. and Mrs. Cai’s attitude towards him became especially gentle.

“Mother, where’s Xiao Han? Where did you leave him?” Cai Zhao looked around but couldn’t see her younger brother.

“What do you mean, ‘leave him’?” Ning Xiaofeng said. “Your great-aunt and uncle are here today. You might be able to avoid them, but doesn’t Xiao Han need to pay his respects? Come on, let’s go greet the elders!” She reached out to pull her daughter along.

“They’ve both become monks, why are we still calling them great-aunt and uncle… Hey, hey, Mother, slow down! Senior Brother, Senior Brother Chang, come with us too.” Cai Zhao was dragged a couple of steps before remembering she couldn’t leave Chang Ning behind. She quickly reached back with her left hand, grabbing Chang Ning’s sleeve, and the group moved out like a chain.

Fan Xingjia, following at the back, caught sight of Chang Ning lowering his head, the corners of his mouth slightly turned up.

…

Outside, the noise of the crowd was deafening.

Over the past two hundred years, the Qingque Sect had been led by about ten generations of sect leaders, with tenures varying in length. The longest lasted over thirty years, while the shortest was just three hours. Except for two instances of father-son succession, the rest were all master-disciple inheritances. After so many sect leaders with different tastes constantly adding and removing things, the current decor of Muwei Palace was truly a mix of various styles.

Above Cai Zhao’s head hung an elegant, cold, and transparent crystal chandelier—a legacy of the fourth sect leader. Merely three feet away, beneath the white jade beam, loomed a massive chandelier left by his son, the fifth sect leader. This extravagant piece boasted eighteen branches of red-gold dragons chasing phoenixes, adorned with rubies and a porcelain flower basket in pastel enamels. Cai Zhao, standing below, mused for a moment that this son might as well have been adopted.

Looking down, he faced a sea of shining heads—men and women, young and old, some kind-faced, others stern.

Feeling dizzy, Cai Zhao hastily bowed to the elderly nun and middle-aged Zen master before him. “Greetings, Master Jingyuan and Master Juexing. It’s been long since we last met. I hope you’re both in good health and all is well with you.”

Master Jingyuan, over sixty, stood tall and lean. Decades of austere discipline had etched a fierce expression on her face, enough to frighten a group of mischievous children. At that moment, young Cai Han quietly hid behind Master Juexing, not daring to make a sound.

Ning Xiaofeng then introduced Chang Ning. The Chang family’s tragedy was well-known throughout the martial arts world. Even the usually unsentimental Master Jingyuan softened her expression, while Master Juexing repeatedly expressed his condolences for Chang Ning’s family.

However, Chang Ning maintained his usual cold and detached demeanor.

After the pleasantries, the old nun scrutinized Cai Zhao. “The Qingque Sect is a prestigious school. Once you join, you must abandon your lazy habits from Luoying Town. Don’t tarnish your family’s reputation!”

“…I’ll heed your instructions, Master,” Cai Zhao replied, though he wanted to point out that Luoying Valley already ranked last among the Six Northern Sects in terms of resources and reputation—how much lower could it fall?

Noticing the girl’s discomfort, Master Juexing chuckled, “Zhao-Zhao, after becoming a disciple, you’ll be considered an adult. You must be sensible and obedient at Wanshui Qianshan Cliff… but don’t let others bully you. I’ve brought you a cage of carrier pigeons. If you’re ever wronged, inform your elders immediately.”

Qingxi Ao’s Changchun Temple was renowned for training carrier pigeons that could deliver messages anywhere. Cai Zhao beamed, “Thank you, Uncle! I promise to be good and won’t let anyone take advantage of me!”

Master Jingyuan glared at her nephew. “As a monk, you should refer to yourself as ‘this poor monk,’ not ‘I’! You barely said two sensible things before encouraging her to tattle. Your cultivation needs work!”

Cai Han blinked his big eyes. “…Great-aunt, you just said ‘I’ too.”

Mr. and Mrs. Cai Ning lowered their heads, smiling quietly.

As the feast was about to begin, the Fan family invited everyone to the main hall. Cai Zhao and the other young ones were to dine at a side table in the southeast corner of the main hall. Before leaving, Master Jingyuan couldn’t resist one last admonition to Cai Zhao: “…After joining the sect, follow the rules diligently. Don’t be like your aunt, always courting trouble!”

Cai Zhao remained silent, bowing her head respectfully as the elders left.

Chang Ning stood for a while, noticing Cai Zhao still lost in thought. He then took the siblings by their sleeves and led them to a clean, bright table. Initially, young Cai Han feared this brother with a face full of sores, but upon seeing how gently Chang Ning served him snacks and fruits, he gradually relaxed.

“If you can’t stand that old nun criticizing your aunt, just talk back. The worst you’ll get is a punishment. What’s the use of being angry in silence?” Chang Ning added two spoonfuls of chicken mushrooms dressed with sesame oil and crushed walnuts to Cai Zhao’s plate.

“…I used to talk back when I was little, but later my aunt told me not to argue with Master Jingyuan. She said the old master just disapproves of her free-spirited nature but is a very fair and upright person.”

Although Cai Zhao had resolved not to speak much with this peculiar character, Chang Ning had voiced thoughts she’d pondered for years, and she found herself engaging in conversation once more.

“Of course, your aunt would say that,” Chang Ning remarked, adding two slices of thinly sliced beef to Cai Zhao’s plate. “The old nun is from a prestigious sect and your mother’s elder. Did you expect your aunt to say, ‘Well done, Zhao-zhao! Let me teach you more comebacks for next time?”

Cai Zhao nearly laughed out loud but quickly composed herself. “Brother Chang, watch your words.”

Undeterred, Chang Ning continued serving food, this time adding three thick salt-grilled fish fillets. “Fine, let’s change the subject. Why did all your mother’s family elders become monks and nuns? Is there a story behind it?”

This topic instantly piqued Cai Zhao’s interest. Accustomed to gossiping around town with Cai Pingzhu, she readily answered, “My grandmother and Master Jingyuan are twin sisters. In their youth, they had a fateful encounter with Buddhism. They believed they were like a pair of conjoined lotuses in the pond before the Mahavairocana Hall. However, just before taking their vows, my grandmother met my grandfather and broke her oath to marry him.”

Chang Ning turned, puzzled. “Why does this story sound familiar? Ah I remember. It’s said that the Northern Ancestor once cultivated a pair of conjoined lotuses at Wanshui Qianshan Cliff. The late Master Yin, who always imitated the Ancestor, named his two daughters Sulian and Qinglian. Why do all these old stories sound the same? So, what happened next? Your grandmother didn’t become a nun, so she made your uncle join instead?”

Seeing the relaxed atmosphere, Cai Zhao continued, “You see, Buddhism emphasizes cause and effect. If my grandmother had kept her vow and become a nun, my mother and uncle wouldn’t exist, nor would the subsequent generations. So, she hoped both my mother and uncle would join the monastery to fulfill her broken oath.”

Chang Ning nodded. “Growing up in such an environment naturally instills Buddhist inclinations. Your uncle became a monk, but your mother met your father…”

“Not quite,” Cai Zhao grinned. “My mother initially met my aunt, who was disguised as a man. She fell in love, forgetting all about becoming a nun.”

Chang Ning set down his chopsticks. “Ah I know the rest. My father told me. When your mother discovered Cai the female warrior’s true identity, she almost became a nun at Xuankong Temple. Master Jingyuan was delighted and set up barriers at Yinxiu Ravine to prevent your aunt from interfering. Your aunt then led a group of brothers to fight their way up and ‘persuade’ your mother back to the secular world.”

He smirked slightly, “My father kept urging everyone not to disturb the Buddhist sanctuary. Your aunt’s brothers then gave him the nickname ‘Granny Chang’.”

“…My aunt always told them not to use that nickname,” Cai Zhao said, feeling awkward.

“It’s fine,” Chang Ning replied calmly. “My father misses the days of being called ‘Granny Chang’. He misses the people who called him that.” It wasn’t the nickname Hero Chang Haosheng missed, but rather those carefree, youthful days and the joyful youngsters who were now gone forever.

Cai Zhao felt melancholic. After a moment, she said, “My aunt misses those times too. Everyone was young then, riding high on success. They caused such a commotion at Yinxiu Ravine that Master Jingyuan nearly broke her vows in anger. Back then, Nie Hengcheng hadn’t practiced evil arts or used living people to create corpse puppets. Everyone was alive and well, without injuries or lost loved ones…”

“Are you finished? Good, now it’s my turn,” Chang Ning waited for Cai Zhao to finish before speaking.

He sat up straight and said, “Your grandmother couldn’t let go of love, broke her vow to marry, and lived half her life in marital bliss. Yet, to make up for her youthful regret, she wanted to send both her children into Buddhism, disregarding their wishes. How is this any different from those scoundrels who sell their daughters to brothels to pay off debts and live comfortably?”
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Cai Zhao had hoped to ease the tension from their earlier disagreement, but the harmonious atmosphere lasted only briefly before the unpredictable youth suddenly turned hostile.

Cai Zhao froze, chopsticks suspended in mid-air, her eyes wide with disbelief. Usually easygoing, she couldn’t understand why Chang Ning seemed incapable of saying anything pleasant.

“Your great-aunt knew your mother only talked about becoming a nun out of anger. As an elder, she should have dissuaded her, not encouraged such a mistake. Truly, they’re like conjoined lotuses—equally foolish and muddleheaded!”

“How dare you insult my family!” Cai Zhao erupted in anger.

“I’ll say whatever I want,” Chang Ning sneered. “I don’t believe someone as perceptive as your aunt hadn’t considered these points. Yet the world is full of tedious elders who love constraining their juniors with hypocritical morals…”

Cai Zhao slammed down her chopsticks. “Brother Chang, you’re so insightful and clever. I can’t possibly measure up. Since we don’t see eye to eye, it seems you won’t be needing my protection after all!”

She was ready to storm off, but Chang Ning beat her to it. Without a word of explanation, he coldly smiled and left, leaving Cai Zhao fuming in place, robbed of the last word.

Cai Zhao was like a boiling kettle, steaming with anger.

Cai Han looked up from his bowl and whispered, “Sister, actually, Mother once said similar things to Aunt about Grandmother and Great-aunt…”

“Just eat your chicken leg!”

Cai Han persisted quietly, “Sister, Aunt often said she greatly admired Hero Chang…”

“Shut up! Eat your chicken leg.”

The young Cai Han didn’t give up: “Will Brother Chang be alright going out like that? What if he meets those waiting to deal with him…”

“Shut up! Eat your… oh, for heaven’s sake,” Cai Zhao said, exasperated but resigned. “Stay here and don’t wander off!” Then she rose to chase after Chang Ning.

Cai Zhao pushed through the bustling crowd, questioning several servants along the way. Thanks to Chang Ning’s distinctive, sore-covered face—more noticeable than a three-legged cat—even the busiest servants couldn’t overlook him, providing Cai Zhao with a clear trail.

Exiting the main hall, she turned left, passed through a flower-adorned gate, and arrived at a deserted backyard filled with miscellaneous items. There she found Chang Ning—surrounded by five ‘bullies’: Qi Lingbo and four outer disciples.

Cai Zhao wanted to sigh heavily. Why hadn’t her aunt told her that being a righteous hero was such a thankless task? She had just been infuriated, and now, before she could even process her anger, she had to rescue someone!

Looking closer, she saw that Chang Ning’s robe was torn at the hem and his sleeves showed signs of being grabbed. In the harsh midday sun, his face was partially obscured. In the play of light and shadow, Cai Zhao thought she glimpsed frustration and killing intent in his demeanor, even a hint of brutality. She couldn’t help but think sarcastically, “You’re in no position to have such a temper when you can’t even fight!”

Qi Lingbo, dropping her earlier facade of gentleness, now looked vicious. “…Where’s that arrogance you had when you were lecturing me earlier? Chang Ning, I don’t even want your heart’s blood anymore. Just kowtow eighteen times and eat that dog excrement over there, and we’ll remain sect brothers!”

The four disciples chimed in with threats and jeers.

Chang Ning replied coldly, “If you enjoy eating dog excrement so much, go ahead. I won’t deprive you of your pleasures.”

“You…” Qi Lingbo exploded with rage.

Cai Zhao took a deep breath, leaped forward, and landed gracefully in front of Chang Ning like a drifting flower.

Seeing the girl standing before him, the darkness in Chang Ning’s eyes gradually dissipated, and his tense arm beneath his sleeve slowly relaxed.

Cai Zhao spread her arms, smiling in an attempt to mediate: “Fellow disciples, let’s talk this through calmly!” Turning her head, she caught Chang Ning looking at her with clear eyes, a hint of a smile visible.

Qi Lingbo gritted her teeth, “Well, well, the Flying Flower Crossing—Luoying Valley’s renowned lightness skill lives up to its name. Sister Cai, your timing is impeccable. It seems you’re deliberately opposing me.”

At fifteen, Cai Zhao had always been easy-going, except when it came to crucial matters like dumpling fillings or steamed fish cooking times. Now, leaving Luoying Valley, she realized many things she took for granted needed to be firmly restated—noble sects must not bully the weak.

“Sister Qi, Uncle Qi specifically asked me to look after Brother Chang earlier, as you must have heard. Why put me in a difficult position?” Cai Zhao’s smile faded. “As juniors, we may not be able to ease our elders’ worries, but at least we shouldn’t cause trouble in such a public setting. The Snow Lotus Pill is rare, but not unique. In the future, as we travel the martial world, there will be opportunities to obtain more. We can always help you with your cultivation then.”

Qi Lingbo spoke through clenched teeth, “Let me be frank with you. While our dispute with Chang Ning started because of the Snow Lotus Pill, I wouldn’t have pushed this far if he hadn’t repeatedly insulted and humiliated me! If you don’t believe me, think about what happened in the side room earlier. His sarcasm and rudeness aren’t one-time occurrences!”

Cai Zhao was taken aback. She turned to Chang Ning, “What exactly did you say to offend Sister Qi?”

Chang Ning’s eyes twinkled with amusement, “Which time are you referring to?”

Left with no choice, Cai Zhao had to ask Qi Lingbo what offensive remarks Chang Ning had made. Qi Lingbo trembled with anger, “Cai Zhao, are you deliberately trying to humiliate me?”

At this point, the four outer disciples chimed in—

The sharp-mouthed Disciple A: “When Sister Qi kindly brought soup and medicine to Chang, he said the Snow Lotus Pill was a healing treasure, and giving it to Sister Qi was like feeding ginseng to a fat pig…”

The monkey-faced Disciple B: “That time Sister Qi brought fine fabric to make clothes for Chang, the brat said she acted like a concubine’s maid currying favor with a rich master.”

The oddly-shaped Disciple C: “Three months ago, when Sister Qi defeated the prized disciple of the Golden Blade Sect by the Heavenly Lake, Second Brother gave her the elegant title ‘Fairy of the Heavenly Lake’. Chang Ning said the Golden Blade Sect’s master was just trying to flatter our Sect Leader and had instructed his disciple to lose on purpose. He suggested changing ‘Fairy of the Heavenly Lake’ to ‘Daddy’s Little Fairy’.”

The shriveled Disciple D: “Last month…”

“Enough! Stop talking!” Qi Lingbo wished she could stuff mud in these four idiots’ mouths.

Cai Zhao wanted to laugh but felt it would be inappropriate. Instead, she turned to Chang Ning with a questioning look.

Chang Ning calmly stated, “Everything I said was true.”

Cai Zhao glared at him, “Hurting others with your words is still wrong.”

Seeing the disapproval in the girl’s clear eyes, Chang Ning finally said softly, “My wounds haven’t healed, and the poison isn’t cleared. Why would I go looking for trouble? If they hadn’t insisted on pestering me with their chatter, I wouldn’t have bothered to speak up.”

Cai Zhao pondered this, realizing there might be some truth to his words.

“Nonsense! Sister is honoring you by speaking to you. Don’t be ungrateful!” The shriveled Disciple D finally added his missed line.

Qi Lingbo sneered, “What do you say, Sister Cai? Are you insisting on protecting this brat? I won’t break his arms or legs, just teach him a small lesson.”

The four disciples snickered behind her:

“Right, no broken limbs, just a meal or two of dog excrement!”

“Haha, dog excrement is nutritious. It might even heal Chang’s wounds!”

“Brilliant! Can’t you see? Sister is mercifully teaching this boy Qingque Sect’s rules…”

This is absurd, thought Cai Zhao. She took three deep breaths and forced a smile. “Please calm down, Sister. My aunt always said that reason is paramount in the martial world. Some things are infuriating, but if they’re reasonable, you must control your temper and endure.”

“Brother Chang’s offense is indeed hateful, but he’s the last of the Chang bloodline. If you force him to eat excrement, how could Hero Chang rest in peace? Moreover, Brother Chang is currently injured. It wouldn’t be honorable to take advantage of that. Why not wait until he’s recovered? Then, Sister, I won’t interfere no matter when or where you choose to settle this.”

Qi Lingbo looked slightly embarrassed, thinking it was easy for you to say. If she waited for Chang Ning to recover, and he turned out to be highly skilled, when would she ever get her revenge?

“Besides,” Cai Zhao continued, “there are proper ways to settle disputes, both civil and martial. Chang Ning hasn’t laid a finger on you. If you’re truly angry, why not insult him back? You have numbers on your side. A good verbal lashing might relieve your anger. If you can’t think of what to say, we could invite some storytellers from the town to help. I’m sure they could insult him for an hour without repeating themselves.”

“Insult… what?” Qi Lingbo looked confused.

Chang Ning calmly added, “Ugly freak, a harbinger of misfortune, the lone star that doomed his family, a defeated dog fleeing in disgrace, a useless waste eating free meals at Qingque Sect… there are plenty more.”

Qi Lingbo shouted, “Your skin is so thick, nothing I say will affect you. Why should I waste the effort?” The point of insults is to hurt, but with someone as indifferent as Chang Ning, it would be pointless.

Cai Zhao, hungry and impatient after missing her meal, said, “I’ve tried reasoning with you. If you still won’t listen, there are other ways.”

With that, she lightly jumped to a nearby peach tree, plucked a few petals and leaves, and held them in her palm. She then flashed forward like a shadow, swiftly moving left and right. In the blink of an eye, she appeared before Qi Lingbo and the four disciples. Five rapid “pats” later, Cai Zhao leaped back to her original position and calmly wiped her hands with a handkerchief.

Qi Lingbo and the others looked down to find flower petals and leaves stuck to their chests or shoulders.

Cai Zhao spoke coldly, “You can’t defeat me even if you all fight together. I promised Uncle Qi to look after Brother Chang. If you’re unhappy, go complain to your parents and senior brothers.” When faced with deliberate troublemakers, there’s no need for courtesy.

With that, Cai Zhao dragged Chang Ning back to their table, ignoring the curses from Qi Lingbo and the others.

Pulling Chang Ning by his sleeve back to their corner seat, they found young Cai Han devouring his fourth chicken leg. Cai Zhao glared at him, “Eat less meat! Look how fat you’re getting. We could sell you for pork!”

Cai Han replied glumly, “Please understand, Sister. After the ancestor’s memorial day, I’ll be visiting Grandmother with Uncle. I’ll be staying for months. At Grandmother’s, not only do we have to chant ‘Amitabha,’ but we also have to eat vegetarian.”

Cai Zhao pressed her lips together, “Stop complaining. Grandmother is seriously ill. Be good and don’t upset her!”

Tears welled up in Cai Han’s eyes, “Sister, you’re so heartless! If you weren’t becoming a disciple, you’d be visiting Grandmother too. Then you wouldn’t be fussing over dumpling fillings, but whether the cabbage is stir-fried, boiled, or pickled! You say I should please Grandmother, but she’d be happiest if you and I became monks. Would you do that?”

Chang Ning couldn’t help but chuckle. Cai Zhao glared at him, then turned back to her brother, “Enough talk. Eat your chicken leg… and that’s the last one!”

After scolding Cai Han, Cai Zhao pulled Chang Ning to sit down, facing him squarely with a penetrating gaze.

“Let’s keep this brief. I propose three rules. First, no bad-mouthing my aunt! Second, no bad-mouthing my parents! Third, do not bad-mouth the elders I respect… Xiao Han, if you want to keep eating meat, don’t interrupt!”

Cai Han was about to point out the logical flaws in his sister’s words but quickly lowered his head to eat silently.

Chang Ning covered his mouth with his sleeve, revealing a pair of enchanting eyes.

Cai Zhao realized her words were full of loopholes, clearly spoken in anger.

She scratched her cheek and started over, “…That doesn’t count. Let’s set three rules again! First, you can’t speak ill of any elders I respect, not even sarcastically! Second, you can’t provoke trouble or cause problems that I have to clean up. Third… I haven’t thought of the third one yet. I’ll add it later.”

As Chang Ning was about to object, Cai Zhao quickly added, “If you behave yourself, I’ll watch over and protect you until your injuries heal. I won’t let anyone bully or harass you. How’s that?”

Chang Ning’s smile cooled. Cai Zhao stared at him intently.

Chang Ning slowly said, “With Sect Leader Qi around, I’m unlikely to face any real danger.”

Cai Zhao snorted, “Is eating dog excrement not considered a real danger?”

Chang Ning stopped smiling.

Cai Zhao looked at Chang Ning’s torn clothes, “Qi Lingbo isn’t one to swallow her pride. While your life may not be in danger, you’ll face plenty of bullying and humiliation. Stop pretending. You’re actually fed up with these persistent flies, but you’re currently restrained by your injuries and can’t deal with them properly. Am I right?”

Chang Ning stared at her, “You clearly despise me too, yet you’re still willing to protect me. Is this also what your aunt taught you?”

Cai Zhao was silent for a moment, “My aunt is a truly chivalrous hero with a soft heart. She fights evil, helps the weak, and upholds justice without considering her likes or dislikes. I just hope not to dishonor her teachings.”

Chang Ning gazed out the window for a moment, then said slowly, “My father also hoped I could become someone like him, but I’m afraid that’s not possible.”

Cai Zhao, thinking she was being understood, said, “Right, you need to seek revenge, so naturally you must show some killing intent and ruthlessness. You can’t be as warm-hearted and benevolent as Hero Chang.”

Chang Ning looked back at Cai Zhao, his clear eyes reflecting like water. He said softly, “I was wrong earlier to criticize your elders. But it reminded me of something…”

His tone suddenly softened as he traced the cloud and bat patterns on the table, “Before my father died, he asked me to look after an elder, one I greatly despise—cowardly, disloyal, and greedy for comfort and wealth.”

“I was very reluctant. Are the words of elders always right? Not necessarily. But it was my father’s dying wish.”

The young man’s fingers were pale and slender, with distinct knuckles that looked strong against the smooth dark brown table. They had a kind of decadent beauty, like a cold white hairpin in an old jewelry box of a declining noble family, evoking a strange melancholy in the observer.

“So did you agree or not?” Cai Zhao asked patiently.

Chang Ning’s gaze became calm as he put aside his melancholy, “A deal is a deal.”

“Good.”

Cai Zhao picked up her chopsticks and snatched the last chicken leg from Cai Han’s plate, taking a bite under her younger brother’s teary gaze—supporting the weak starts at home (but she didn’t plan to expand the scope). She hoped her aunt’s spirit in heaven wouldn’t be too upset to eat.
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The lunch dishes proved to be as mediocre and uninspired as the earlier snacks. Cai Zhao disappointedly filled her stomach, while Cai Han, facing months of vegetarian meals, indulged in a feast. He finally collapsed before a porcelain bowl of braised crystal pork knuckle, gazing at it longingly. Cai Zhao had to request tangerine peel soup from a servant to aid his digestion.

Even after rubbing Cai Han’s stomach until it stopped hurting, the siblings still hadn’t seen their parents return. Fan Xing Jia came back from the main hall, sweating profusely, and began wolfing down a fresh bowl of rice, devouring the leftover dishes like a whirlwind. Cai Zhao generously moved the intact pork knuckle to Fan Xing Jia’s bowl, causing Chang Ning to frown.

“Thanks, Sister Cai. I haven’t eaten since dawn, and it’s been more exhausting than training. Luckily, Master sent me to find you, so I could catch a break. Poor Senior Brother is still working without rest,” Fan Xing Jia mumbled, his cheeks bulging and almost filling his dimples. “Don’t wait for Valley Master Cai and the others. Your Luoying Valley hasn’t sent anyone out in years, so many elders want to catch up with your parents. They might not be free even by evening.”

Cai Zhao quickly asked what they should do now. Fan Xing Jia replied, “It’s chaotic outside with disciples from various sects coming and going. You don’t know many people, so to avoid conflicts, Senior Brother suggested you stay in the guest rooms of Muwei Palace’s side hall. After the ceremony, you can move to the ‘Chunling Cottage’ that Master prepared for you, Sister Cai.”

Cai Zhao nodded repeatedly, ready to drag her dazed brother for a nap to recover from the past two hours’ ordeal. However, Chang Ning grabbed her sleeve. She asked, puzzled, “What’s wrong now?”

Chang Ning said, “What about me if you leave?”

“What do you mean? I promised to protect you, didn’t I?” Cai Zhao felt proud of her words.

Chang Ning frowned, “You’re going to the guest rooms, and I’m returning to the medicine pavilion. What if they come to harass me? Even if you break their bones for soup afterward, I’d still have suffered. So, your earlier promise wasn’t about protecting me completely, but avenging me after the fact?”

Cai Zhao’s eyes widened, thinking the situation wasn’t that serious.

Chang Ning stared back unapologetically, indicating it was indeed that serious.

Finally, Cai Zhao surrendered, “Fine, fine, we’ll go together. Brother Fan, can Brother Chang stay in the room next to mine?”

Fan Xing Jia, catching Chang Ning’s cold gaze, felt a chill despite the boy’s weakened state. He quickly agreed.

The group, each lost in their thoughts, followed Fan Xing Jia to Muwei Palace’s side hall. Seeing that neither the new sister nor the sore-covered brother were peacekeepers, Fan Xing Jia carefully avoided crowds, finally reaching the side hall peacefully.

Looking at the clean, adjoining guest rooms, Cai Zhao sincerely thanked him, “Brother Fan, you’ve worked hard. I hope preparing two adjacent rooms wasn’t too troublesome. With so many guests these days, if there’s not enough space…”

“It’s fine,” Fan Xing Jia smiled. “The hall is quieter these days. Senior Brother arranged for disciples from different sects to stay in separate courtyards to avoid… misunderstandings.”

“Misunderstandings,” Chang Ning finished for him, smiling charmingly. “People in the martial world are prone to ‘misunderstandings.’ Senior Brother and Brother Fan have thought this through.”

Fan Xing Jia wiped his sweat with an awkward smile, quickly instructing servants to bring Cai Zhao, her brother, and Chang Ning’s belongings.

While Fan Xing Jia was busy directing the room setup, Cai Zhao whispered to Chang Ning, “Can you stop antagonizing people? Don’t you know harmony brings wealth? Brother Fan isn’t the one who ‘misunderstood’ you, so why provoke him?”

Chang Ning turned, surprised, his clear eyes seeming hurt, “You’ve known Brother Fan for barely half an hour, but we’ve known each other for an hour and a half. You’re scolding me for him?!” With that, he angrily swept his sleeve and entered the room.

Cai Zhao stood there, bewildered. Is there such a big difference between half an hour and an hour and a half?

Chang Ning approached Fan Xing Jia and made a deep bow, startling him. Fan Xing Jia hurriedly said, “Brother Chang, what’s this about? There’s no need for such formality!”

Chang Ning straightened up, “Brother Fan, please understand. I can handle myself, but Sister Cai is new here. She offended Sister Qi because of me. Please keep a close eye on things, so there are no ‘misunderstandings’ with the food and drinks sent to us.”

Cai Zhao’s ears perked up, and she quickly caught up, “Brother Fan, have people who bullied Brother Chang tampered with his food before?”

Fan Xing Jia awkwardly replied, “Uh, yes, two or three times—but Master immediately severely punished those who harmed Brother Chang! It hasn’t happened… uh, there haven’t been any ‘misunderstandings’ since then.”

Chang Ning glanced at her, frowning, “And the medicinal soups. I need to drink them several times a day, and they’ve been tampered with too.”

Cai Zhao turned to question again, “Brother Fan, are they insane? They dare to mess with healing and detoxifying soups?!”

Fan Xing Jia waved his hands, “No, no, it’s not poisoning. They just added some disgusting things, like…”

“Like grasshoppers and stink bugs,” Chang Ning smiled.

Cai Zhao’s face darkened, “Brother Fan, isn’t this going too far?”

Fan Xing Jia explained with difficulty, “It only happened once or twice. Master has already punished them severely. Now, Brother Chang’s medicinal soups are sent from the medicine pavilion under Elder Lei’s supervision. It won’t happen again.”

Chang Ning seemed pleased and pressed on, “At night, while I slept, they’ve thrown scorpions and venomous snakes onto my bed…”

“This is outrageous!” Cai Zhao slammed the table, this time speaking before Fan Xing Jia could, “Brother Fan, don’t tell me Master has punished them again. Unless the ringleaders are removed, these minions will keep coming!”

Fan Xing Jia smiled apologetically, “Master has been harsh, but Brother Chang always avoided harm, so Madam stopped Master from severe punishment, saying it was just childish mischief…”

Cai Zhao disagreed loudly, “Brother Fan, that’s not right! Not causing harm and not intending to cause harm are different! Is there no justice in the Qingque Sect?!”

Fan Xing Jia looked at Chang Ning, then at Cai Zhao, before saying softly, “Because of these issues, Master and Madam have been arguing fiercely. Now… now they’re living in separate quarters.”

Cai Zhao was speechless.

She finally understood why her mother always disliked Qi Yunke. Her future master was undoubtedly a good person but lacked authority and decisiveness, often constrained by face and relationships. It was infuriating.

“The Sect Leader’s wife says it’s childish mischief, right? Fine,” Cai Zhao narrowed her eyes, speaking deliberately, “Mischief it is. When I join the sect, I’ll be the youngest. Surely I won’t be severely punished for my mischief either.”

Fan Xing Jia understood her implication and anxiously said, “…It’s best not to harm the harmony among fellow disciples.”

Cai Zhao smiled sweetly, “Don’t worry, Brother Fan. Brotherly love grows stronger with playful fights.” Though she enjoyed comfort and ease, years of influence from Cai Pingzhu hadn’t been wasted. She still had a basic sense of chivalry and justice, sympathizing with the weak and despising evil.

Fan Xing Jia wiped the sweat from his brow, laughing nervously.

He had already heard from Zeng Dalou about Cai Zhao’s display of skill in front of everyone. With Qi Yunke’s protection, if trouble broke out, Qi Lingbo would likely suffer. But if Qi Lingbo was hurt, Madam would surely intervene, causing future turmoil in the sect.

Born into wealth with a harmonious family, Fan Xing Jia developed an optimistic and cheerful disposition.

Originally, he had planned to spend a few years basking in the glory of the world’s top sect before returning home to be a carefree rich man. Who knew he’d show a talent for medicine and Qi cultivation, unwittingly becoming an inner disciple? He silently prayed to the Three Teachings’ Patriarchs and Amitabha Buddha that when they eventually clashed, innocent bystanders like him wouldn’t be caught in the crossfire!

Finally, the servants finished preparing the two guest rooms. Fan Xingjia quickly exchanged a few polite words before hurrying away.

Once they were alone, Cai Zhao dropped her smile and addressed Chang Ning seriously: “Regarding the third rule of our agreement, from now on, you’re not allowed to irritate anyone who means no harm. Can’t you be more agreeable? Otherwise, you’ll end up offending everyone!”

Chang Ning retorted, “Then why aren’t you more agreeable with me? You’re always frowning at me.”

“Even if I were a shopkeeper, you wouldn’t be my customer. There’s no profit in being agreeable with you,” Cai Zhao replied.

“Then what am I to you?” Chang Ning asked.

“A debt collector,” she answered bluntly.

…

Cai Zhao watched as her young brother rolled around in the soft, dry bedding three or four times before falling asleep, resembling a plump dumpling.

Satisfied, Chang Ning also went to take a nap. Having achieved his goal, his demeanor suddenly changed. He became all smiles, and even the sores on his face seemed somewhat endearing. Before sleeping, he reminded Cai Zhao not to forget to wake him for dinner.

In the quiet side hall, Cai Zhao held up a fist-sized night pearl, examining the high dome outside. Ancient, silent beams were adorned with intricate beast patterns, their faces fierce and postures menacing. Ironically, people still considered them auspicious symbols.

She reflected that whether these beasts were truly auspicious or malevolent depended solely on popular opinion. Ultimately, those who survived were the winners, and good and evil were determined by what people said.

The air was filled with a subtle fragrance of incense. The winding corridors of the palace shielded the side hall from the noise of the main hall. Cai Zhao returned to the room, tucked in her younger brother’s blanket, and sat alone at the table, deep in thought.

In the Northern State, six sects reigned supreme, with the Qingque Sect of Mount Jiuli at the top. Below it was the Guangtian Gate, Peiqiong Manor, Siqimen, Taichu Temple, and lastly, the Luoying Valley.

For two hundred years, these six sects had produced exceptional talents. However, the Qingque Sect maintained its supremacy by promoting talent regardless of background. While other sects allowed hereditary succession, Qingque selected its next leader through open competition, choosing the most skilled in both martial arts and strategy.

This policy led to the unexpected rise of Qi Yunke, a previously unknown outer disciple. When he broke through the limitations of the “Heavenly Fire Dragon” technique, the old sect leader Yin Dai had no choice but to accept him as a close disciple, despite any personal preferences.

According to Ning Xiaofeng, Qi Yunke’s meteoric rise to sect leader was partly due to the chaos caused by the Demonic Sect. As the saying goes, “In times of crisis, loyal ministers emerge.” Without the looming threat, Qi Yunke might not have had the chance to showcase his abilities.

Beyond the six sects, two other righteous factions held sway in the martial world: the Changchun Temple in Qingxi Hollow and the Xuankong Nunnery in Yinxiu Ravine.

The Changchun Temple was built 160 years ago, coinciding with the havoc wreaked by the first-generation sorceress of Luoying Valley. When the six sects were about to unite against Luoying Valley, the first abbot of Changchun Temple mediated, resulting in a compromise.

Since then, Luoying Valley and Changchun Temple formed a deep bond. It’s said that the eighteen oldest and sturdiest pine trees in the temple, known as the Eighteen Arhat Pines, were planted with Luoying Valley’s help.

Xuankong Nunnery was built a few years later and initially remained secluded from martial world conflicts. However, 120 years ago, a prodigious leader emerged in the Demonic Sect. In his teens, he overpowered the sect’s elders, and by twenty, he became an unstoppable force, crushing all opponents.

During this period, the Demonic Sect’s influence was ubiquitous. Even Yinxiu Ravine couldn’t remain neutral, forcing Xuankong Nunnery to join the righteous alliance led by the Northern State’s six sects.

“What happened next?” ten-year-old Cai Zhao had asked eagerly. “Did a great hero from the righteous side defeat this villain, like how Aunt killed Nie Hengcheng?”

Cai Pingzhu had scratched his head and smiled wryly, “I’m not sure. It seems the Demonic Sect fell into internal strife, giving us an opportunity. Who can remember the details of events from over a hundred years ago?”

Cai Zhao still recalled her disappointment then—realizing that sometimes, great villains aren’t defeated by heroes but fall due to their foolishness and infighting.

In the bed, little Cai Han burped contentedly, rolled over, smacked his rosy lips, and fell back into a sweet sleep. However, the neighboring room remained eerily quiet, without even the sound of someone turning over.

Cai Zhao slid open the partition between the two rooms and entered, holding the night pearl. She saw Chang Ning lying on his side, a thin dark blue blanket covering his pale undergarments, revealing his snow-white neck and a crescent of his chest, smooth yet firm.

The young Cai Zhao conscientiously averted her gaze—story books had taught her that leering at others could lead to trouble.

She set down the night pearl and, treating Chang Ning as she would her little brother, carefully tucked in his blanket. His long limbs, caught between youth and adulthood, breathed evenly in deep slumber as if he hadn’t felt this secure in a long time.

Cai Zhao sighed softly and quietly withdrew with the night pearl.

Besides the Northern State’s six sects and the two temples, there were other small factions in the martial world. Most rose quickly but faded just as fast, rarely lasting more than a century. For instance, Cai Zhao’s maternal grandfather’s Ning family was once renowned for both medicine and swordsmanship. But after his passing and with his children either joining monasteries or marrying away, the Ning family name was soon forgotten.

“Is fame really that important?” Cai Pingzhu had asked the melancholic young girl, smiling warmly. “What’s our Luoying Valley’s motto?”

“Flowers bloom and wither in their own time. Let nature take its course; don’t force things,” Cai Zhao had recited.

“Exactly. Let things be. If people remember you, they remember. If they forget, so be it. That’s not what’s important.”

“Then what is important?” she had asked.

“That we lived in this world, that we lived each day with clarity and joy, without regrets. The Ning family may fall, the Cai family may fall, but ‘we’ will never truly perish.”

Cai Zhao snapped out of her reverie, glanced back at the sleeping Chang Ning, and gently closed the partition.

The same fate had befallen the Chang family.

The Chang clan of Wuan had risen to prominence only decades ago. Young Chang Hao, having mastered his skills by twenty, roamed the martial world and gradually built a reputation as a great hero. During this time, he befriended Cai Pingzhu and a group of brothers, some reliable, some less so, before marrying and having a child.

Having witnessed the Demonic Sect’s cruelty, he had taken precautions to hide the Chang family fortress. Ironically, while they escaped Nie Hengcheng’s overwhelming forces, they mysteriously met their demise seventeen years later.

Cai Zhao closed her eyes, leaning against her plump little brother and pretending to sleep.

As she drifted off, she thought about protecting Chang Ning until he recovered. Losing one’s entire family could explain his bitter and eccentric behavior. She reflected that if someone had stolen the pork she had been saving for the New Year feast, she would have wanted to go on a rampage, feeling angry and suspicious of everyone for three months.

So, she decided to be kinder to Chang Ning in the future.

In the inner room, the supposedly deeply asleep figure listened to Cai Zhao’s breathing, a slight smile playing on his lips.
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As evening approached, Cai Zhao awoke. Fan Xingjia came personally to invite them to dinner.

After his nap, Chang Ning was unusually pleasant. He even poured a cup of water for Fan Xingjia, who was so surprised he almost snorted it up his nose. Since arriving at Wanshui Qianshan Cliff, this bitter orphan of the Chang family had shown kindness to no one but his master, acting as if everyone owed him a fortune in property deeds.

“Brother Fan, you’ve worked so hard. We’ve been resting while you’ve been bustling about like an ant on a hot pan, without a moment’s rest…” In just one afternoon, Chang Ning seemed to have transformed, his words full of warmth and concern, though his simile was a bit off.

“Brother Chang, it’s not an ant, but a cricket on a hot pan,” little Cai Han interjected, rubbing his eyes.

Chang Ning lovingly patted the child’s head. “Sweet Han, how can you compare Brother Fan to an ant? You could easily crush dozens of ants with one step, but could you crush Brother Fan? So he’s not an ant.”

Cai Han stopped rubbing his eyes. “But, Brother Fan isn’t a cricket either, because… because…”

“You couldn’t crush a cricket with one step. They’d jump away.”

The young Cai looked bewildered. The logic seemed sound.

“Both of you, stop it. Brother Fan is neither an ant nor a cricket. He’s a person!” Cai Zhao, still groggy from sleep, slammed the table, concluding the matter.

Fan Xingjia held his cup, speechless, silently begging them to stop.

The three followed Fan Xingjia into the newly arranged main hall of the rear palace of Muwei Palace.

…or rather, its side hall.

The entire Muwei Palace was symmetrically designed along a central axis, with each main hall flanked by eastern and western side halls.

This time, Fan Xingjia had thoughtfully arranged for Cai Zhao and her companions to sit at an extended table near the window in the western side hall. To their left, at the head table, sat two young monks from Changchun Temple, who were disciples of Cai Zhao’s uncle, Master Juexing. To their right, at the lower end, sat a quiet, frail young girl named Yang Xiaolan, daughter of the Siqimen sect leader. She was so shy she couldn’t even raise her head when greeting others.

The monks were amiable, and the girl seemed harmless. As for Qi Lingbo, Dai Fengchi, and the others, they were seated in the eastern side hall, separated by the bustling main hall. Even if they shouted at the top of their lungs, they wouldn’t be heard across the divide.

“Praise Buddha, now we should have peace,” thought Fan Xingjia, breathing a sigh of relief as he pulled up a stool to join the conversation.

Cai Zhao quickly spotted her parents among the crowd. The Cai Pingchun couple sat below Song Shijun, the leader of Guangtian Gate. Both wore expressionless faces, mechanically engaging with the other martial artists.

Cai Zhao couldn’t help but ask, “Brother Fan, tomorrow is the grand ceremony. Has everyone arrived?”

Fan Xingjia thought for a moment before answering, “Everyone except Abbot Fakong from Changchun Temple and the Taichu Temple group has arrived.”

“I understand about Abbot Fakong. His senior brother, Abbot Fahai, just passed away, so he needs to stay for the rituals. But why is Taichu Temple also arriving late tomorrow morning?” Cai Zhao asked, puzzled.

“Naturally, it’s to make a grand entrance,” Chang Ning lowered his voice. “Three years ago, when your aunt passed away, the martial world’s elites came to pay respects. My father said Taichu Temple arrived last, making quite a spectacle.”

“I was sick then and missed it all,” Cai Zhao also spoke softly. “If arriving last makes the grandest impression, wouldn’t not coming at all be even grander?”

Fan Xingjia leaned in, “For the Ancestor’s death anniversary if Taichu Temple truly didn’t come, they’d be leaving themselves open to criticism. In recent years, Taichu Temple’s leader, Qiu Yuanfeng, has been quite prominent, involving himself in every matter of the martial world. Quite remarkable!”

“Does no one comment on Taichu Temple’s behavior?” Cai Zhao asked quietly.

“Of course they do,” Fan Xingjia chuckled softly. “It’s just…”

“Brother Yunke,” Song Shijun, sitting in the second most prominent seat, wearing his usual golden crown and gold-embroidered robes, spoke with obvious displeasure. “Tomorrow morning is the Ancestor’s death anniversary ceremony. Isn’t it inappropriate for Taichu Temple to still be absent?”

He deliberately projected his voice, ensuring everyone in the hall heard him. All eyes turned to the head seat.

Qi Yunke, seated at the head, replied calmly, “Leader Qiu’s letter mentioned some temple business. They’ll be slightly delayed but will arrive before tomorrow morning’s ceremony.”

Song Shijun grinned, “Brother Yunke, I know you’re good-natured, but some matters require you to show authority. Abbot Fakong is a guest; his presence is appreciated but not mandatory. But we six sects are the Ancestor’s descendants. They might put on airs for other events, but to be so negligent about the Ancestor’s 200th death anniversary… Shouldn’t Qingque Sect say something?”

With these words, the hall fell silent, all waiting to see how Qi Yunke would respond.

Although the six Northern sects claimed to be united in glory, internally they managed their affairs separately, only uniting under the Qingque Sect’s leadership when facing the Demonic Sect. However, times had changed, and sometimes the Qingque Sect leader could assert authority over other sects’ disciples.

Song Shijun’s sudden focus on Taichu Temple was meant to put Qi Yunke in a difficult position.

Cai Zhao whispered, “Isn’t Leader Song deliberately causing trouble? How should Uncle Qi respond? If he says ‘It’s fine, a slight delay doesn’t matter,’ Song will accuse him of disrespecting the Ancestor’s anniversary. If Uncle Qi gets angry, should he immediately gather people to confront Taichu Temple? I don’t know if other sects would laugh, but the Demonic Sect would certainly find it hilarious.”

Chang Ning replied, “Obviously, the point of creating difficulty is to put the Sect Leader in a dilemma. Otherwise, why bother saying anything? But why is Song trying to trouble Sect Leader Qi when there’s no grudge between them?”

Both turned their gaze to Fan Xingjia, who sighed and said, “In recent years, Guangtian Gate has been recruiting talented individuals, nearly rivaling our sect. Earlier, Leader Song suggested holding this 200th-anniversary ceremony at Guangtian Gate. Even Master, kind as he is, couldn’t agree to that. Fortunately, with Peiqiong Manor and Luoying Valley’s support, the matter was settled. Leader Song, unable to achieve his wish, must be… must be displeased.”

“Bah!” Cai Zhao spat softly. “Jiuli Mountain’s Muwei Palace is where the Ancestor secluded himself. How could the anniversary ceremony be moved elsewhere? He’s just taking advantage of Uncle Qi’s good nature!”

Chang Ning remarked with interest, “Third Senior Brother Song Yuzhi is Leader Song’s son. By causing trouble so openly, isn’t he worried his son might face difficulties in the sect?”

Fan Xingjia sighed, “Master is a kind person who doesn’t hold grudges. No matter what Leader Song does, he won’t take it out on Third Senior Brother. Besides, besides…”

“Besides, there’s Lady Sulian. Her sister, Lady Qinglian, was Leader Song’s late wife. No matter how much trouble there is, who in the sect would dare mistreat the Lady’s nephew?” Cai Zhao frowned. “In the end, they’re just bullying Uncle because he’s too nice.”

“Mother is speaking, everyone looks!” Little Cai Han suddenly called out. The three turned to look.

They heard Ning Xiaofeng raising her voice, though her cultivation wasn’t strong enough to make her words resound like Song Shijun’s. Everyone fell silent to hear her.

“…Even brothers live separately after dividing the family. Though the Qingque Sect leads the six sects, it can’t micromanage the other five. As long as Taichu Temple doesn’t delay tomorrow’s memorial ceremony, it’s not a fault,” Ning Xiaofeng, who had disliked Song Shijun for years, spoke bluntly.

“I’ve always said, ‘To be a good in-law, be neither deaf nor mute.’ Being the Qingque Sect leader is truly difficult. Thankfully, Brother Qi is honest and doesn’t fuss over trivial matters. Otherwise, if he threw his weight around, demanding obedience even in minor issues, wouldn’t we five sects cry out in misery?”

Though her analogy was a bit coarse, it made sense. If they had an overbearing leader nitpicking every detail, the other sects would suffer. The audience nodded in agreement, their whispered discussions not escaping Song Shijun’s keen ears, causing his face to tighten further.

A middle-aged man sitting opposite Song Shijun noticed his displeasure and smiled, speaking loudly, “Xiaofeng speaks well. Everyone says the Qingque Sect is the world’s premier sect, but few realize how challenging it is to lead. We’re fortunate that Brother Yunke is generous and rarely takes offense. This allows the six Northern sects to remain harmonious. Brother Song means well today, but he’s known for speaking his mind. We’re all family here, so let’s not take offense.”

Since Song Shijun spoke, Yin Sulian had been torn between her husband and brother-in-law. Hearing this refined man mediate, she quickly said, “Brother Zhizhen… ahem… Manor Lord Zhou is right. We’re all family, so let’s not argue. Servants, bring wine and food, quickly!”

The mediator was Zhou Zhizhen, lord of Peiqiong Manor, known for his cultured demeanor and mastery of both literature and martial arts. Everyone laughed and joked, trying to smooth over the incident.

Song Shijun, still displeased, signaled to Yang Heying, the Siqimen sect leader. The two were close, and Song’s look meant “It’s your turn.”

Yang Heying thought, “If you, Song Shijun, failed to trouble Qi Yunke directly, how could I succeed? Why embarrass myself?” His eyes darted to the Cai Pingchun couple, and he hatched a plan. He called out, “Valley Master Cai, it’s been years. How have you been?”

Cai Pingchun, slightly startled, replied, “Fine, fine.”

Yang Heying smiled, “Ah I can still picture Heroine Cai Pingzhu’s grace and beauty. In her youth, she dominated the martial world, braving demon lairs and bandit strongholds, upholding justice. Everyone admired her. Though she’s gone now, I see her spirit in you, Valley Master Cai. Fortunately, Luoying Valley has a worthy successor. Congratulations!” While seemingly reminiscing about Cai Pingzhu, he was implying that Luoying Valley had lost its former glory without her.

Chang Ning frowned, “Why does this man speak so ambiguously?”

“Not just his words, but his actions too are dubious,” Cai Zhao gritted her teeth. “I met him when I was young.”

Chang Ning and Fan Xingjia were surprised.

Little Cai Han interjected, “Why haven’t I met him?”

Cai Zhao scolded softly, “Silly, I was four then. You didn’t exist! Don’t interrupt, eat your pastries!”

After pushing down her little brother’s head, she continued, “That year, some ‘Three Heroes of Sha River’ came, claiming they wanted to challenge my father in the name of martial fellowship. We don’t even know how they entered the valley. Those shameless men said that even against a hundred opponents, the three brothers would fight together, so they’d face my father three-on-one.”

Chang Ning sneered, “If it were me, I’d find a hundred people to fight them. I’d exhaust them to death, draining all their energy.”

“Then what happened? Did Valley Master Cai win?” Fan Xingjia asked eagerly.

“Is that even a question? Of course, Valley Master Cai won. Otherwise, this story would have spread throughout the martial world,” Chang Ning snorted.

Fan Xingjia was puzzled, “What do you mean?”

Chang Ning explained, “When Nie Hengcheng was alive, the Demonic Sect was invincible. Many skilled fighters from the six Northern sects died or were injured in several major battles, especially from Luoying Valley. Those three scoundrels were taking advantage of the situation. Seeing that Valley Master Cai’s uncle and sister were either dead or injured and that he was young and unknown, they thought they could easily win. If they had won, they would have boasted about defeating the Luoying Valley leader and brother of Heroine Cai. Since no one knows about this incident, Valley Master Cai must have won.”

Cai Han was amazed, “Wow, Senior Brother Chang, you’re so smart! Sister, is that what happened?”

Cai Zhao glanced at Chang Ning, “Yes, it’s just as Senior Brother Chang said, Father won. Sigh, mother said Father practiced day and night for years to prepare for such situations.”

Fan Xingjia also praised, “Junior Brother Chang is indeed clever. I’m far behind.”

Chang Ning ignored him and continued, “What does this have to do with Yang Heying?”

“Two years before those scoundrels came, Father had already made a breakthrough. Dealing with those three wouldn’t have been difficult. The despicable part was Yang Heying’s behavior. He pretended to mediate but just stood by watching the show. When the Sha River Three Heroes attacked Father, he did nothing. But when father was about to disable those scoundrels, he intervened, saying nonsense like ‘Fellow martial artists should know when to stop.’ Bah!” Cai Zhao said angrily.

Chang Ning nodded, “I see. It seems Yang Heying was there to test your father’s abilities.”

Cai Zhao was confused, “Test his abilities? Yang Heying? Why would he do that?”

Chang Ning explained, “Your aunt, Cai Pingzhu, was once as renowned as a thunderbolt from the blue. She was invincible in her adventures and acquired many rare treasures, medicines, and secret manuals. Strong sects like Qingque and Guangtian wouldn’t covet these, and proud ones like Peiqiong Manor and Taichu Temple wouldn’t stoop to such actions. But Siqimen? Hmph. With their outdated rules and stagnant ways, they’ve been declining for generations. How could they not be tempted?”

Hearing this, Cai Han couldn’t help but interject, “Actually, Mother said Luoying Valley had been declining for generations even before Aunt…”

“Say one more word and you can forget about supper!” Cai Zhao wished she could sew her little brother’s mouth shut.

Chang Ning smiled, “Yang Heying went to assess the situation. If your father’s skills were profound, he’d back off. If not, he’d see an opportunity. I bet those Sha River Three Heroes were his way into Luoying Valley. After you changed the formation at your valley’s entrance, few could enter, right?”

As Chang Ning spoke, he noticed Fan Xingjia serving food to Cai Zhao with his endearing dimples showing. He changed his tone, implying, “Even with Sect Leader Qi’s protection, Luoying Valley can’t rely on distant help for immediate problems. As long as Valley Master Cai can’t stand firm on his own, villains will always find weak spots. Don’t you agree, Junior Sister?”

Cai Zhao lowered her head, silent.

Displeased at losing his audience, Chang Ning prodded, “Why aren’t you saying anything?”

Cai Zhao seemed lost in thought, “Your father, the great hero Chang Haosheng, roamed the martial world for many years, even longer than my aunt. He rarely lost. So, did the Chang family also accumulate many rare treasures, medicines, and secret manuals?”

Fan Xingjia’s eyes lit up as if no one had ever considered this. He quickly looked at Chang Ning.

Chang Ning stared at Cai Zhao, “Indeed. My father accumulated quite a lot. I can’t speak for medicines and manuals, but there are many treasures and riches, hidden in various places. Now, only I know their locations.”

Fan Xingjia, being straightforward, immediately showed respect for the wealthy.

Cai Zhao felt a bit sour. Her aunt Cai Pingzhu had viewed wealth as dirt, only collecting odd curiosities in her adventures. While valuable, these items couldn’t be easily converted to money.

Chang Haosheng was different. He was mature beyond his years and knew how to live well, accepting gold bricks, silver bars, pearls, and gems without hesitation—all this according to Ning Xiaofeng’s casual chats.

Chang Ning, enjoying Cai Zhao’s changing expressions, smiled, “Next time, I’ll buy you some hair ornaments, Junior Sister. Do you prefer eastern pearls, southern pearls, or jade?”

Cai Zhao snorted and turned away haughtily.

She wouldn’t bow for mere wealth. If pushed, she’d just open her rice shop.
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On one side, Yang He’ying continued his veiled criticism, implicitly accusing Luoying Valley of inaction.

Ning Xiaofeng responded with a polite smile, “Is there more? Please, don’t hold back. Speak your mind instead of mumbling like a toothless old woman sipping porridge. It’s better to get everything out in the open.”

Yang He’ying’s face stiffened momentarily, but he quickly regained his composure and replied, “Very well, I’ll speak plainly. Our six sects once vowed to uphold justice in the world. However, Luoying Valley now remains secluded behind closed doors. What’s the meaning of this? Although Nie Hengcheng is dead, there are still villains causing trouble in the martial arts world. Yet, Luoying Valley turns a blind eye. Isn’t this a betrayal of our code of chivalry?”

Feeling the conversation had gone off-track, Song Shijun irritably interjected, “We were discussing the Taichu Temple. Brother Yang, why are you bringing up these irrelevant matters? The Cai family has always been like this. Now, about Taichu Temple…”

“Don’t interrupt, Master Song,” Ning Xiaofeng teased. “They’re discussing how Luoying Valley’s inaction in the face of danger goes against the code of chivalry. It’s such a pleasant tune; how can we not let them finish singing?”

Song Shijun rubbed his nose and fell silent. A gentleman doesn’t argue with a woman, especially not with a shrew-like Ning Xiaofeng. He had never won an argument against her in decades and didn’t believe Yang He’ying would fare any better. Thus, he decided to quietly observe the unfolding drama.

Meanwhile, Song Maozhi, seeing his father at a loss for words, tried to speak up but was promptly silenced by Song Yuzhi’s expressionless gesture.

Detecting the mockery in Ning Xiaofeng’s words, Yang He’ying angrily listed numerous accusations of Luoying Valley’s irresponsibility. Ning Xiaofeng neither denied nor confirmed any of them, simply smiling and encouraging Master Yang to continue. Finally, Yang Heying exploded, “That’s all! I have nothing more to say! It’s your turn now! If you can’t provide a proper explanation today, Luoying Valley has no right to claim a place among the righteous sects of the martial arts world!”

“Oh, you’re finished? That’s good,” Ning Xiaofeng replied, seemingly uninterested in defending herself. She turned to Qi Yunke with a smile, “Sect Leader Qi, we’re on your turf now. Perhaps you’d like to say something?”

Qi Yunke heaved a deep sigh. He knew this was coming.

“Master Yang, well, you see… Luoying Valley’s seclusion isn’t something new. They’ve been like this for over a hundred years. Perhaps we should…”

Seeing Qi Yunke struggling to argue, Zhou Zhizhen couldn’t help but intervene: “Luoying Valley has always had a small population and lived a simple life, as Master Yang well knows. Moreover, after several major battles with the Evil Cult years ago, the Cai family suffered heavy losses. They need time to recover. As fellow sects, we should be understanding.”

“Well said, Brother Zhou,” Qi Yunke sighed with relief.

Yang He’ying sneered, “That’s not a valid argument. Although Luoying Valley has always been reclusive, they used to intervene when they witnessed injustice. They’ve never disappeared from the martial arts world for over a decade. Those who know might think they’re recovering, but others might assume they’re retiring from the martial arts world altogether!”

Zhou Zhizhen frowned, unwilling to argue further with this unreasonable man.

“Master Yang, you… you…” Qi Yunke found himself at a loss for words.

Yin Sulian quickly chimed in, “What do you mean ‘you’? I think Master Yang has a point. Either they retire from the martial arts world, in which case no one would bother Luoying Valley, or they fulfill their responsibilities as a righteous sect. One must act according to one’s position!”

Song Shijun watched from the sidelines, suppressing a laugh as he observed Ning Xiaofeng and the others.

After a moment, Qi Yunke clasped his hands and said solemnly, “Brother Yang, I’m not eloquent enough to argue with you. However, as everyone knows, Ping Shu and I are sworn siblings, bound by blood. Her family is my family. As long as the Cai family doesn’t betray their principles or commit evil deeds, I won’t allow others to criticize them. If anyone thinks they can bully her family now that Ping Shu is gone, I’ll fight to my last breath, regardless of our ties in the martial arts world.”

Everyone knew that Qi Yunke, the leader of the Qingque Sect, was kind-hearted but inarticulate. They had never heard him speak so forcefully before. The hall fell silent, with only Zhou Zhizhen softly agreeing, “Well said, Brother Yunke.”

Ning Xiaofeng gave Yin Sulian an ambiguous smile, causing the latter to turn away in anger.

Yang He’ying’s face darkened with rage. His hands clenched and unclenched repeatedly before he finally let out a heavy snort and sat down.

Cai Pingchun glanced at Qi Yunke, then at his wife, and sighed softly without saying a word.

Realizing the show was over, Song Shijun pursed his lips and turned to chat with others nearby.

Servants filed in, bringing dishes and wine. The banquet hall bustled with activity once again as people began to whisper among themselves:

“This is the first time I’ve heard Sect Leader Qi speak so firmly. Have you ever heard him like this before?”

“Of course not. Sect Leader Qi has always been so good-natured. He never punishes his disciples too harshly when they make mistakes.”

“Nonsense! If it weren’t for Cai Ping Shu back then, who knows if we’d even have Sect Leader Qi today!”

“What? What story do you know? Quick, tell us!”

“Well, I’m not entirely sure, but I know that Cai Ping Shu greatly helped Sect Leader Qi…”

Witnessing this scene, Cai Zhao once again marveled at how soft the leader of the world’s top sect had become, allowing even the Siqi Sect to act so boldly. He recalled the imposing presence of the former leader, Yin Dai when no one dared to speak out of turn.

Chang Ning also mused, and even voiced his thoughts: “How did someone with such a mild temperament become the sect leader? Oh, right, my father mentioned that his martial arts skills are formidable. He defeated and killed many high-ranking members of the Evil Cult.”

Fan Xingjia thought to himself, “…” Please don’t speak ill of my master in front of me.

As the banquet began and food and wine were served, Fan Xingjia made a round to ensure everything was in order. Zeng Dalou, seeing that he could manage the guests alone, instructed Fan Xingjia to take a seat and enjoy the feast. Fan Xingjia’s seat was naturally in the east side hall.

As usual, Dai Fengchi fawned over Qi Lingbo with an eager expression. Qi Lingbo, as always, smiled radiantly, glancing around and exchanging witty remarks with the young heroes nearby. She would then coquettishly turn to Dai Fengchi before casting a flirtatious look at Song Yuzhi. Song Yuzhi, true to form, sat as still as an iceberg, exuding a pleasant chill. He would only answer with a few words after being asked three questions. Ding Zhuo, as was his habit, barely touched his wine with his chopsticks before making a half-hearted excuse to leave and return to his training…

Observing this scene, Fan Xingjia felt as if he were eating bland, unseasoned pork ribs – tasteless and requiring too much effort to chew. He thought that even the bickering between Chang Ning and Cai Zhao might be more interesting. So, he seized the opportunity to slip away, grabbing a jug of freshly made fruit wine and making his way to join the table across from him.

Due to the earlier friction, the various sects and schools now refrained from criticizing each other. To maintain a harmonious atmosphere, the topic of conversation gradually shifted to the Evil Cult. After all, when it came to the Evil Cult, everyone could unite in condemnation.

One person spoke of how the Evil Cult robbed and plundered, another mentioned their kidnapping and pillaging, while yet another claimed that the Evil Cult even stole from ordinary citizens, taking their hard-earned money. Song Shijun listened and laughed heartily, finding it all quite amusing.

Qi Yunke shook his head slightly, “The Evil Cult is indeed wicked, but perhaps not to such an extent.”

Yang He’ying, his face flushed from drinking, said, “The Evil Cult is not what it used to be. Think back to the days when the villain Nie had his four great disciples – Zhao, Chen, Han, and Lu – who struck fear into everyone’s hearts. The Tiangang Dishaxing troops killed countless people. Not to mention the Seven Star Elders of the Evil Cult, whose mere names inspired terror, leaving no living thing in their wake. But now? Hehe, they’re hardly worth mentioning. Hahaha…”

Song Shijun interjected, “Brother Yang, isn’t that stating the obvious? Who was the leader of the Evil Cult back then, and who is it now? How can they be compared? Although Nie Zhe is Nie Hengcheng’s nephew, in terms of skills and talent, they’re worlds apart. It’s only because the Evil Cult has no one left that he’s become the cult leader!”

The leader of the Sha Hu Gang chimed in, “A while back, we had a skirmish with one of the Evil Cult’s branches. Some cult members said that Nie Jun isn’t even considered the true cult leader yet, just an acting leader. The Evil Cult is in chaos now, with factions vying for power, and no one has the mind to properly manage things. It wasn’t like this even under the previous leader surnamed Mu, let alone during Nie Hengcheng’s time.” As Yang He’ying’s brother-in-law, he hadn’t dared to speak during the earlier internal disputes of the Northern Chen Six Sects, but now he finally found an opportunity to join the conversation.

Song Shijun spat, “Bah! It’s a good thing they’re not focused on proper management. If they were, wouldn’t the world be in chaos again? By the way, how many years has this Nie Jun been the acting cult leader? Why hasn’t he become the official leader yet?”

Qi Yunke solemnly replied, “To become the true cult leader, all Seven Star Elders must unanimously approve. However, I’ve heard that the Seven Star Elders have either died or gone into hiding.”

A Yin clan member from the lower seats loudly exclaimed, “Hahaha, it’s just as the old Sect Leader Yin said! The Evil Cult is full of unruly heroes who were only temporarily subdued by Nie Hengcheng’s authority. Once Nie Hengcheng died, the Evil Cult was bound to fall into chaos!”

“Indeed, Lady Cai heard this and went to exterminate the evil,” a sarcastic voice interjected. It belonged to a shabby Taoist priest, small and skinny, resembling a monkey.

“It was still thanks to Old Sect Leader Yin’s strategic planning!” a Yin family member retorted, unwilling to concede.

“Without someone to kill Nie Hengcheng, all the planning in the world would’ve been useless,” the priest continued in his mocking tone.

“Are you trying to insult Old Sect Leader Yin?” The Yin clan member, seemingly affected by alcohol, looked ready to flip the table and start a fight.

Unable to contain herself any longer, Yin Sulian spoke up loudly, “Who are you? State your name. I don’t recall Qingque Sect inviting you.”

The monkey-like Taoist turned to Qi Yunke: “Years ago, at Old Sect Leader Yin’s command, we all rushed to attack Youming Huangdao. My masters, uncles, brothers, and nephews – over ten of us – never returned, leaving no remains. I barely survived and spent many years recovering. Thanks to Sect Leader Qi’s kindness and respect for the past, he still remembers this living dead man and the now-destroyed Qingfeng Temple during the ancestral sacrifice.”

Qi Yunke gave his wife a helpless glance before standing up and bowing, “Your sect was passionate and stepped forward during the great chaos. If my master were still alive, he wouldn’t forget the righteous heroes of Qingfeng Temple either. Daoist Yuncui, please be seated.”

Cai Zhao craned his neck to look: “Daoist Yuncui? Is that him? Aunt mentioned that Daoist Yuncui was eight feet tall, handsome, and imposing, with a graceful and swift Qingfeng sword technique. How… how…”

Fan Xingjia observed before whispering, “It seems all his bones and meridians were shattered. After being paralyzed for years, his body has shrunk to this state.”

Chang Ning glanced over: “The Rotting Bone Breaking Meridian Palm, a unique skill of Elder Tianji, Duan Jiuxiu. Remarkably, he survived at all.”

The guests exchanged glances. Most sects present either had numerous disciples or lived carefree lives, making it impossible to compare their suffering to Qingfeng Temple’s. Thus, Song, Yang, and others fell silent.

Seeing no one coming to her aid, Yin Sulian resorted to her fail-safe tactic – she began to cry: “Qingfeng Temple wasn’t the only one to suffer losses in the fight against the Evil Cult. Not to mention the Cai family’s uncle and sister Ping Shu, my grand-uncles, and even Old Manor Lord Zhou and Uncle Song also died tragically at the hands of the Evil Cult…”

Song Shijun and Zhou Zhizhen, recalling their deceased fathers, grew solemn and silent.

“And let’s not forget my father and Master Yang’s father. They thought they’d live out their days peacefully after outlasting Nie Hengcheng, but who knew they’d fall victim to revenge from Nie’s disciples…” Yin Sulian cried, her tears eliciting sympathy from everyone.

Yang He’ying’s face darkened.

Just as the atmosphere turned somber, Ning Xiaofeng suddenly let out a chuckle.

Though not loud, everyone heard it.

Yin Sulian glared at her venomously: “What are you laughing at? Are you mocking my father’s death?”

“I would never mock those who bravely resisted the Evil Cult,” Ning Xiaofeng replied calmly. “I just suddenly remembered your sister, Lady Qinglian. She was truly clever and foresightful. If not for her, the revenge from Nie’s disciples might have been endless.”

These words were cryptic, leaving Cai Zhao confused. However, those seated in the main hall understood perfectly.

“What does that mean?” Cai Zhao instinctively looked to Chang Ning.

Chang Ning smiled mysteriously: “Your mother never told you about this? Well, your aunt is indeed a kind-hearted person.”

“Stop being so cryptic. Are you going to explain or not?”

“It’s quite simple. After Nie Hengcheng’s death, his disciples were enraged. They vowed to slaughter the entire Yin and Yang families to avenge their master.”

Cai Zhao was even more puzzled, “But it was my aunt who killed Nie Hengcheng. Why target the Yin and Yang families?”

“Because at the time, the martial arts world believed it was Old Sect Leader Yin who killed Nie Hengcheng, with Yang Yi of Siqi Gate as his assistant.”

“What?!” Cai Zhao stood up abruptly.

Startled, Fan Xingjia quickly pulled him back down as curious gazes turned their way.

Chang Ning continued nonchalantly, his smile and gaze as clear and cold as flowing ice. Fan Xingjia thought to himself that Chang Ning must have been a pampered young master in the Chang family fortress before, wondering what striking appearance he might have once his poisonous sores healed.

“The great battle at Tu Mountain eighteen years ago was earth-shattering, yet only a handful of people were present,” Chang Ning arranged six small wine cups before him. “Sect Leader Qi, who rushed there, your mother, the retired Shi brothers, and my father and Manor Lord Zhou, who arrived half a step late.”

He moved the cups one by one, “The area around Tu Mountain was full of Nie’s disciples, who didn’t yet know of his death. Sect Leader Qi had to handle the aftermath. Old Manor Lord Zhou was critically injured, so Zhou had to return to his manor immediately. The Shi brothers, one crippled and one injured, supported each other and went into seclusion to recover. Only your mother and my father took your aunt back to Luoying Valley, rarely leaving for several years after.”

“Rarely leaving for years? Why is that?” Fan Xingjia asked curiously.

Ignoring him, Chang Ning continued, “The year after the Tu Mountain battle, Old Sect Leader Yin held a victory banquet. At the feast, that old lecher Yang Yi, to curry favor with Qingque Sect, brazenly attributed Nie Hengcheng’s death to Old Sect Leader Yin.”

Cai Zhao was shocked: “Even if others weren’t there, didn’t Uncle Qi say anything?”

“He did speak up, but no one listened,” Chang Ning raised an eyebrow. “Besides, even if Sect Leader Qi hadn’t said anything, wouldn’t Yin Dai himself know whether he killed Nie Hengcheng or not?”

Fan Xingjia wanted to laugh but didn’t dare.

Cai Zhao felt extremely frustrated: “…So Uncle Qi didn’t refute it thoroughly?”

“Yang Yi didn’t explicitly say Yin Dai killed Nie Hengcheng, only that it was all thanks to Old Sect Leader Yin’s efforts. Yin then replied that Old Master Yang had also helped greatly – after that, word spread in the martial arts world that Yin and Yang had killed Nie Hengcheng together.”

Cai Zhao was speechless for a while.

Fan Xingjia interjected again: “How does Junior Brother Chang know all this so clearly?” Even to the point of knowing what the two elders had said.

“Because my father was also at that victory banquet.”

Both Fan and Cai exclaimed in unison.

“Why didn’t the great Chang hero clarify the truth?” Fan Xingjia asked cautiously, trying to salvage some face for his master.

Chang Ning smiled, “Initially, my father was furious, feeling they were stealing credit for a heaven-sent victory. But then he thought it wasn’t such a bad thing…”

Cai Zhao’s large eyes blinked rapidly as he slowly lowered his head to bite his chopsticks.

Fan Xingjia pondered for a moment before understanding, only able to sigh repeatedly.
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It wasn’t without reason that Chang Haosheng was nicknamed ‘Granny Chang’.

Though reputation was valuable, practical benefits were even more precious. During youthful adventures, when encountering treasures, while other privileged youths might ignore them, he would meticulously collect everything like an old accountant, even if only to later aid down-on-their-luck martial artists.

At that victory banquet, he noticed Yang Yi intentionally misleading the martial arts world about Nie Hengcheng’s death, and Yin Dai reluctantly accepted it. His first thought wasn’t anger or disappointment at these respected martial arts elders stealing credit, but rather, “Now Luoying Valley is safe.”

This wasn’t out of malice or using Yin Dai as a shield for Luoying Valley. He assumed the Qingque Sect leader would be well-guarded, making it difficult for the Evil Cult to exact revenge, while Luoying Valley was vulnerable at the time.

However, man’s plans are no match for heaven’s will.

Just months after the banquet, the confident Old Sect Leader Yin was ambushed during a trip by a large force led by Nie Hengcheng’s disciple, Zhao Tianba. With no escape route and no reinforcements, he was hacked to pieces.

On the same day, Old Master Yang Yi, enjoying spring with his concubines at a countryside manor, was attacked at night by Nie Hengcheng’s third disciple, Han Yisu, and his men. They slaughtered for an entire night, leaving no one alive. Yang Yi’s head was found in the manor’s cesspool.

Furthermore, these two remaining disciples of Nie Hengcheng vowed to exterminate the Yin and Yang families, leaving no descendants. They also promised that whichever Evil Cult elder could contribute most to avenging Nie Hengcheng would gain control over Nie’s remaining forces.

The Evil Cult’s minions were restless.

“A centipede dies but never falls. Though Nie Hengcheng is dead, he ruled for decades and has many loyal followers. Old Sect Leader Yin and Old Master Yang celebrated too early,” Chang Ning said casually. Cai Zhao sensed a hint of schadenfreude in his tone. Of course, she felt the same.

Claiming undeserved glory comes at a price!

“Was Great Hero Chang guarding Luoying Valley to protect us from the Evil Cult’s revenge?” she asked quietly.

Chang Ning replied, “Yes, my father anticipated that Nie Hengcheng’s disciples wouldn’t let the matter rest after his death. He stayed at Luoying Valley, not daring to return home. We waited and waited, but instead of an Evil Cult attack, we received news of Yin and Yang’s deaths.”

Cai Zhao was silent for a moment, then said, “I didn’t know any of this. Thank you to your father for his tireless efforts in protecting Luoying Valley.”

It was the most perilous time for the Cai family. All the elders were dead, Cai Ping Shu had lost her martial arts skills, Cai Pingchun hadn’t yet made a breakthrough, and Ning Xiaofeng only knew some mechanism and formation techniques. If the Evil Cult had launched a full-scale attack, Luoying Valley would have been defenseless.

Chang Ning glanced at her, “No need for thanks. Protecting the weak is our duty.” He emphasized the latter part.

Cai Zhao put down her chopsticks and sighed, “Rest assured, I’ll do my utmost to protect you until you recover, to repay Great Hero Chang’s immense kindness.”

“Good that you understand,” Chang Ning smiled, his eyes twinkling, making even his poisonous sores seem charming.

Fan Xingjia sat awkwardly beside them, feeling the atmosphere at the table was overly jubilant. He bravely interrupted his junior disciples’ joy, “Ahem, so what happened next? How did the Evil Cult give up?”

Cai Zhao pointed at the lively Yin and Yang family members, nodding, “Indeed, since so many of them are still alive, it seems the Evil Cult’s revenge wasn’t successful.”

“That was thanks to the clever Lady Qinglian,” Chang Ning smiled.

In the months following Yin Dai and Yang Yi’s deaths, many of their relatives met tragic ends. The Yin family, being numerous, was a large target – Yin Dai had promoted many family members after becoming Qingque Sect leader, making them easy targets for the Evil Cult.

One day it was Uncle Yin Six, responsible for Qingque Sect’s purchases, was found disemboweled on his bed. The next, it was Aunt Yin Three, in charge of the sect’s gardens, hanging from a tree with her throat slit. A few days later, the mutilated bodies of Uncle Yin Two and his brother, who managed the carriages and horses, appeared in the stables… The Yin clan lived in fear, fleeing Nine Li Mountain before they could even hold funerals, hiding in remote corners to save their lives.

Nie Hengcheng’s followers even reached into Guangtian Gate, targeting Yin Dai’s eldest daughter and her two young grandsons – Song Maozhi and Song Yuzhi.

Despite Yin Qinglian’s careful planning and precautions, she discovered the wet nurse and nanny secretly poisoning the children. The former cried that her family was held hostage by the Evil Cult, while the latter confessed to being promised endless riches. The Northern Chen Six Sects couldn’t guard against all these threats.

Yin Sulian, newly married and childless, only needed to protect herself. But Yin Qinglian had young children to worry about. She knew the Evil Cult had wealth and would stop at nothing, clinging like parasites. She had to take the initiative.

Most importantly, she needed to spread the truth that it was Lady Cai who killed Nie Hengcheng.

But this truth, unspoken before and after the victory banquet, now had to be hurriedly revealed during the Evil Cult’s revenge. How would the world view her wise and powerful father, Old Sect Leader Yin? They couldn’t let his reputation die with him.

Soon after Yang He’ying’s two young sons were mysteriously killed, Yin Qinglian couldn’t delay any longer. She quickly summoned her newly appointed brother-in-law, Sect Leader Qi Yunke, and Zhou Zhizhen, who had just finished his father’s funeral, to discuss a plan:

First, they had to reveal that Cai Ping Shu killed Nie Hengcheng, but not openly. They needed to manipulate the Evil Cult members into leaking the information themselves, while the Northern Chen Six Sects feigned ignorance.

The Yin and Yang families were scattered and difficult to protect from assassination attempts. However, the Cai family, with only three members, remained hidden in Luoying Valley, which was easily defensible with only one entry point. With a concentrated target, the Evil Cult’s attacks would also be focused.

After setting up false leads for half a month, Yin Qinglian’s spies finally brought confirmed information.

On a moonless, stormy night, Qi Yunke, Zhou Zhizhen, and Song Shijun led carefully selected disciples from various sects to set up an ambush near Qingluo River, not far from Luoying Valley. After a night of fierce battle, they finally annihilated the Evil Cult’s large force attempting to raid Luoying Valley.

Zhao Tianba was killed on the spot by Chang Haosheng, his head was sent to the Qingque Sect as an offering. Han Yisu was severely wounded by Song Shijun, his fate unknown. Qi Yunke moved freely through the battlefield, half-covered in blood, personally killing over ten Evil Cult experts.

In this battle, almost all of Nie Hengcheng’s remaining core elites were wiped out, ending their revenge.

Thus concluded the bloody era created by Nie Hengcheng. The Evil Cult entered a period of decline, marked by factional disputes and internal strife. Meanwhile, the new “Three Heroes of Northern Chen” officially took charge, commanding the martial arts world.

At the same time, the fact that Cai Ping Shu killed Nie Hengcheng could no longer be hidden and became widely known. Yin Qinglian then spread the rumor that “Old Sect Leader Yin reluctantly took credit for killing the villain to protect Luoying Valley, while Old Master Yang got into trouble by kindly helping.” This brought a satisfactory conclusion for the Northern Chen Six Sects.

Hearing the full story for the first time, Fan Xingjia remarked, “Even Nie’s remnants were so vicious and fearless. Fortunately, Lady Cai eliminated their leader, otherwise, the Evil Cult would have been even more unrestrained.”

Reflecting on those tumultuous, scheming days, Cai Zhao sighed and finally said, “…Lady Qinglian was quite clever.” It’s a pity Yin Sulian doesn’t have even half her sister’s intelligence.

“The most intelligent, the most cunning, the most powerful, the most brutal, the most loyal, the most benevolent – all perished. Those who survived were the mediocre and ordinary – perhaps this is the way of heaven and earth,” Chang Ning mused, his expression unreadable, like a mysterious face behind temple incense. Cai Zhao stared at him, lost in thought.

The atmosphere at the table grew somber, with all three silent. This rare moment of quiet ended with young Cai Han’s burp.

Chang Ning glanced over, “Junior Sister, you should control him. If he eats any more, he’ll turn into a ball again.”

Exasperated, Cai Zhao lifted her little brother from the table, discovering his belly was round once more. She scolded, “You little piglet, haven’t you ever seen food before?”

Cai Han hiccupped and cried, complaining about having to eat vegetarian food at their grandmother’s for a long time. Fan Xingjia smiled wryly and called for servants to bring tangerine peel digestive tea.

“You wretched girl, so this is where you are!” a shrill female voice came from nearby. Cai Zhao and the others turned to see a beautifully dressed woman in her mid-twenties glaring at them. One hand was on her hip, the other holding a thin, sickly-looking boy of six or seven in fine clothes.

Before Cai Zhao’s group could react, Yang Xiaolan hastily stood up and bowed, “Greetings, Mother.”

Yang Xiaolan was the daughter of the Siqi Gate’s leader, so this woman must be Yang He’ying’s wife, Madam Sha.

Madam Sha approached her son, reaching out to pull Yang Xiaolan’s ear while berating her, “You heartless girl, sitting here eating and drinking while neglecting your brother! It’s so late, and you let Tianxi play outside on an empty stomach without bringing him anything to eat or drink…”

The woman’s long, sharp nails left Yang Xiaolan’s ear instantly red and swollen.

Yang Tianxi clapped and laughed, “Sister’s ear is red again, like braised pork, hehe!” Born frail, his face was sickly. Even speaking a few sentences left him breathless, worrying Madam Sha.

Fan Xingjia, unable to watch silently, quickly said, “Madam Sha, please wait. Young Master Yang had plenty of snacks before going out to play. He shouldn’t be too hungry. Besides, he refused Miss Yang’s company and had four or five servants with him. How could anything happen to him in Muwei Palace…”

“Of course, you don’t care, he’s not your son!” Madam Sha turned and scolded, “Master Yang has only this one child. If anything happened, could you take responsibility? Even Sect Leader Qi couldn’t protect you then!”

Fan Xingjia, unfamiliar with such a shrew, was at a loss. Suddenly, Cai Zhao stepped forward past him.

“Madam, what’s your rank in the family?” Cai Zhao asked with a smile.

Madam Sha was confused, “What rank? I’m an only daughter…”

“I’m not asking about the Sha family, but the Yang family. What’s your rank there?” Cai Zhao’s smile made Fan Xingjia uneasy. “You look so young and beautiful, I guess you must be after the sixth – seventh wife? Eighth, or ninth?”

“How dare you insult me?!” Madam Sha trembled with anger.

Cai Zhao replied sarcastically, “I’m complimenting your youth and beauty.”

“Junior Sister misunderstands. There are no seventh or eighth wives. Madam Sha is the only wife,” Chang Ning calmly interjected. “After Master Yang’s two sons died at the hands of Nie Hengcheng’s followers, he took in twenty or thirty concubines. Madam Sha became his wife after giving birth to young Master Yang.”

“Twenty or thirty?” Fan Xingjia wasn’t sure if he was amazed or shocked.

Cai Zhao feigned sudden understanding, “Oh, I see. To stand out among twenty or thirty, Madam Sha must be quite capable.”

Though arrogant in the Yang household, Madam Sha wasn’t completely foolish. Noticing Cai Zhao’s fine clothes and Chang Ning’s pockmarked face, she realized the former was not to be trifled with and the latter couldn’t be touched. Biting her lip, she angrily stomped her foot and turned away, “You wretched girl, come quickly! I’ll let your father deal with you!” She left, dragging Yang Xiaolan along with one hand and leading her son with the other.

Fan Xingjia watched worriedly, “Oh dear, I hope Miss Yang will be alright. With the ceremony approaching, it wouldn’t be good to have fighting and scolding now.”

“What good can come from having a father like Yang He’ying? Though even tigers don’t eat their cubs, so her life probably isn’t in danger,” Cai Zhao said, displeased.

“I’ve heard that Siqi Gate has had only single heirs for five generations, so the Yang family values offspring greatly. Poor Miss Yang, she’s fourteen or fifteen but looks only twelve or thirteen. Tsk, Junior Brother Chang, what do you think? Eh, Junior Brother Chang…?”

Fan and Cai turned their heads to find Chang Ning already seated at the table. “What’s there to say? If I were Miss Yang, I’d rip out that woman’s tongue along with her throat,” he said flatly, his words chilling.

Fan Xingjia laughed nervously, “Junior Brother Chang must be joking.”

“I’m not joking,” Chang Ning replied coldly. “That Yang brat is born weak; it’ll be good enough if he doesn’t turn out useless. But Miss Yang has excellent potential. Even with average comprehension, if she practices diligently, she’ll achieve greatness one day.”

While Cai Zhao hadn’t noticed the siblings’ differing potentials, Fan Xingjia considered it and agreed, “That’s true. Though Miss Yang is small, her potential isn’t bad.”

“Forget the future. With Miss Yang’s current skills, if she wanted to, that Sha woman couldn’t even touch her clothes. She’s just too timid to resist,” he said, never pitying the weak-willed.

Chang Ning’s sharp words surprised Cai Zhao. She frowned, “Madam Sha is one thing, but what about Master Yang? How could Miss Yang defy him?”

“It depends on whether she wants to endure silently for ‘filial piety’ or stand up for herself. The world is vast; she could find a place anywhere. One must walk their path; others can’t do it for them.”

Fan Xingjia found this too extreme and laughed it off, “Junior Brother Chang is a man, so naturally you think the whole world can be home. It’s not so easy for Miss Yang as a woman.”

Chang Ning looked directly at Fan Xingjia, “Cai Ping Shu was also a woman.”

Fan Xingjia was stunned.

“When she went to Tu Mountain to face Nie Hengcheng, she went alone, without anyone to boost her courage.”

“Some people can’t resist, which is understandable. Others can but are unwilling, only knowing self-pity. Miss Yang’s background and potential are already better than many women’s. If she’s willing to endure beatings and scolding, nothing others say will matter.”

Fan Xingjia was speechless.

Cai Zhao lowered her head, holding back tears.

After drinking the tangerine peel tea, Cai Han still had a stomachache. Fan Xingjia offered to take the boy to the medicine pavilion. Cai Zhao, worried, wanted to go along. This alarmed Fan Xingjia – if Cai Zhao went, Chang Ning would surely follow, and who knew what trouble these two might cause.

So Fan Xingjia volunteered to take Cai Han alone, asking his junior disciples to ‘behave’ and stay put, promising to return quickly.

Watching Fan Xingjia leave with the whimpering Cai Han, Cai Zhao turned to Chang Ning, “Were those words all from Great Hero Chang?”

Chang Ning nodded, “Yes, Father said Lady Cai was the person he respected most in his life. Strong but not bullying, powerful but not tyrannical, kind-hearted and open-minded, joyful and accepting of fate. Father always regretted arriving a step too late at the Tu Mountain battle.”

Cai Zhao shook her head, “Actually, Uncle Qi was supposed to accompany Aunt up the mountain, but Aunt had already decided to perish with the evil leader, so she incapacitated Uncle Qi beforehand.”

Seeing the girl’s lingering sadness, Chang Ning smiled lightly, “Let’s not dwell on these sad memories. Let’s talk about something interesting. When Father told stories about your aunt, I often wondered – she and Sect Leader Qi faced life and death together so many times, fighting side by side. How come no one ever speculated about any… uh, romantic feelings between your aunt and the Sect Leader?”

Cai Zhao burst out laughing, “Of course not.”

“Why?” Chang Ning was intrigued.

“Because my aunt had a fiancé.”

Chang Ning was shocked, a rare occurrence for him.

Cai Zhao suppressed her laughter, “Great Hero Chang is truly kind-hearted not to have told you this.”

“Who was it? Have we met him?”

“We just did. It’s the Lord of Peiqiong Manor, Great Hero Zhou Zhizhen. My mother said that when Uncle Zhou was young, he was noble and refined, like a piece of fine jade. He and my aunt were engaged since childhood, but the marriage didn’t happen, so people don’t mention it anymore to avoid awkwardness.”

Suddenly, they felt someone blocking the light above them. Looking up, they saw an elegant, handsome middle-aged scholar standing in front of their table.

“Zhaozao, why didn’t you come to greet me?” Zhou Zhizhen asked with a smile, one hand behind his back.
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Cai Zhao sprang up like a shrimp and bowed respectfully. “Greetings, Uncle Zhou! I hope you’re well and enjoying good fortune and longevity.”

Zhou Zhizhen patted Cai Zhao’s head, smiling gently.

Compared to the arrogant nouveau riche Song Shijun, Zhou Zhizhen exuded a noble aura, as if he hailed from a distinguished family steeped in generations of scholarly tradition. Consequently, Chang Ning had no choice but to stand and offer a proper bow.

Aware of the Chang family’s situation, Zhou Zhizhen spoke consolingly to Chang Ning with genuine sincerity. He even produced a jade cicada as a token, explaining that if Chang Ning ever faced dire circumstances, he could use this jade cicada to seek help from anyone at Peiqiong Manor.

“Uncle Zhou is truly sincere,” Cai Zhao beamed. “He never speaks or acts insincerely. Senior Brother Chang, why are you hesitating? Quickly accept it!”

Although Cai Zhao’s mother, Ning Xiaofeng, disliked Zhou Zhizhen almost as much as Qi Yunke, Cai Zhao herself held both Qi Yunke and Zhou Zhizhen in high regard, especially when they arrived bearing gifts.

Chang Ning silently accepted the jade cicada and stepped aside.

“Uncle Zhou, you’ve lost weight again,” Cai Zhao observed, her face full of filial concern. “I know the elderly Mrs. Zhou isn’t well, but you’re not young either. Don’t neglect your health while caring for her.”

Zhou Zhizhen was visibly pleased, his eyes brimming with affectionate smiles. “Zhao-Zhao, you’re so thoughtful. You’ve truly grown up. I was worried you might not adapt to living away from Luoying Valley, but it seems my concerns were unfounded. It’s a pity your Uncle Qi acted faster; otherwise, I would have taken you back to Peiqiong Manor. Becoming my disciple wouldn’t be inferior to studying under the Grand Master Qi. I wonder if little Zhao would be willing!”

Cai Zhao feigned a sigh. “Uncle Zhou, let me be honest with you. Look at that shabby little town below Nine Li Mountain, then think of the bustling markets surrounding Peiqiong Manor. Where do you think I’d prefer to study?”

Zhou Zhizhen stroked his beard and laughed heartily. “Exactly! How could our Zhao-Zhao settle for such a quiet, dull town like Qingque Manor?”

At that moment, two handsome young men with similar features approached, calling out, “Uncle, come quickly! We’ve encountered the Liu brothers. Come see their family heirloom swords!”

As they drew near, the slightly taller one noticed Cai Zhao and smiled. “Oh, little sister Zhao-zhao has grown up!”

The shorter one winked mischievously. “Though she hasn’t grown much taller. I bet she still needs a stool to reach the counter when fetching aged vinegar…”

“Watch your words! If you can’t speak properly, go practice before opening your mouths again!” Cai Zhao snapped, her mood instantly souring.

Zhou Zhizhen shook his head, laughing. “Yuqian, Yukun, stop teasing Zhao-zhao. You’re all adults now! Alright, I should go meet your Uncle Liu. Let’s head over there.”

As the Zhou family trio departed, Chang Ning eagerly asked, “Is Manor Lord Zhou your aunt’s fiancé? But I’ve heard… I’ve heard he…”

“You’ve heard he’s already married with children, right?” Cai Zhao replied, unsurprised. “We all know that.”

“Uncle Zhou’s wife is his mother’s niece, surnamed Min. She trained at Peiqiong Manor with everyone when they were young. My aunt knows her. Oh, and their son is called Zhou Yuqi. He’s two years older than me.”

Even Chang Ning, who prided himself on having seen all facets of human nature, was stunned by this revelation.

Cai Zhao continued, “My grandparents passed away when my aunt was only ten, and my father was even younger. The old Manor Lord Zhou, remembering his friendship with my grandfather, personally took my aunt and father to Peiqiong Manor and accepted my aunt as a nominal disciple.”

“You can imagine the situation back then. My grandparents died early, and my grand-uncle was off who-knows-where living freely. Luoying Valley wasn’t in great shape. Fortunately, the old Manor Lord Zhou was kind. He not only cared for and protected my aunt and father but also upheld the marriage promise he’d made years before.”

Confused, Chang Ning picked the most obvious question. “Doesn’t your aunt like Manor Lord Zhou?”

“How could she not? In his youth, Manor Lord Zhou was one of the most handsome men in the martial arts world, from a prestigious family, and a prodigy among the younger generation. Only Master Song from Guangtian Gate could rival him, but Zhou’s reputation was far better. Why wouldn’t my aunt like him?”

“Then why didn’t Lady Cai marry Manor Lord Zhou?”

Cai Zhao scratched her ear, her fair, tender earlobe turning pink. “I’m not entirely sure. Initially, it was probably because they were too young. Later, when Nie Hengcheng started his reign of terror, everyone was busy fighting the evil cult. After that… my aunt’s life hung by a thread, and she could barely survive day to day. How could she marry and have children?”

“Regardless of the reason, since the marriage didn’t happen, there must be some lingering resentment. Yet your family seems to have no ill feelings toward Zhou Zhizhen. You’re even so close to the Zhou family!” Chang Ning began to wonder if he was being too cynical, and perhaps people could truly be so magnanimous.

“Why should there be any ill feelings?” Cai Zhao replied matter-of-factly. “Of course, I’m close to the Zhou family. I’ll be going to Peiqiong Manor in the future.”

Chang Ning: “…To do what at Peiqiong Manor? Haven’t you already become a disciple of the Qingque Sect?” He wondered if the Cai family was so concerned about their daughter going astray that they wanted her to have two masters. Were the Cai Valley Master and his wife really that cautious?

Cai Zhao patiently explained, “I’m not going to Peiqiong Manor to become a disciple. I’ll be living there for the latter half of my life.”

Chang Ning: “??”

“I’m going to marry into the Zhou family. Not only was my aunt betrothed to Manor Lord Zhou since childhood, but I’ve also been betrothed to Zhou Yuqi since we were young.”

Chang Ning’s expression looked as if someone had slashed his face.

“Senior Brother Chang, why have you gone silent?” Cai Zhao waved her hand in front of Chang Ning’s face.

Chang Ning glanced sideways as if he had a fishbone stuck in his throat.

“Oh, so this is where Sister Cai has been enjoying herself! We’ve been searching high and low for you,” a familiar, delicate female voice called out as two young women gracefully approached.

On the left was the beautiful Qi Lingbo, wearing a lotus-pink palace dress and a gold hairpin adorned with pearls, truly more enchanting than flowers. On the right was a graceful and dignified young woman in a snow-cyan crinkled silk dress, whose gentle smile was as refreshing as clear, flowing water.

The young woman on the right bowed slightly. “It’s been a while, Sister Zhao-zhao. How have you been?”

Cai Zhao muttered, “Not another one,” before rising to return the greeting. “Greetings, Sister Xinrou. I’ve been well lately.” She then briefly introduced the newcomer to Chang Ning—this young woman was named Min Xinrou, the niece of Lady Min from Peiqiong Manor, the same age as Qi Lingbo and a year older than Cai Zhao.

Chang Ning, perhaps still reeling from the earlier shock, seemed completely disinterested in engaging with anyone. He merely raised an eyebrow, exchanged a few perfunctory greetings, and then sat silently to the side.

Qi Lingbo knew Chang Ning’s foul temper well. Not wanting to create additional problems, she quickly linked arms with Min Xinrou and said with a coquettish laugh, “Sister Xinrou and I hit it off immediately. As we talked, I discovered that you, my junior, not only know Sister Xinrou from before but are also engaged to her cousin, the young master of Peiqiong Mountain Villa. Oh my, Zhaozao, why didn’t you tell us earlier? If we had known, us three sisters could have played together harmoniously.”

Cai Zhao responded with a half-smile, “Since I arrived at Wanshui Qianshan Cliff, I’ve encountered Senior Sister Qi three or four times. We were either fighting or arguing, leaving no time for pleasant conversation.”

Qi Lingbo’s face stiffened as she desperately held back her emotions.

Min Xinrou smiled gently, parting her red lips, “Sister Zhaozao is still as amusing as when she was young. No wonder Uncle is so fond of you. Alas, it’s a pity Brother Yuqin isn’t here. Otherwise, we three childhood playmates could have a proper reunion. I’ve been urging Brother Yuqin to come, saying that not only is this the North Chen Patriarch’s bicentennial ceremony, but he should also visit for Sister Zhaozao’s sake. Unfortunately, the old madam’s health is declining day by day, and the doctor insists that a grandchild must stay by her side. There’s nothing we can do about it…”

“It doesn’t matter,” Cai Zhao replied emotionlessly. “Brother Yuqin and I will have most of our lives to stare at each other. Seeing each other one more or less time now is insignificant. Instead, Sister Xinrou, you should spend more time with Brother Yuqin while you can. After you’re married, you can still visit your parents’ home, but you won’t be able to run to your cousin’s house every day. However, Sister Xinrou, if your future marriage turns sour – for instance, if your husband beats you black and blue or forces you to sleep on the porch – make sure to tell me. I’ll seek revenge for you…”

“What on earth are you saying?!” Qi Lingbo couldn’t hold back any longer, while Min Xinrou’s face had turned as pale as her dress.

Cai Zhao remained calm, “Sister Xinrou, you’ve visited Falling Petal Valley with Uncle Zhou three times. During the first two visits, we ‘compared’ our martial arts skills. On the third visit, we switched from physical to verbal sparring. Sister Xinrou, why don’t you tell Senior Sister Qi whether you’ve ever won against me, either in fighting or in words?”

Min Xinrou lowered her powdered neck, her face flushed with embarrassment, “Sister Zhaozao is clever and quick-witted. She surpasses me in both martial arts and eloquence. However, that was when we were young and didn’t know better. Now…”

Cai Zhao interrupted her, turning directly to Qi Lingbo, “Senior Sister, you’ve heard it. Whether in physical or verbal contests, I always win. So, why did you bring this defeated opponent to confront me? Did you think having her by your side would help you regain face?”

After enduring such sarcasm, Qi Lingbo couldn’t contain herself any longer. She shouted, “Don’t think you’re invincible just because you’ve gained the upper hand over me and Sister Xinrou. Even a great hero needs three helpers. Sister Xinrou has the support of Mrs. Min and the old madam, and I have my mother and senior brothers to help me. Hmph, you probably don’t know that I’ve been engaged to Third Senior Brother since childhood…”

“Oh, that’s not apparent at all,” Cai Zhao replied coldly. “If it weren’t for Eldest Senior Brother’s desperate intervention at noon today, Third Senior Brother would have insisted on punishing you.”

Seeing Qi Lingbo nearly choked with anger, Min Xinrou hurriedly said, “Come now, we’re all sisters. Why argue over mere words?”

Qi Lingbo caught her breath and sneered, “Cai Zhao, it doesn’t matter if you offend me, but you shouldn’t offend Sister Xinrou. Mrs. Min is your elder after all. If you keep bullying her niece, how can you expect her to treat you kindly in the future?!”

“Why wouldn’t she treat me kindly?” Cai Zhao seemed surprised. “Since you’ve brought up the Min family, let’s discuss it thoroughly. The Min family’s abilities don’t match their ambitions. They often challenge strong opponents under the banner of Peiqiong Mountain Villa. That’s fine, but they lose every time and always need rescuing. Not to mention my great-uncle, my aunt alone has saved the Min family’s patriarch and two uncles three or four times. Later, when the demonic cult tried to capture the Zhou family’s women as hostages, my aunt saved the old Mrs. Min and her niece again.”

“Such great kindness doesn’t require the Min family to repay with grass and rings. They just need to treat me well after I marry into the family,” Cai Zhao said, casually waving her handkerchief.

“But, but, the Zhou family also owes the Cai family gratitude. I know your aunt and father were raised by the old master of the Zhou family,” Qi Lingbo persisted.

“When your father lost control while practicing martial arts, it was my aunt who went through great trouble to save him. Yet, I don’t see you showing any mercy when scolding me,” Cai Zhao retorted. “Well, the six sects of North Chen are closely connected. There’s no need to keep such a strict account.”

She added slowly, “Anyway if the Min family doesn’t treat me well in the future, they’ll be seen as ungrateful wolves and dogs who forget kindness. If Uncle Zhou doesn’t support me, I’ll surely complain to all the uncles in the righteous martial arts world.”

Qi Lingbo was left speechless, while Min Xinrou, extremely embarrassed, could only keep smiling to hide her unease.

Chang Ning looked up at the sky.

He had wondered why Cai Pingchu would send Cai Zhao to Qingque Sect, knowing about his discord with Yin Sulian. Wasn’t he afraid his beloved niece would be bullied? Chang Ning thought Cai Pingchu was too naive, not realizing that not everyone remembers kindness.

Now he realized he was the naive one.

With Cai Zhao’s demeanor – smiling on the surface but ruthless underneath – if Yin Qinglian and her daughter dared to bully her, she’d probably dig up the Yin family’s ancestral graves overnight and plant a field of foxtails.

Seeing Qi Lingbo’s distress, Min Xinrou rubbed her back to calm her down while saying tearfully, “Sister Zhaozao, don’t be angry. It’s all my fault. Don’t quarrel with Sister Lingbo. All the mistakes are mine. If you’re angry, you can hit or scold me. I shouldn’t have mentioned my feelings for my cousin to you on your aunt’s death anniversary last year…”

Qi Lingbo seized the opportunity to interject, “How can this be your fault? Sister Xinrou, you’re so gentle and lovable, everyone adores you. I’m sure Young Master Zhou must like you too…”

Min Xinrou quickly interrupted, “No, no, no, it’s entirely my private affection. My cousin only sees me as a sister! In any case, Sister Zhaozao, please don’t blame me for my foolish love.”

Hearing the word ‘sister,’ Cai Zhao clenched her back teeth, her smile growing colder. “How could I blame Sister Xinrou? We’ve known each other since childhood. Our relationship is extraordinary, even closer than ordinary sisters.”

Min Xinrou, noticing the coldness in Cai Zhao’s eyes, began to feel uneasy.

However, Qi Lingbo, unable to read the atmosphere, continued, “Let’s be frank. Since you know Sister Xinrou’s feelings, why not both marry into the Zhou family? You can address each other as sisters and look after each other. Wouldn’t that be wonderful?” Regardless of whether it would happen, as long as it annoyed and disgusted Cai Zhao, she’d be happy.

Cai Zhao cast a dismissive glance at Qi Lingbo. “My bond with Senior Sister is even stronger now. Why don’t you marry into the Zhou family with me? We could be together day and night, year after year. Wouldn’t that be even more wonderful?”

“You’re talking nonsense!” Qi Lingbo nearly exploded with anger.

Min Xinrou, understanding Cai Zhao far better than Qi Lingbo, realized that Cai Zhao was already irritated. She desperately tried to pull Qi Lingbo away, but Qi Lingbo stubbornly refused to move.

Cai Zhao sneered, “My aunt showed kindness to Old Madam Min, to Min’s father and son, and even more so to Mrs. Min. If it weren’t for my aunt, Mrs. Min would have either been taken by that Tianqu Elder as a cauldron or become the twenty-eighth concubine of some sect leader! Yet, you still want to call me sister? Is this how you repay kindness?”

“Those in the martial arts world don’t expect repayment for their kindness. Who else keeps bringing up past favors like you do?” Qi Lingbo retorted, still resisting Min Xinrou’s attempts to pull her away. “Besides, there’s still Young Master Zhou. He’s so filial to his grandmother and mother. Wouldn’t he want to take good care of the Min family and Sister Xinrou? Why don’t you ask yourself: if Young Master Zhou could choose, would he marry you or Sister Xinrou?”

Cai Zhao laughed coldly. “It seems Senior Sister is determined to help Sister Xinrou. Since the Min family is so upright and always repays kindness, they surely won’t be ungrateful. Sister Xinrou wants to marry into the Zhou family and repay the debt of gratitude. How about this…”

She slapped the table. “I’ll be the first wife, and you’ll be the concubine. I’ll eat while you serve the dishes. I’ll wash my feet while you bring the water. After you marry, I’ll give you a new name – ‘Daizi’. From now on, you’ll be called ‘Min Daizi’! How’s that?” [Note: ‘Daizi’ means ‘ribbon’ and is a derogatory term for a concubine]

Even with her strong character, Min Xinrou couldn’t bear such humiliation. She burst into tears, covered her face, and ran away. Qi Lingbo was left dumbfounded, her gaze shifting to Cai Zhao.

Cai Zhao smiled sweetly. “If Senior Sister Qi doesn’t want to marry into the Song family in the future, you can come to our Peiqiong Mountain Villa. Just change your name to ‘Qi Daizi’, and it’ll be fine.”

Qi Lingbo stomped her foot, flung her sleeves, and stormed off with a stiff face.

After everyone left, Cai Zhao sat down and snorted coldly. “Those two – one a true villain, the other a hypocrite. They’re truly sisters from different parents!”

Chang Ning waited for Cai Zhao to calm down before speaking slowly. “Didn’t you always remind me to ‘be harmonious to prosper’? Why are you so angry now?”

Cai Zhao replied, “I can be harmonious with anyone, except those who have wronged my aunt. The Min family have all benefited from my aunt’s kindness. I don’t expect them to remember the favor, but it would be good if they didn’t curse and insult her behind her back!”

“If the Min family is so unworthy, why did your aunt arrange your engagement to Zhou Yuqin? Isn’t that sending a lamb into a tiger’s den?” Chang Ning mocked.

Cai Zhao felt frustrated. “Perhaps my aunt felt guilty towards Uncle Zhou.” She still remembered the apologetic look in Cai Pingchu’s eyes when she gazed at Zhou Zhizhen on her deathbed.

“What did she have to feel guilty about towards Master Zhou?” Chang Ning scoffed. “Zhou Yuqin is two years older than you. Counting back, it means that right after the Tushan battle, Master Zhou immediately got married and had a son the following year. Even if your aunt was in poor health and couldn’t marry and have children, did he need to be in such a hurry?”

“It was my aunt who personally persuaded Uncle Zhou to marry quickly,” Cai Zhao explained.

Chang Ning was caught off guard again.

Cai Zhao sighed, “No matter how much Old Madam Min begged and pressured, Uncle Zhou originally refused to marry Mrs. Min. In the end, it was my aunt’s earnest persuasion that made Uncle Zhou agree. Didn’t Master Chang tell you all this?”

Chang Ning muttered, “My father didn’t even mention this.”

Cai Zhao smiled slightly. “My mother told me that at the time, the old master was on his deathbed, and his last wish was to see Uncle Zhou married. But even at that stage, Uncle Zhou was unwilling to agree. Uncle Zhou is a good person. Three years ago, he sat by my aunt’s bedside, watching her take her last breath. He cried until he fainted and later fell seriously ill.”

Chang Ning fell silent.

For someone with Zhou Zhizhen’s deep inner strength, it was rare to fall ill, let alone faint. It showed the depth of his grief at that time.

“I understand now,” he suddenly realized. “That’s why the old Master Zhou insisted on seeing his son married before he died. If he hadn’t insisted, given how deeply Master Zhou cared for your aunt, no one could have forced him to marry after the old master passed away.”

“Yes, that’s why my aunt always felt guilty towards Uncle Zhou,” Cai Zhao sighed softly. “My grandparents passed away early, and old Master Zhou looked after my aunt and father for many years, treating them as his children. Not to mention Uncle Zhou. My aunt once said that when she and my father first arrived at Peiqiong Mountain Villa, although Uncle Zhou was young, he took great care of them. He even personally delivered charcoal for heating every time, never letting my aunt suffer any hardship.”

She sighed and continued, “So when Uncle Zhou proposed to continue with the engagement, my mother agreed before my aunt could speak.”

Chang Ning glanced at Cai Zhao. “Your mother must have been afraid your aunt would hesitate, so she agreed first.”

Cai Zhao replied helplessly, “In my mother’s heart, nothing is more important than my aunt.”

“But what if you end up in a bad marriage?” Chang Ning asked.

“My mother said, ‘If it’s not a good marriage, you can always remarry. It’s just changing families, not a big deal. If you don’t want to marry, you can always return to Falling Petal Valley and find a husband there. It wouldn’t be the first time a son-in-law has run the household in Falling Petal Valley.'”

This time, it was Chang Ning’s turn to sigh.

He didn’t understand romantic relationships at all, so he couldn’t judge whether Cai Pingchu’s guilt of ‘not being able to marry you but persuading you to marry another’ was normal or not. He just felt inexplicably frustrated.

“Alright, let’s talk about Zhou Yuqin. After all, he’s the one you’re going to marry. What kind of person is he?” Chang Ning asked.

Cai Zhao’s face showed a mixture of amusement and restraint. “He’s certainly not bad. Refined, gentle, and kind to others.”

“What about his martial arts skills?”

Cai Zhao blinked her big eyes. “Out of respect for the relationship between our families, let’s say we’re evenly matched.”

Chang Ning narrowed his eyes. “If you disregard the family relationship and fight with all your strength?”

“I’d make him surrender within 138 moves.”

Chang Ning heard the satisfaction in Cai Zhao’s voice and couldn’t help but laugh. “Is Zhou Yuqin quite good to Min Xinrou? Have you disliked him for a long time?”

“Sigh, actually, Brother Yuqin isn’t a bad person. He’s very indulgent towards me too. My mother says Uncle Zhou was the same way before. It’s not that he has other intentions, but he’s been raised to be too genteel since childhood. He’s always tender and protective towards women, unable to bring himself to hit or scold them. But that’s not a big deal – if he can’t bring himself to do it, I can.”

Chang Ning was speechless.

After pondering for a moment, he turned to face Cai Zhao seriously and, for the first time in his life, began to give heartfelt advice:

“Marriage is not a small matter. Now that your aunt has passed away, breaking off the engagement wouldn’t be a big deal. Master Zhou loves you so much; if you say you don’t want to marry Zhou Yuqin, he will surely agree. The Min family will get their wish, and the Zhou and Cai families won’t become enemies. Breaking the engagement won’t hurt anyone.”

Cai Zhao looked surprised. “Why break off the engagement? I’m not unwilling to marry Zhou Yuqin. I’m willing to marry him. Where did you get the idea that I’m not happy about it?”

Chang Ning: …

“I’ve thought it through. Marrying Zhou Yuqin is quite good. First, he can’t beat me in a fight, and Uncle Zhou protects me, so I can do whatever I want at Peiqiong Mountain Villa. Hmph, that old Min woman was once unkind to my aunt, not to mention Mrs. Min. I’ll make sure to ‘serve’ them well. If they dare to use filial piety to manipulate me, I’ll use the debt of gratitude to keep them in check!”

“… So you’re going there to seek revenge?”

“Oh, ‘seeking revenge’ sounds so harsh. It’s better to resolve grudges than to keep them. Secondly, Peiqiong Mountain Villa has beautiful scenery and is prosperous. The surrounding towns and cities have everything you could want, even livelier than Falling Petal Valley. I’ve thought about it since I was little – living in Falling Petal Valley before marriage and Peiqiong Mountain Villa after marriage. It’s perfect!”

“Wealth and prosperity are external things. True righteousness lies in helping others and upholding justice,” Chang Ning mechanically retorted, feeling like he had used up a lifetime’s worth of righteousness in one night.

“Are helping others and enjoying prosperity mutually exclusive? Besides, your father has hidden mountains of gold and silver. How can you say such things?”

“…”

“Thirdly, the Zhou family members are all quite amiable – and those who aren’t can’t beat me anyway. The older generation of uncles used to be close to my aunt. Now, Brother Yuqin and Brother Yukun are close to me. Uncle Zhou thinks everything I say is right. Plus, Brother Yuqin can’t beat me in a fight or an argument. In the future, behind closed doors, I’ll be in charge of Peiqiong Mountain Villa! Senior Brother Chang, don’t you think that’s great?” Cai Zhao felt increasingly content as she thought about it.

“Senior Brother, Senior Brother Chang, why aren’t you saying anything again?” Cai Zhao started waving her hand in front of Chang Ning’s face.

“… I need some quiet time to think,” Chang Ning replied.

Volume One – Beautiful Clear Sky Chapter 16
The night was deep, and a chilly mist hung over the mountains. Inside the guest room, however, it was warm and dry. A silent warmth flowed slowly through the thick stone walls and floor, quietly permeating the entire Muwei Palace. It was said that years ago, the North Chen Patriarch had an old servant skilled in mechanical engineering. While others were obsessed with adorning palace beams and jade steps with gold and jewels, he quietly built these hidden conduits behind the stone walls.

In cold winters, they channeled in hot springs, and in sweltering summers, they switched to cool spring water, keeping the palace comfortable year-round.

Cai Han rolled over slightly, mumbling incomprehensibly. One chubby little arm and half a shoulder dangled off the bed. Cai Zhao estimated that with just a slight shift of his plump little bottom, he would inevitably roll onto the floor. Suppressing a chuckle, she gently pushed the little chubby boy towards the inner side of the bed.

Sitting by the bedside, Cai Zhao gazed at her younger brother’s steady breathing.

Since she could remember, she had always thought she was her aunt’s child, and those called “Dad” and “Mom” were kind neighbors who often brought treats and toys to visit. It wasn’t until she went out to play and heard other children calling their parents that she vaguely understood that “Dad” and “Mom” were her birth parents. Her first childhood worry was that if she was her parents’ child, then her aunt wouldn’t have a child of her own.

When Cai Han was born, she was secretly happy for a long time, feeling that her aunt and parents would no longer need to feel guilty towards each other.

Placing her palm on the chubby boy’s chest, feeling the lively heartbeat beneath, Cai Zhao suddenly thought of the “future sect leader” of Sigui Gate she had seen earlier that day. Even she, with no medical knowledge, could see that the child was born weak with damaged meridians, barely sustained by precious medicines and human effort.

Over the past two hundred years, the Six Sects of North Chen have undergone many changes.

Qingque Sect and Taichu Temple, being master-disciple lineages, were no longer of the original bloodline.

Guangtian Gate and Peiqiong Mountain Villa relied on having numerous descendants. If the direct line had no heirs or mediocre offspring, a side branch could take over.

Sigui Gate, however, clung to old ways. The struggle for power among siblings was intense. Whenever one branch rose to power, the others would either mysteriously “die young” or change their names and retreat from the martial world. The other five sects had tried to mediate, but family affairs were difficult for outsiders to resolve. Gradually, the Yang bloodline grew weaker, now having five consecutive generations of single heirs.

According to Cai Zhao’s ancestors, this was Heaven’s way of preventing the Yang family from further fratricide, simply making them have only one child per generation so there would be no more fighting. Heaven was quite considerate, they thought.

Only Falling Petal Valley took a different path.

Since the first generation, Falling Petal Valley had followed the principle of letting nature take its course, believing that having too many children was detrimental to both peaceful cultivation and physical well-being. Thus, Falling Petal Valley always had few offspring. If there was a son, he would inherit; if not, a daughter would marry and bring in a son-in-law. If the daughter was capable, she would become the valley master; if the son-in-law was more capable, he could take charge. If a son had other aspirations or lacked talent, the daughter and son-in-law could still run the household.

As for which surname to use or which ancestors to worship? It didn’t matter; they could choose whichever they preferred. After all, there was no Falling Petal Valley two hundred years ago, and the founders were open-minded.

As a result, Falling Petal Valley had changed surnames three times in two hundred years.

The least pleasant was when the valley founder’s surname was Niu (Ox), which even the nature-embracing ancestors couldn’t tolerate. The most pleasant was the husband of the third-generation Niu family’s only daughter, whose surname was Gu. The difference between Niu Ling’er and Niu Yuxuan versus Gu Ling’er and Gu Yuxuan was quite noticeable.

There were exceptions in Falling Petal Valley’s history. For instance, one generation of valley masters enthusiastically had five sons and four daughters, leading people to believe that Falling Petal Valley was about to flourish. Reality proved otherwise.

Of these nine children, excluding those who became monks or married out, the rest either roamed the martial world unmarried or traveled overseas never to return. In the end, only one was left to inherit the position of valley master.

Perhaps this was fate.

About seventy or eighty years ago, when that generation’s valley master couple approached forty without children, they observed the stars and concluded that Heaven wanted Falling Petal Valley to have new blood. Following this divination, they sought an adopted son and soon found an orphan with great talent and good character. The couple felt incredibly fortunate, believing it was truly Heaven’s will.

Unexpectedly, ten years later, they suddenly had a beautiful daughter of their own.

Given past precedents, they considered having their adopted son marry their daughter to strengthen family ties. However, due to the large age gap, they decided to let nature take its course and send their daughter to a brother sect, where she would naturally find a good martial brother to marry. But when their daughter turned sixteen, as the old couple was sunbathing on a hillside, they heard a great commotion outside the valley.

Their steady and capable adopted son had inexplicably gone out and defeated all the eligible young men in their daughter’s sect, as well as several young heroes who happened to be nearby, under the pretext of “friendly martial arts exchanges.” This news nearly knocked the old couple off their rattan chairs. The Qingque Sect leader at the time even came to hint, “Your son’s future is limitless. Do you have any intention of competing for leadership of the Six Sects?” The old couple nearly shook their heads off.

After understanding the shy, unspoken love between their adopted son and daughter, the old couple quickly arranged their marriage. They also begged their son not to go out for more “friendly exchanges,” as Falling Petal Valley had maintained a moderate and peaceful stance for over a hundred years, which the martial world had grown accustomed to. The adopted son replied, “Now that I have my wife, I don’t like going out anyway.”

Incidentally, this adopted son’s surname was Cai.

While reading the ancestral records, Cai Zhao often thought that her aunt must have inherited this ancestor’s exceptional talent, enabling her to be so capable and world-shaking. However, over the past three years, as Cai Zhao sat in her aunt’s cold, empty room at midnight, she tearfully wondered if perhaps that ancestor was right to conceal his talents and maintain a low profile.

The candlelight flickered slightly as if plucking a string in her mind. Cai Zhao came back to her senses and went to check on Chang Ning in the next room.

Unlike the sprawling Cai Han, Chang Ning slept neatly, lying on his side like a tall pine tree. His long eyelashes were motionless, but his blanket was no longer neatly arranged as it had been in the afternoon. Half was on the bed, half on the floor. Naturally, his robe had opened even more, revealing a larger expanse of his jade-like, solid chest.

Cai Zhao honestly averted her gaze, maintaining a righteous expression as she properly covered Chang Ning with the blanket. She then stepped back three paces and stood at a distance.

Cai Zhao had met Chang Hao Sheng three or four times when she was young.

Searching deep in her memories, she found a handsome, steady face. Though he rarely smiled, he was meticulous and considerate. Every time he came to Falling Petal Valley, he would check the formations inside and outside the valley entrance three times. Her aunt would tease him, saying he was “once a nanny, always a nanny.”

Chang Hao Sheng didn’t visit Falling Petal Valley as often as Qi Yunke and Zhou Zhizhen. Each time he came, he would have long, in-depth conversations with Cai Pingchu. He neither played with little Cai Zhao nor brought many gifts, so naturally, he didn’t leave as deep an impression in Cai Zhao’s heart.

Since Cai Pingchu passed away, he had never returned to Falling Petal Valley, busy with who knows what. As three years flowed by, Cai Zhao’s memories of this hurried Master Chang grew increasingly vague. She never expected to hear the news of the Chang family’s annihilation today.

Cai Zhao let out a small sigh, feeling downcast.

At that moment, there was a slight sound and voices from the adjoining room. Cai Zhao’s heart stirred, and a smile appeared on her lips. She quickly left Chang Ning’s room, stepped past the room where Cai Han was sleeping soundly, and walked to the third guest room. There, the lights were already on; Cai Pingchun and Ning Xiaofeng had indeed returned.

Cai Zhao happily pushed open the door. She saw Cai Pingchun with a flushed face, one hand propped on the table, the other rubbing his temples. He had drunk quite a bit. Ning Xiaofeng was muttering as she searched for hangover medicine in her medicine pouch. Looking up to see her daughter enter, she immediately asked why she wasn’t asleep yet, if she had washed up, and if little Han had fallen out of bed.

Hearing the familiar nagging, Cai Zhao’s heart finally settled.

“Dad, Mom, you’re finally back. I thought you were going to drink all night! Didn’t you say you didn’t want to bother with those people at all? How did you end up drinking so much after just greeting them?”  Cai Zhao poured a cup of water from the warm pot on the table and brought the hangover medicine to Cai Pingchun.

Ning Xiaofeng sighed, “Firstly, your father wanted to ask about some things. Secondly, there were just too many people urging us to drink. We couldn’t outright refuse. Even declining ten cups and drinking half a cup was tough. Your father is doing well. Song Shijun was carried back like an upside-down turtle, completely drunk. Luckily, I noticed something was off later and mixed a lot of fruit juice into your father’s wine pot. I must say, Brother Zhou was clever. As soon as he saw something was wrong, he pretended to pass out drunk…”

Cai Pingchun swallowed the hangover medicine and drank two more cups of water before catching his breath. “It’s been such a busy day, full of people. We didn’t have time to look after you two. Zhaozao, tell Dad, is everything alright? Is there anything that’s made you unhappy? We can still go down the mountain now if needed.”

“Yes, tell us everything. I thought after more than ten years, Yin Qinglian would have improved, but as soon as I saw her, I was still full of anger, barely able to contain it! If it’s not good, we’ll leave!” Ning Xiaofeng said resentfully.

Cai Zhao was about to mention the incidents with Qi Lingbo and her lackeys, but she swallowed her words and blinked. “I met some good people, some not-so-good people, and some in between — but I can handle them all.”

Ning Xiaofeng frowned, “What kind of talk is that? Never mind, I won’t try to decipher your riddles. Anyway, stay at Qingque Sect if you can, but if you can’t, just let us know. Didn’t your uncle give you a cage of carrier pigeons? Use those to send messages quickly. If needed, I’ll send you to stay at Peiqiong Mountain Villa for a few years. The main thing is not to let anyone bully you!”

Cai Zhao pretended to look shy, “Isn’t it a bit inappropriate to live at my fiancé’s home so early? It’s not like I’m an orphan like Aunt was…”

Ning Xiaofeng deadpanned, “Then go to Xuankon Nunnery. It’s peaceful and safe…”

“No need, Qingque Sect is great with its beautiful scenery and talented people. It’s perfect, and I don’t want to change sects at all,” Cai Zhao quickly dropped her shy act.

Ning Xiaofeng pretended to raise her hand to hit her, smiling as she gave her daughter a look.

Seeing her parents, Cai Zhao felt relieved and was about to say goodnight with a yawn when Cai Pingchun stopped her, saying he had something to discuss. Cai Zhao was surprised and quickly asked what it was about.

Cai Pingchun spoke slowly, “I was planning to tell you this after the ceremony, but I think it’s better to let you know earlier. It’s about Chang Ning, Master Chang’s son…”

“What about him?” Cai Zhao’s ears perked up, having been quite troubled by Chang Ning earlier that day.

“Although Master Chang always said he owed your aunt a great debt that he could never repay, over the years, he has protected Falling Petal Valley in every way possible, truly giving his all. There are many things, big and small, that you and your brother don’t know about, and few outsiders know either. But we, the Cai family, must remember this in our hearts,” Cai Pingchun said.

Cai Zhao nodded, “Today, I heard many stories about Hero Constant. Father is right; even if others don’t care, we must remember our debts of gratitude.”

Cai Pingchun glanced at his wife, and Ning Xiaofeng cautiously asked, “Zhaozao, did you notice anything amiss when speaking with Constant Ning today?” She trusted her daughter’s judgment, given her intelligence and years of experience in the marketplace.

Cai Zhao playfully smiled, “Are you and Mother wondering if this Constant Ning is genuine or an impostor?”

“Indeed,” Cai Pingchun nodded. “The Demon Sect’s actions are unpredictable, so we must be cautious. After all, none of us have met Brother Constant’s son before.”

Cai Zhao laughed, “Don’t worry, Father. I’ve read enough novels and plays to recognize this trope. Villains love disguising themselves to infiltrate the enemy. How could I trust someone I’ve never met before? I’ve been on guard…”

“And then? Did you notice any flaws?” Ning Xiaofeng pressed.

“No, he’s ninety-nine percent genuine,” Cai Zhao’s face fell. “Senior Brother Constant not only knows the past events clearly but also effortlessly mentions details I’ve never heard before. Some secrets only Hero Constant would know, and some daily trivialities that even torture couldn’t extract from him—it’s as if a father shared these stories with his son during casual conversations.”

Ning Xiaofeng found this reassuring, but Cai Pingchun probed further, “Why only ninety-nine percent? What’s the remaining doubt?”

Cai Zhao looked perplexed, “I vaguely remember Hero Constant being quite generous and not very talkative. However, this Senior Brother Constant has a sharp tongue, capable of killing with words! Not only are his words biting, but his temperament is also gloomy and irritable. How can he be like his father?”

Noticing her parents’ relaxed expressions, Cai Zhao asked, “What’s wrong? Did I say something incorrect?”

“On the contrary, your observation confirms it,” Cai Pingchun explained. “Although Brother Constant rarely mentioned his son, from the occasional comments, Constant Ning should indeed have such a personality.”

Cai Zhao was bewildered, “Huh?”

Ning Xiaofeng spoke softly, “Brother Constant’s wife, Miss Xue, was always frail and quiet. That year, she returned to her family home while pregnant, only to encounter a Demon Sect attack. She survived by hiding in a secret compartment but witnessed the slaughter of over a dozen family members. After her rescue, she became mentally unstable, which is why Brother Constant never let her out.”

She continued, “After this tragedy, your aunt searched high and low for miraculous medicines to save Miss Xue’s unborn child. When the boy was finally born, only your aunt and I went to offer congratulations. Your aunt said the child was in poor health, which is why Brother Constant never let him out all these years. Afterward, Brother Constant only occasionally mentioned his wife’s worsening mental state or his son’s weak constitution, saying the boy could only slowly practice internal arts to nourish his meridians. It wasn’t until two years ago that Brother Constant wrote saying his son’s health was improving, and with proper training, he might not lag behind the young heroes of the time.”

“Zhaozao, think about it. A child who’s never left home since birth, with a mentally unstable mother, and his poor health—how could he have a good temperament? If a well-mannered and agreeable Constant Ning had shown up today, that would have been suspicious.”

Cai Zhao pondered this and agreed.

Cai Pingchun added, “Brother Qi initially had doubts too, but while treating Constant Ning’s injuries, he detected traces of internal energy. Both Brother Qi and Brother Lei checked his pulse and confirmed it was undoubtedly Brother Constant’s unique internal technique. The Constant family’s internal arts aren’t hereditary but were created by Brother Constant himself, so it’s unlikely that old Mr. Constant passed them on to other relatives. Moreover, Brother Constant is even more cautious than Brother Qi and me, so how could he have taught his unique technique to an impostor?”

Cai Zhao listened intently, “So, Constant Ning is indeed genuine.”

“Yes, your mother and I believe there’s no mistake,” Cai Pingchun nodded. “That’s why I suggested to Brother Qi earlier that we bring Constant Ning to Falling Petal Valley for recuperation, but Brother Qi refused…”

“How dare he refuse? If you hadn’t stopped me, I would have given him a piece of my mind!” Ning Xiaofeng exclaimed. “His wife and daughter are so bitter and harsh, and Constant Ning clearly won’t bow his head. How can he fare well in the Azure Void Sect? I don’t even need to mention Yin Sulian—she’s been the sect leader’s beloved daughter for half her life and the sect leader’s wife for the other half. She treats the Azure Void Sect as her personal property!”

“Mother’s words may be blunt, but they ring true,” Cai Zhao applauded her mother gently.

Cai Pingchun tried to mediate, “But Brother Qi’s words also make sense.”

“That’s just your misguided reasoning!” Ning Xiaofeng retorted.

Cai Zhao asked her father directly, “Father, what did Uncle Qi say?”

Cai Pingchun spoke gravely, “Zhaozao, who do you think wiped out the Constant family?”

Cai Zhao was taken aback, “Wasn’t it the Demon Sect?”

Cai Pingchun explained, “You heard today that the Demon Sect is in turmoil. A few years ago, a female demon leader emerged, supported by Nie Zhe, and took the position of Tianxuan Elder. Many were dissatisfied, and she’s been killing left and right. With such chaos, would they have the resources to trouble us? You should know that the Constant family fortress isn’t an easy target. To be honest, I’ve never even been there myself…”

“Even if we had been there, it might not have helped,” Ning Xiaofeng added dejectedly. “Brother Constant was so worried about his wife and child’s safety that he hid the fortress in mist and clouds. Ordinary people couldn’t even find the main gate. However, the Demon Sect has always had some individuals with unusual abilities, so they might have been able to break through.”

“Even if they could break through, it would require a massive effort,” Cai Zhao mused.

“Exactly,” Cai Pingchun frowned. “Those who went to such lengths to wipe out the Constant family must have had a deep-seated grudge.”

“Nie Hengcheng’s old faction?” Cai Zhao suggested, then shook her head. “No, that’s not right. It was Aunt who killed Nie Hengcheng, so why didn’t they come to Falling Petal Valley? Then it must be… Zhao Tianba?!”

Ning Xiaofeng smiled, “So you’ve heard this story today too? Indeed, we discussed this earlier and concluded that only Nie Hengcheng’s top disciple Zhao Tianba’s death squad could have pulled off such a large-scale attack.”

Cai Zhao looked up at the ceiling, her thoughts in disarray, “These death squad members are strange. Instead of avenging Nie Hengcheng, they insist on avenging his disciple…”

“You young ones didn’t experience those times,” Ning Xiaofeng explained. “Nie Hengcheng’s four top disciples were all fearsome figures who could make children cry at night. Internally, they were on par with the Seven Star Elders, and externally, they could command troops independently. It’s not surprising that Zhao Tianba had some fanatically loyal followers.”

“Father, Mother, I understand now,” Cai Zhao gathered her thoughts, her eyes clear. “Uncle Qi means that Senior Brother Constant would be safer staying in the Azure Void Sect, protected by the natural barrier of Wanshui Qianshan Cliff. If he came to our home, it might endanger Falling Petal Valley. Don’t worry, I agree that Senior Brother Constant should stay in the Azure Void Sect. After all, only a few people here might give him trouble—I can handle that waste Qi Lingbo with one hand tied behind my back. I’ll make sure no one bullies Senior Brother Constant.”

Cai Pingchun nodded, “That’s what we think too. The troubles within the Azure Void Sect are minor compared to the life-threatening dangers outside. Zhaozao, for Brother Constant’s sake, you must look after Constant Ning no matter what.”

Cai Zhao inwardly grimaced but smiled obediently, “Father, don’t worry. I wouldn’t stand by and watch Senior Brother Constant being bullied anyway. Aunt taught me the ways of chivalry for so many years; I haven’t forgotten her lessons.”

She felt a slight twinge of guilt as she said this. Only slight.

Cai Pingchun sighed in relief, “That’s good. Now we can rest easy.”

Cai Zhao sensed the unspoken meaning in his words and anxiously asked, “Father, what are you planning to do?”

Cai Pingchun hesitated, but Ning Xiaofeng spoke scornfully, “Zhaozao, did you hear anyone mention the Constant family’s tragedy at tonight’s banquet? Did anyone express outrage? Did anyone shed tears of sorrow? Did anyone vow to avenge the Constant family?”

Cai Zhao was stunned.

“No one did. Not a single person,” Ning Xiaofeng’s eyes filled with grief. “Brother Constant was a prominent figure in our righteous faction. Such a tragedy should have united all sects to seek justice, but now everyone pretends to be deaf and mute.”

“When your aunt was around, she would never have allowed such a thing to happen. Back then, everyone respected her. If she had called for action, no one would have refused—they would have righted wrongs at a moment’s notice.” Ning Xiaofeng’s eyes reddened, and hot tears fell. “Qi Yunke is unworthy of being the leader of the Six Sects. He has no sense of responsibility. Little Spring, I… I can’t accept this…”

Cai Pingchun held his wife’s hand, consoling her softly, “Don’t blame Brother Qi anymore. He’s always been kind-hearted and gentle. He never wanted to be the sect leader; it was just the circumstances that put him there. There’s nothing we can do about it.”

He raised his head and looked directly at his daughter, “Brother Constant brought this calamity upon himself by killing Zhao Tianba. Others may pretend not to notice, but we can’t. I’ve agreed with your Uncle Qi that after tomorrow’s ceremony, we’ll send people to investigate the Constant family’s massacre. Brother Zhou and Sect Leader Song will also help. Constant Ning is still young; we’ll avenge him.”

Seeing her father’s firm and steady expression, Cai Zhao knew she couldn’t dissuade him. She felt an unprecedented sense of helplessness. Although she had never set foot in the jianghu, she could vaguely sense the impending bloodshed. Being only fifteen years old, she felt afraid and fell into her mother’s arms, sobbing, “…Mother, Mother, I miss Aunt.”

Ning Xiaofeng wept, “I miss her too. If your aunt were still here, such injustice wouldn’t happen.”

Cai Pingchun’s eyes also reddened.

Through her tear-blurred vision, Cai Zhao remembered Cai Pingxiu’s eyes—so optimistic, open-minded, and fearless. Even when severely injured and bedridden, she never showed a hint of regret or fear, as if nothing in the world could defeat her.

She then thought of Hero Constant and many other legendary predecessors whose names she had only heard but never met—

Those young people, as fierce as the proud sun, had either grown old or died; those youthful, passionate days were gone, never to return.

Volume One – Beautiful Clear Sky Chapter 17
Early in the morning, Cai Zhao sensed something was off with Constant Ning. After last night’s banquet, he had been listless and quiet, not recovering his spirits even until bedtime.

Unexpectedly, from this morning, Constant Ning seemed like a different person. Not only was he energetic and smiling at everyone, but he also addressed the Cai couple as “nephew,” “junior,” and “uncle and aunt,” his attitude respectful yet forthright, his eyes showing both admiration and hidden pain. Cai Zhao inwardly called him a drama king.

She stepped back and asked her younger brother, “Little Han, don’t you think he’s changed too quickly?”

Cai Han lifted his chubby face from his porridge bowl: “Sister, don’t be upset. He probably just doesn’t like you and those Azure Void Sect people, but he’s still very respectful to elders.”

Cai Zhao wanted to throw her brother away.

Ning Xiaofeng pulled her daughter aside and whispered, “Ning seems quite different from what you described. Even after such a family tragedy, he hasn’t lost his manners. Don’t talk behind his back about his temperament being difficult anymore.”

Cai Zhao anxiously replied, “Mother, he wasn’t like this yesterday. He was so fierce when confronting Qi Lingbo.” And he wasn’t polite to me either, she thought.

Ning Xiaofeng gave her daughter a sideways glance: “Who could remain calm facing Yin Sulian and her daughter? It’s clear that Brother Constant distinguished between gratitude and grudges, and must have often spoken to his son about those despicable Yins!”

Cai Zhao: …

The five of them, properly dressed, walked out in single file. They reached the largest hall of Muwei Palace, the Chaoyang Hall, and split into three directions.

At the front of Chaoyang Hall’s main chamber stood an altar full of fresh flowers and fruits. On either side below it were three dark chairs with red-gold Seven Star patterns. The sect leaders of Qi, Song, Zhou, and Yang were already seated. Cai Pingchun went over, cupped his hands in greeting to the four, and sat in the third position on the right—one of the six chairs remained empty.

Regardless of how drunk Song Shijun had been last night, now sitting opposite Qi Yunke, he looked both dignified and imposing, as if this were his grand hall. Noticing the empty seat below him, he sneered and looked pointedly at Qi Yunke, his eyes saying, “It’s about to start, and Taichu Temple still hasn’t arrived. What do you say, big brother?”

Qi Yunke pretended not to notice.

While this was happening in the main hall, the right side hall housed guests like Changchun Temple, Xuankong Nunnery, and the Sand Tiger Gang. The left side hall naturally accommodated the families and disciples of the Six Northern Sects. Ning Xiaofeng spotted Yin Sulian at the front of the left hall, standing among a group of women who were fawning over her, looking smug—how could the valiant Lady Ning tolerate such an infuriating sight? Of course not!

She immediately pulled her son along, striding forward to confront her old rival.

Cai Zhao found herself in a dilemma. Beside her stood Constant Ning, whose face could scare half a dozen children to tears. He wasn’t considered a disciple of either Falling Petal Valley or Azure Void Sect, so where should they go?

“Stand wherever you like. Who dares to make a fuss?” Constant Ning said indifferently.

Cai Zhao sneered, “Oh, Young Master Constant, are you done pretending to be humble, gentle, and lovable?”

Constant Ning glanced at her, “Would you rather I tell your parents that we had a big argument yesterday and parted on bad terms and that you only agreed to protect me under duress?”

Cai Zhao immediately shut up.

At this moment, Fan Xingjia came over, saying that Zeng Dalou had instructed earlier for Cai and Constant earlier to participate in the ceremony with the Azure Void Sect disciples. As the three-spoke, they saw Qi Lingbo and Dai Fengchi approaching gracefully, one in front and one behind.

Fan Xingjia’s brow twitched—when these four met, it was like a powder keg meeting a spark, instantly causing fireworks.

Seeing them, Qi Lingbo smiled thinly, “Oh my, I heard that last night, Sister Zhaozao and Brother Constant were staying next door to each other. You two hit it off, didn’t you?”

Cai Zhao didn’t answer but looked around. Qi Lingbo was displeased: “What are you looking at? Didn’t you hear me talking to you?”

Cai Zhao turned back: “I’m looking for Senior Brother Song. His fiancée is always coming and going with others, he sure is open-minded…”

“What nonsense are you spouting!” Dai Fengchi’s face reddened slightly.

Qi Lingbo held him back and forced a smile: “Second Senior Brother and I have grown up together since childhood, as close as siblings. In my heart, I’ve long seen Second Senior Brother as my brother, and he sees me no differently than a sister. It’s fine if others misunderstand, but we insiders must not make wild guesses. In short, Second Senior Brother and I are pure and aboveboard, with nothing to be ashamed of. As for Sister Zhaozao, you said yesterday that you would protect Brother Constant, which raised a question in my mind…” She dragged out the last syllable, waiting for Cai Zhao to ask.

“Oh.” Cai Zhao felt utterly unmoved.

Qi Lingbo suppressed her displeasure and continued smiling: “If Brother Constant recovers from the poison quickly, that’s fine. But what if he doesn’t recover for a long time—one year, two years, three years… By then, Sister Zhaozao will have married and gone to Peiqiong Mountain Villa. What will happen to Brother Constant then?”

Hearing this nonsense, Cai Zhao had long lost patience. Just as she was about to retort, a pale, slender hand pressed on her shoulder. Constant Ning stepped forward.

“By then, Sister Zhaozao will naturally take me along to Peiqiong Mountain Villa,” he said with a smile.

Qi Lingbo thought she had misheard: “What did you say?!”

Dai Fengchi & Fan Xingjia: ????

Cai Zhao: “…” How come I didn’t know about this myself?

“The late Sect Leader Yin once said that it’s our unshirkable duty to uphold justice and protect the weak. So how could there be a time limit of one, two, or three years? If I’m unfortunate and take a long time to recover, would Sister Zhaozao abandon me? No, that’s impossible!”

Constant Ning’s voice was full of pure sincerity, sounding even better than actors on stage. Qi Lingbo’s earlier talk of brothers and sisters was already sickeningly sweet, but Constant Ning had outdone her.

The others were completely baffled, while Cai Zhao maintained an expressionless face.

“After Sister Zhaozao goes to Peiqiong Mountain Villa when she has her wedding ceremony, I’ll help her receive guests. When she enters the bridal chamber, I’ll help pour the nuptial wine. Afterward, I’ll eat at the same table and practice martial arts together with Sister Zhaozao and her husband. I’ve always heard that Young Master Zhou is kind-hearted and benevolent. I’m sure he won’t mind me. Senior Sister Qi, don’t you agree?”

“This… this doesn’t seem quite right. Young Master Zhou might mind…” Qi Lingbo stammered.

“Not,” Constant Ning said with certainty. “Senior Sister Qi just said that Sister Zhaozao and I hit it off immediately. In my heart, I see her as my sister, and in her heart, she sees me no differently than a brother. It’s fine if others misunderstand, but we insiders must not make wild guesses. In short, Sister Zhaozao and I are pure and aboveboard. Since Young Master Zhou has the heart of a gentleman, how could he mind!”

Qi Lingbo & Dai Fengchi: …

Cai Zhao fumed inwardly: [expletive] My mother’s thunder!

Fan Xingjia started sweating.

Constant Ning’s eyes were pure: “Senior Sister Qi, you wouldn’t stop associating with Senior Brother Dai after you get married, would you?”

Qi Lingbo smiled awkwardly.

Constant Ning became even more sincere: “And Senior Brother Dai, you and Senior Sister Qi have such a deep bond. In the future, you can be like me too—eating at the same table and practicing martial arts together with Sister Qi and Brother Song. Brother Song is so open-minded, I’m sure he won’t mind either!”

Dai Fengchi became distracted.

He had known since childhood that Qi Lingbo and Song Yuzhi were engaged, and although it made him feel bad, he always thought it was something very far in the future, so far that he didn’t need to think about it. But after Constant Ning’s vivid description, he realized his future might be even worse than Constant Ning’s, and he began to feel anxious and insecure.

Fan Xingjia stared blankly at the sky. He suddenly felt dizzy as he thought of the proud Song Yuzhi eating dinner, watching his wife laughing and chatting intimately with her childhood friend and fellow disciple.

Meanwhile, Cai Zhao tugged at Chang Ning’s sleeve, lowering his voice threateningly, “That’s enough. Don’t overdo it.”

Chang Ning forcefully pulled his sleeve back. “We’re just getting started,” he retorted. Then, raising his voice, he continued his warm and enthusiastic nonsense, “Senior Sister Qi and Senior Brother Dai, you have a long life ahead. You should think about where to live in the future. Make sure it’s close by; living far apart won’t do…”

In truth, both Dai and Qi knew Chang Ning’s words were absurd. However, one had long been accustomed to being a subservient follower, never considering his future. The other had grown used to being flattered and praised, reluctant to let go of her handsome, proud, and exceptionally skilled fiancé. Each harboring their concerns, neither could bring themselves to contradict Chang Ning.

As Chang Ning’s words became increasingly outrageous, Cai Zhao was about to drag the troublemaker away. Suddenly, a cold, proud voice cut through the air: “What are you all doing here?!”

Everyone turned to see Song Yuzhi, his face solemn, frowning at them.

“Third Senior Brother, you’re finally here!” Fan Xingjia exclaimed, his eyes nearly tearing up with emotion as if witnessing a deity descending to save the world.

Dai and Qi remained silent, their expressions changing.

Cai Zhao thought to himself, “If you hadn’t come, Chang Ning would have planned your fiancée’s and senior brother’s lives until the end of time.”

Chang Ning, never one to let an opportunity for mischief pass, said, “Ah Senior Brother Song, you’re here. We were just talking about the future…”

“We were just chatting idly, nothing important!” Cai Zhao interjected, pulling Chang Ning behind him and shooting him a warning glare to stop his nonsense.

Song Yuzhi stared at her for a moment before turning to Fan Xingjia. He admonished, “Senior Brother is too busy to attend to everything, so he sent Sixth Junior Brother to find Junior Sister Cai and Junior Brother Chang. How did you end up chatting idly? The time for the sacrificial ceremony is almost upon us.”

Fan Xingjia, not daring to argue, could only apologize quietly.

“Alright, let’s get in line,” Song Yuzhi ordered finally.

Everyone complied, even Chang Ning, who was pushed into nodding by Cai Zhao.

For today’s ceremony, disciples from each sect wore their respective traditional attire. The Qingque Sect members donned white robes with silver edges and blue sashes. The Guangtian Gate wore crimson brocade embroidered with golden suns. The Beiqiong Mountain Manor disciples were dressed in light blue robes with silver-embroidered landscapes and wide sleeves. The Siqimen wore yellow-fitted clothes embroidered with four dark horses. Only the Luoying Valley stood out—since their ancestors advocated for following nature’s course, everyone wore whatever they pleased.

Fortunately, the Luoying Valley had the fewest disciples, so their diverse attire wasn’t too jarring.

Upon joining the Qingque Sect’s ranks, Cai Zhao met Fourth Senior Brother Ding Zhuo for the first time.

Ding Zhuo, about seventeen or eighteen years old, had lightly tanned skin, clearly from years of practicing martial arts under the sun. His features were handsome, and his demeanor was upright and fierce, reminiscent of an unsheathed sword. Cai Zhao greeted him respectfully, to which Ding Zhuo merely nodded slightly in response before turning away, no longer acknowledging anyone else.

Aware of Chang Ning’s propensity for causing trouble at any moment, Cai Zhao didn’t dare stand too close to the other sects’ disciples. Instead, she grabbed Chang Ning’s sleeve and positioned them at the back of the side hall. She finally understood Fan Xingjia’s efforts to keep them separated from others and couldn’t help but reproach Chang Ning: “With your acting skills, why don’t you perform on stage?”

Chang Ning raised an eyebrow. “Are you so anxious because you’re afraid I might follow you to Beiqiong Mountain Manor?”

Cai Zhao rolled her eyes. “Follow me! You absolutely must come to Beiqiong Mountain Manor with me. I’ll find you a strong, burly girl there to be your wife. That way, someone can protect you. How’s that?”

Chang Ning frowned. “Wait until you’re married to flaunt your power as the young mistress’s wife. You speak as if this marriage is a done deal!”

“My mother and Uncle Zhou have agreed, so how is it not settled?” Cai Zhao pondered for a moment. “It was the same back then. There was a lot of opposition to my aunt and Uncle Zhou’s marriage, but once the old master of the Zhou family insisted, no one dared to object.”

Hearing this, Chang Ning smiled strangely. “Don’t get too excited. What if this Zhou turns out to be a bad person?”

“Nonsense!” Cai Zhao flared up. “You’re criticizing my elders again. Have you already forgotten our three rules?”

“Look,” Chang Ning pointed to the front of the left side hall. Cai Zhao held her tongue and followed his gaze.

They saw Ning Xiaofeng smiling, having said something that left Yin Sulian red-faced and unsteady, supported by the young and charming Madam Sha from Siqimen. After upsetting Yin Sulian, Ning Xiaofeng turned to the Zhou family’s women and disciples, speaking cheerfully and wittily, making everyone laugh.

Cai Zhao looked closely at one of the women. “That’s Aunt Zhixian from the Zhou family, Uncle Zhou’s cousin. She’s incredibly skilled with dual swords. Years ago, her fiancé was killed by villains from the Demon Sect, and she vowed never to marry. She single-handedly raised Brother Yuqian and Brother Yukun after their parents died early.”

She turned back to Chang Ning. “What’s wrong with that?”

Chang Ning, with one hand behind his back, said casually, “This morning, I chatted with your mother and found that she was quite dissatisfied with Sect Leader Qi but very close to and supportive of Master Zhou.”

Cai Zhao was puzzled. “What’s wrong with that? Uncle Zhou is a good person.”

Chang Ning continued, “Isn’t Sect Leader Qi a good person too? Your mother always blames Sect Leader Qi for not sharing life and death with Lady Cai and for marrying Madam Sulian, who had conflicts with Lady Cai. But if you think about it, isn’t Master Zhou the same? He was Lady Cai’s fiancé—he didn’t share her fate either and married a woman from the Min family, who had issues with Lady Cai.”

Cai Zhao’s thoughts became muddled. “At that time, Uncle Zhou was caught up in other matters, and my aunt deliberately kept things from him… In any case, you’re still criticizing my elders!”

Chang Ning laughed coldly. “I’m saying this for your good. If you don’t want to hear it, I’ll stop. Watching a thousand plays and reading ten thousand novels in Luoying Town can’t compare to experiencing the complexities of the real world!”

“The complexities of the world are nothing compared to your wolf-like nature!” Cai Zhao fumed. “I’ve known you for just two days, and I’ve already wanted to hit you three times and tear you apart four times!”

Hearing this, Chang Ning leaned in closer, taunting, “Then hit me! Go ahead, don’t hold back!”

Cai Zhao almost raised her hand but restrained herself. “Your face is already such a mess, I’m afraid of dirtying my hands!”

They parted ways for the nth time, but neither dared to move far from the other. They stood back-to-back, fuming. Fortunately, their corner was so secluded that no one noticed them.

Suddenly, a thunderous boom like falling rocks echoed from outside the hall, startling everyone inside.

In that instant, Cai Zhao instinctively pulled Chang Ning behind her protectively. However, they then heard Zeng Dalou from the main hall announcing loudly, “Venerable Fakong from Changchun Temple has arrived!”

An elderly monk with a long white beard stood at the entrance, his expression kind. Behind him were six strong-looking warrior monks with piercing gazes.

“The Venerable One has finally arrived. Our humble sect is truly honored,” Qi Yunke’s hearty laugh rang out as the Five Northern Sects rose to welcome the guests. Among the seated guests, only Master Jingyuan from Xuankong Nunnery remained seated.

Song Shijun laughed heartily. “Brother Yang was just saying that the Venerable One might not make it in time. I said that was impossible—when the Venerable One gives his word, he always arrives on time! Brother Yang, see, I was right! Hahaha…”

Yang Heying quickly agreed.

Venerable Fakong smiled. “This is the 200th anniversary of our predecessor’s passing. No matter what, this old monk couldn’t miss it. It’s been many years, and I’m glad to see you all looking as well as ever.”

After a brief exchange of pleasantries, they all proceeded into the hall. Venerable Fakong first exchanged greetings with Master Jingyuan. After some polite back-and-forth, Venerable Fakong, being ten years senior, took the seat of honor on the right side of the hall.

Seeing this, Cai Zhao finally relaxed her guard. When she turned her head, she found Chang Ning’s beautiful, bright eyes quietly watching her. Embarrassed, she said, “So that was just a welcoming salute for the honored guests. I was startled because I didn’t know… What are you looking at?”

“I spoke rashly again earlier. I want to apologize to Sister Zhao,” he said, setting aside his previous sharpness and sincerely apologizing. To be fair, when Chang Ning wasn’t intentionally annoying others, he exuded a natural elegance. At this moment, his voice was particularly gentle and pleasant. “I have a bad temper. Next time I make you angry, feel free to scold me harshly.”

Cai Zhao, being naturally generous, gave him a mock glare and smiled. “There’s going to be a next time? If you keep talking nonsense like this, I won’t bother scolding you—I’ll just give you a good beating!”

Chang Ning smiled brightly. “That works too.”
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After everyone was seated, Song Shijun said, “It’s almost time. There’s still no sign of Taichu Observatory. What does Sect Leader Qi think?”

Qi Yunke was visibly troubled, but fortunately, Venerable Fakong stepped in to ease the situation. “As this old monk passed Fengyun Peak earlier, I saw Master Qiu and his group just starting to ascend the mountain. Since Taichu Observatory brought many people this time, it seems they’ll be delayed for a moment.”

Song Shijun grumbled, “He always has to arrive at the last possible moment.”

Yang Heying was even more indignant than if he’d been cuckolded. “Coming to attend the ancestors’ memorial ceremony, why bring so many people? Showing off at a time like this!” In truth, he too wanted to bring many disciples to make a grand appearance.

Qi Yunke pretended to look elsewhere. Since his marriage and succession as sect leader, he’d found that feigning deafness was truly the greatest skill in the world.

At this moment, Zeng Dalou came to report, “Master, it’s time to strike the ceremonial gong.”

Qi Yunke glanced once more at the empty seat reserved for the Taichu Observatory leader and said, “We can’t delay the time for striking the gong. Let’s proceed, and Brother Qiu can make up for it when he arrives.”

Song Shijun immediately became as happy as a 200-pound child, praising Qi Yunke for his decisiveness.

Zeng Dalou instructed disciples to open the sixteen main hall doors wide. Outside, on the spacious stone platform, stood a vermilion gong frame about twenty zhang high, from which hung an enormous dark iron gong half a chi thick, suspended by extremely thick iron chains.

The mountain-top winds were fierce, and the gong frame was exceptionally tall. Nearby flags, only five or six zhang high, were nearly torn apart by the wind. Yet the massive dark iron gong barely moved in the howling gale, a testament to its immense weight.

Led by the five leaders of the Northern Chen sects, everyone stood on the open stone platform outside the hall, holding their breath in anticipation.

Cai Zhao asked curiously, “What are they going to do?”

Fan Xingjia, who had unknowingly drifted over, explained, “This gong was left by our ancestors. It’s said to be forged from deep-sea dark iron from ten thousand li away. During major ceremonies or the birthdays of the Three Pure Ones, it’s struck to inform deities in all directions.”

“I suppose only the Qingque Sect has this?” Cai Zhao thought, realizing Luoying Valley probably didn’t have such a thing.

“Naturally,” Fan Xingjia replied. “Thankfully, we’re not holding the ceremony at Guangtian Gate, or we’d have to move this massive gong there.”

“And once it’s there, Guangtian Gate probably wouldn’t want to return it,” Chang Ning added coolly. Seeing Cai Zhao’s glance, he quickly added, “Sect Leader Song seems to have a superficial relationship with Luoying Valley,” implying that Song Shijun shouldn’t be considered one of her elders.

Cai Zhao: -_-

Fan Xingjia suppressed a laugh—he knew staying with these two would be more interesting.

Qi Yunke stepped forward. Without any apparent effort, he simply took a deep breath and struck out with his palm toward the distant gong. Moments later, a deep, powerful resonance filled the air above the crowd. The dark iron gong seemed to have been struck by an invisible hammer, vibrating continuously with an awe-inspiring presence. Years of accumulated dust showered down from it.

The crowd cheered in unison, praising Qi Yunke’s profound skill. Yin Sulian beamed with joy, her face radiant.

The second turn should have been Song Shijun’s, but he suddenly became modest, insisting that Zhou Zhizhen strike the gong instead. Zhou Zhizhen, not wishing to argue, smiled and then similarly struck out with his palm towards the gong. The plaza immediately resonated with the second gong strike. Though equally impressive, the cheers for him were slightly more subdued, but Zhou Zhizhen didn’t seem to mind.

Seeing this, Cai Zhao couldn’t help but ask, “If someone doesn’t have enough power to make the gong sound during each ceremony, what happens?”

Chang Ning lowered his voice, “Don’t be naive. Do you think striking this gong is just to inform the deities? It’s to intimidate other martial arts sects. Those without this level of skill shouldn’t envy the status of the Northern Chen Six Sects.”

Fan Xingjia nodded in agreement.

Finally, it was Song Shijun’s turn. He stepped forward with a profound expression, assumed a stance with equal gravitas, and then, seemingly casually but actually with great care, channeled his energy and struck out. The crowd heard the gong resonate for the third time.

Suddenly, someone cried out, “Look at the gong!”

Everyone strained their eyes to see. In the center of the dark iron gong, a palm print about half an inch deep had appeared.

The scene exploded like salt thrown into hot oil. The crowd erupted in cheers, discussing Song Shijun’s immeasurable skill:

“That’s dark iron, impenetrable by weapons, and yet look what Sect Leader Song has done!”

“No wonder Guangtian Gate has been growing stronger in recent years, even pushing Qingque Sect back a step!”

“I heard that if Sect Leader Song hadn’t needed to inherit the leadership of Guangtian Gate, Old Sect Leader Yin originally wanted this son-in-law to lead Qingque Sect!”

Faced with such discussions, Qi Yunke could only smile helplessly, while Yin Sulian turned pale with anger.

Cai Zhao muttered, “I think Uncle Qi and Uncle Zhou could probably leave a palm print too.”

Fan Xingjia also grumbled indignantly, “Exactly! No wonder he deliberately let Master Zhou go first. He was afraid Master Zhou might leave a palm print too! Master is just too modest to compete over such things!”

Chang Ning added, “I bet if Sect Leader Qi slapped Song Shijun’s face, it would make an even more impressive sound.”

“??” Both Fan and Cai turned to look at him simultaneously.

Song Shijun, buoyed by the praise, floated like an immortal while maintaining a humble demeanor as he gestured for everyone to quiet down.

Next was Yang Heying. Wanting to demonstrate Siqimen’s might without displeasing Song Shijun, he pondered briefly before deciding on a course of action. He assumed a stance, channeled his energy, and forcefully punched upwards. After a loud clang, everyone looked up to see a shallow fist print next to Song Shijun’s palm print. The crowd cheered again, though not as enthusiastically as before, but still more than for Qi and Zhou.

With equal power, a fist concentrates force more than a palm, clearly showing Song Shijun’s superior skill. This way, Yang Heying received applause without overshadowing the Guangtian Gate.

Amidst the cheers, both Fan Xingjia and Cai Zhao let out a “tch” sound.

Chang Ning suddenly said, “This Yang Heying’s power seems quite lacking.”

Confused, Cai Zhao asked why. Chang Ning explained, “Look at the first print. The middle and ring finger marks are deepest, while the index and little finger marks are much shallower. Although fingers have different lengths, when using internal energy to strike the gong, the force should be uniform. Look at Sect Leader Song’s palm print—it’s even all over, without depth variations. This shows Yang Heying’s power is insufficient; he had to concentrate all his strength in one spot, unlike the first three sect leaders who made it look effortless.”

Fan and Cai looked closely and saw it was indeed so. Noticing that Venerable Fakong remained motionless, Master Jingyuan observed coldly from the side, and both Qi Yunke and Zhou Zhizhen wore gentle smiles tinged with mockery, they realized Chang Ning’s words were true.

The last to strike the gong was Cai Chunqiu. Cai Zhao clenched her fists nervously.

Cai Chunqiu’s expression remained unchanged. Without waiting for the surroundings to quiet down, he casually struck out with his palm. The gong rang out unremarkably but with one difference—the previous palm and fist prints had all disappeared as if smoothed over like a mud wall.

The dark iron gong might have once been as smooth as a mirror, but after being struck for two hundred years, it had become uneven. Now, after Cai Chunqiu’s strike, it looked like a roughly smoothed mud wall.

The surrounding crowd suddenly fell silent, looking at each other in bewilderment, no one daring to speak. This was partly due to shock and partly for fear of displeasing Guangtian Gate and Siqimen if they cheered too loudly.

Master Jingyuan’s usually stern and cold face softened slightly.

Venerable Fakong chanted a Buddhist phrase and smiled, “Young Master Cai has made great progress over the years.” He had known the Cai siblings since Cai Chunqiu was twelve, hence the habit of calling him “young master.”

Nearby, Master Juexing laughed, “Luoying Valley’s leader is nearly forty now, Master. How can you still call him ‘young master’?” Although he had become a monk, his brother-in-law was still his brother-in-law.

Venerable Fakong responded kindly, “You’re quite right.”

Seeing that the abbot of Changchun Temple had spoken, others gradually began to offer praise, though not daring to overdo it. However, their gazes towards the Luoying Valley disciples now held more respect and caution.

Qi Yunke, seemingly unsurprised by the result, laughed heartily, “Well done, Chunqiu! You’ve saved me from having to send disciples up there to smooth out the gong.”

Song Shijun rolled his eyes and said with a hint of sarcasm, “Indeed, true talent often hides itself. Brother Chunqiu, your skills have greatly improved. Your sister wasn’t wrong when she always said you had potential and a limitless future.”

Cai Chunqiu replied calmly, “In my sister’s eyes, everyone in the world has their strengths. No one is born mediocre.”

Song Shijun turned away with a huff, while Zhou Zhizhen patted Cai Chunqiu’s shoulder in approval. In contrast, Yang Heying’s face darkened considerably.

As the gong-striking ceremony concluded and everyone was about to enter the hall, a disciple at the outer gate suddenly announced loudly, “Taichu Observatory’s Master Qiu arrives with his disciples to pay respects to the ancestors!”

Everyone was startled. Accompanied by a series of steady, powerful footsteps, a group of Taoists in light purple robes with gold embroidery and wide sleeves arrived gracefully. At the forefront was a man about forty years old, tall and imposing, with a square, handsome face. His deep purple Taoist robe was embroidered with dark gold stars—this was Qiu Yuanfeng, the leader of Taichu Observatory.

The purple-robed disciples parted like a flowing river, revealing four disciples carrying a bamboo sedan chair. Seated in it was an elderly man with a grizzled beard. As people looked closer, they saw that although the old man’s complexion was ruddy and his eyes bright, both his legs were amputated at the knees.

Qi Yunke and the others were startled. They stepped forward to pay their respects as juniors, addressing him, “Uncle Cangqiong.”

Venerable Fakong and Master Jingyuan also came forward to greet him.

“I never thought I’d see Taoist Cangqiong again in this lifetime after parting years ago,” Venerable Fakong said with emotion.

Cangqiong Zi smiled, “This old Taoist was ambushed by villains from the Demon Sect years ago and had to amputate both legs. I thought my remaining years would be spent in misery. Fortunately, my disciple has done well, so I’ve come to join the festivities today. Sect Leader Qi won’t turn me away, will he?”

As Cangqiong Zi was one of the few remaining elders among the six sects, how could Qi Yunke refuse?

Satisfied, Cangqiong Zi looked up and said, “Yuanfeng, my nephew, strike the gong first.”

Qiu Yuanfeng bowed and accepted the command. He casually struck upward with his palm, and the dark iron gong resounded four times in rapid succession as if struck repeatedly by an iron hammer. The crowd erupted in amazement, with Cangqiong Zi looking particularly proud.

“This… this must be Taichu Observatory’s supreme skill, the [Unnamed] Divine Technique! One palm strike producing four echoes, circulating and unending, truly a perfect blend of hard and soft, radiating dominance!”

“…If it’s a blend of hard and soft, how can it radiate dominance?”

“Don’t nitpick! Anyway, I think Master Qiu’s divine skill is world-class, no less impressive than the late Heroine Cai Pingshu!”

“No wonder Taichu Observatory’s influence has been soaring in recent years, seemingly about to surpass Guangtian Gate…”

“Shh, don’t say that! There are many Guangtian Gate disciples here, don’t let them hear!”

Now it was Song Shijun’s turn to look displeased.

Although Cai Chunqiu’s earlier strike was impressive, Song Shijun had been confident he could match it. However, Qiu Yuanfeng’s display was extraordinary, and Song Shijun wasn’t sure if he could replicate it.

Seeing Song Shijun’s unhappy expression, Yang Heying immediately spoke up, “Brother Yuanfeng, what a grand display! Today is the ancestors’ memorial day, not a battle with the Demon Sect. Why bring such a large group to intimidate us?”

Looking around, everyone noticed that Taichu Observatory had indeed brought more disciples than the other sects. These disciples carried brocade boxes, silk-wrapped bundles, or held high banners… creating an imposing presence.

Qiu Yuanfeng, naturally dismissive of Yang Heying, smiled and said, “The 200th anniversary of our ancestors is rare. Every Taichu Observatory disciple wanted to pay their respects, and seeing their sincerity, I brought a few more. What’s the matter, Sect Leader Qi? Surely Qingque Sect can accommodate our disciples?”

Qi Yunke displeased but maintaining his composure, replied seriously, “Qingque Sect can certainly accommodate them, but Muwei Palace cannot. During the ceremony in Chaoyang Main Hall later, many disciples will have to remain outside.”

“That’s fine,” Qiu Yuanfeng said nonchalantly.

Song Shijun snorted heavily, “If you knew the rarity of this 200th anniversary, why did you dawdle until the last moment to arrive? It’s hard not to suspect intentional disrespect!”

Qiu Yuanfeng seemed to have been waiting for this comment. He laughed heartily and called out, “Second Senior Brother, bring it forward.”

A well-mannered, dignified middle-aged Taoist slowly approached, presenting a red wooden box.

Cai Zhao whispered, “Is he ordering around his senior brother?” Wouldn’t it be more appropriate to have a disciple do this?

Chang Ning glanced at the middle-aged Taoist a few times and said, “That’s Wang Yuanjing, the second disciple of Taichu Observatory’s late Master Canghuan Zi. Qiu Yuanfeng is the third disciple. The legless Cangqiong Zi is the old master’s junior brother.”

Cai Zhao frowned, “Then where’s old Master Canghuan’s first disciple?”

“Died at the hands of a Demon Sect elder twenty years ago,” Chang Ning said, his eyes unmoved.

Fan Xingjia couldn’t help adding, “I heard Senior Brother Lei mention that back then, Master Canghuan’s first disciple, the great hero Wu Yuanying, was quite a character in the martial world. Not only was his martial arts superb, but he was also incredibly righteous and magnanimous. Senior Brother Lei said he loved to bring his junior brothers, carrying huge wine jars, climbing mountains, and crossing rivers to drink with everyone. Alas…”

Cai Zhao sighed, then asked, “Isn’t Senior Brother Lei coming out today? Even Senior Brother Li from the outer sect is here.”

Fan Xingjia’s mood darkened, “Master has invited him many times. Senior Brother Lei says he’s just a useless cripple now and doesn’t want to embarrass the sect.”

As they spoke, Wang Yuanjing placed the red wooden box in the center of the open space. Song Shijun frowned, “What’s this?”

Qiu Yuanfeng waved his hand, “Second Senior Brother, no need to be so cautious. Open it for everyone to see.”

A young, handsome Taoist standing next to Wang Yuanjing looked angry, seemingly wanting to rebuke Qiu Yuanfeng for his casual manner, but Wang Yuanjing held him back. Wang Yuanjing then personally stepped forward to open the red wooden box.

Everyone looked in unison, followed by a series of gasps—inside the box was a gruesome human head with disheveled hair and beard!

Cai Zhao was startled too, covering her mouth to stifle a cry.

Chang Ning, realizing she had never seen a dead person before, felt a surge of pity. However, Young Master Chang’s way of showing compassion was unique. Instead of offering soft words of comfort or shielding her, he leaned in and said very seriously, “Don’t be afraid. Dead people can’t harm you. It’s the living you should fear.”

Unsurprisingly, Cai Zhao glared back, “Thank you for informing me, Senior Brother!” She then turned away abruptly.

Fan Xingjia silently expressed his respect for Chang Ning.

“Who is this?!” Zhou Zhizhen rarely lost his composure, “Uncle Cangqiong, today is the ancestors’ memorial day. What is Brother Qiu’s intention here?”

Cangqiong Zi waved dismissively, “This old Taoist no longer concerns himself with worldly affairs. Yuanfeng is the observatory master now; everything is up to him.” Despite his words, his expression was one of satisfaction.

Qiu Yuanfeng, observing Song Shijun’s extremely unpleasant expression, spoke slowly, “Brother Zhou might not recognize this person, but Brother Song certainly does—this is Sima An, the leader of Leigong Stronghold.”

Leigong Stronghold was a sizable fortress within Guangtian Gate’s sphere of influence, managing a remote dense forest and having some reputation in the martial world. Sima An was the newly appointed leader of Leigong Stronghold, known not only for his martial skills but also for his ability to curry favor.

Qiu Yuanfeng’s words left everyone even more confused.

Song Shijun slowly stepped forward, “What does Observatory Master Qiu mean by this?” He certainly knew this man; just last year, Sima An had personally come to Guangtian Gate to present expensive gifts for Song’s birthday.

Qiu Yuanfeng smiled slightly, his words laden with implication, “Our ancestors dedicated themselves to eliminating evil and protecting the innocent. By bringing this man’s head today, I’m paying respects to our ancestors’ spirits in heaven!”

Song Shijun’s pupils contracted sharply.

Yang Heying stepped forward, “Leigong Stronghold is within Guangtian Gate’s jurisdiction. Even if Sima An had done something improper, it should be for Brother Song to judge. What business is it of Taichu Observatory?”

“We feared there wasn’t enough time,” Qiu Yuanfeng said sarcastically.

Seeing the situation deteriorating, Qi Yunke stepped forward and said sternly, “What exactly did this Sima An do? Brother Yuanfeng, please speak plainly.”

Qiu Yuanfeng lifted his robe and slowly stepped forward, assuming an air of importance before speaking, “Leigong Stronghold originally belonged to the Lei family. Years ago, old Master Lei adopted Sima An, saw his potential, and imparted all his martial arts to him. When Sima An grew up, seeing that his talents surpassed even his own son’s, old Master Lei decided to pass the leadership to him and even betrothed his beloved daughter to him. Who would have thought this ungrateful beast, upon seeing the beauty of old Master Lei’s daughter-in-law, would harbor thoughts of seizing her for himself? This animal first plotted to have old Master Lei’s son fall to his death from a cliff, then poisoned young Miss Lei with a long-lasting illness. If Taichu Observatory had arrived a day or even half a day later, I fear old Master Lei would have met with misfortune as well.”

After hearing this story of ingratitude, the crowd murmured in dismay. Yang Heying thought to himself, ‘Adopted sons and sworn brothers are never as reliable as one’s flesh and blood,’ glancing at Cai Chunqiu beside him, silently criticizing that only an unorthodox sect like Luoying Valley would treat a son-in-law as their own.

Amidst the discussions, Song Shijun said in a deep voice, “How is it that I knew nothing of this?”

Qiu Yuanfeng laughed, “Hehe, actually, someone did try to report it. Old Master Lei’s daughter-in-law was quite clever. Seeing that Sima An had taken control of the entire stronghold, she pretended to go along with him while secretly sending a trusted maid to seek help. However, the Guangtian Gate is large and prosperous, and its disciples are proud. They didn’t take the shabby little maid seriously and, reportedly, drove her away without letting her explain.”

“And then this little maid was encountered by people from Taichu Observatory?” Song Shijun’s face was extremely dark.

“Correct,” Qiu Yuanfeng couldn’t hide his smugness, “By heaven’s grace, someone was still able to bring justice to the Lei family.”

Cangqiong Zi chimed in opportunely, “It was Nephew Yuanfeng’s attentiveness that saved the Lei father and daughter.”

After the explanation, the Taichu Observatory disciples were all extremely pleased with themselves, while the Guangtian Gate crowd looked gloomy and dispirited.

The scene fell silent as everyone realized Guangtian Gate had lost significant face.

In this situation, even Qi Yunke found it difficult to judge:

First, Taichu Observatory had indeed overstepped its boundaries.

Second, Taichu Observatory had indeed saved the Lei family.

Third, praising Qiu Yuanfeng for doing the right thing would be a slap in the face for Guangtian Gate and Song Shijun.

Fourth, rebuking Qiu Yuanfeng would be emotionally inappropriate.

Fifth… There was no fifth point. The Sect Leader’s head was throbbing!
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Qi Yunke stepped in to mediate as usual: “This Sima An is guilty of heinous crimes, and Brother Qiu acted out of a sense of justice. Since this matter is settled, let’s all enter the hall.”

Song Shijun remained noncommittal, deciding to swallow his anger for now and plot his revenge later.

However, Qiu Yuanfeng refused to let it go. With a provocative smile, he said, “Since Master Qi has spoken, Taichu Temple naturally has no objections. But I advise Master Song to thoroughly clean house when he returns…”

Song Shijun’s face darkened. “What do you mean by that?”

Qiu Yuanfeng continued, “Those who know will say Guangtian Gate was too busy to notice Leigong Stronghold’s plea for help. Those who don’t might think Sima An bribed the elders with gold and silver, causing them to turn a blind eye.”

These words were particularly venomous. Song Shijun had never suffered such humiliation in his life. Before he could react, his eldest son, Song Maozhi, lost his temper and shouted, “Qiu, what nonsense are you spouting?” Following his lead, the disciples of Guangtian Gate surged forward, hurling insults in a frenzy.

Taichu Temple’s disciples, who had come in large numbers, weren’t mere bystanders. They raised their voices, returning insult for insult.

Suddenly, the area in front of Muwei Palace resembled a marketplace, filled with crude and vicious language. Fortunately, because of today’s ceremony, disciples were forbidden from using martial arts; otherwise, chaos would have surely erupted.

Master Jingyuan remained silent, merely lowering her head to chant sutras—as an outsider, it wasn’t her place to intervene in the internal disputes of the Six Northern Sects. However, Venerable Fakong couldn’t bear it any longer. He advised Cangqiong Zi, “Originally, it wasn’t my place to comment on your sect’s affairs, but infighting among brothers is not the way of righteousness. As the elder of all the sect leaders, you should say something to quell this dispute.”

Cangqiong Zi replied, “Nephew Yuanfeng acted righteously. How can I, as an elder, reprimand him? Besides, I’m now a useless man. Even if I wanted to intervene, I couldn’t.”

Venerable Fakong shook his head, at a loss for words.

Seeing this situation, Qi Yunke and Zhou Zhizhen furrowed their brows. Yang Heying quietly stepped back, not wanting to get involved, while Cai Pingchun stood by impassively.

Meanwhile, Ning Xiaofeng was bored. She asked her attendant to fetch some oranges from the fruit baskets outside. As she ate, she realized that the soil and water of Wanshui Qianshan Cliff were indeed excellent, producing particularly sweet and delicious oranges. She then instructed the attendant to send some to her daughter.

The attendant, carrying an armful of oranges, approached Cai Zhao. He overheard Chang Ning saying with some schadenfreude, “…truly united, these Six Sects are.” Turning his head, he saw the young girl clumsily peeling the orange bit by bit. He quickly snatched it away, saying, “That’s not how you peel an orange.”

With deft movements, he broke open the bottom of the orange and swiftly peeled it from both sides. He then placed the intact orange segments in Cai Zhao’s delicate hands, his voice filled with affection: “Here, eat.”

The orange was indeed delicious. Cai Zhao smiled cheerfully at Chang Ning.

Seeing the young girl’s radiant smile, Chang Ning experienced for the first time the peculiar feeling of ‘being happier watching someone else eat than eating himself.’ Though he didn’t understand why, he felt inexplicably joyful and began peeling another orange with enthusiasm.

Fan Xingjia thought to himself, “…Actually, I’m not very good at peeling oranges either, Senior Brother.”

As Ning Xiaofeng and her daughter were happily enjoying their oranges, Yin Sulian could no longer contain herself. She rushed to the front and shrilly exclaimed, “Today is the second anniversary of our ancestor’s death! If you want to cause trouble, pick another day! This raucous behavior, disregarding your status and embarrassing yourselves in front of allied sects, isn’t this deliberately shaming our Qingque Sect?!”

As the daughter of Qingque Sect’s former leader and wife of the current one, Yin Sulian had been accustomed to giving orders for decades. At her command, the Qingque Sect’s disciples immediately called for silence. Yin Sulian’s move was quite clever. As a woman of high status but with poor martial arts skills, if Qiu Yuanfeng were to confront her directly, he would appear to be bullying a woman. If he didn’t respond, he would admit defeat.

However, Qiu Yuanfeng’s eyes flickered, and he smiled, “Oh, it’s Sister Yin. Has your Brother Qiu returned today? Ah come to think of it, it’s been many years since I’ve seen Brother Renjie.”

At these words, Yin Sulian’s face flushed red with shame and anger. However, apart from some older disciples, ninety percent of those present didn’t understand the meaning behind Qiu Yuanfeng’s words.

“Who is this Qiu Renjie?” Cai Zhao asked, also unaware.

Fan Xingjia had heard some rumors but hesitated to speak.

“This Qiu Renjie was the most outstanding of Old Sect Leader Yin Dai’s seven disciples, and the original heir apparent for the sect leader position,” Chang Ning answered cheerfully. “My father said he and Lady Sulian were once engaged.”

“Then what happened?” Cai Zhao inquired.

“Later, Sect Leader Qi broke through the ‘Heavenly Fire Dragon’ meridian bottleneck, making tremendous progress in his skills. In a grand competition within the Qingque Sect, he astounded everyone and took first place—and that was the end of the story for Master Qiu and Lady Sulian,” Chang Ning explained.

Cai Zhao was stunned. She unconsciously glanced at Qi Lingbo, Song Yuzhi, and even Dai Fengchi. “This Yin family is…”

She suddenly thought of her mother, Ning Xiaofeng.

Everyone in the Six Sects probably knew about the animosity between Ning Xiaofeng and Yin Sulian. Ning Xiaofeng surely knew about Yin Sulian’s past, but no matter how angry she got, she only ever mocked Yin Sulian for being ungrateful and two-faced, never mentioning Qiu Renjie in public.

Cai Zhao suddenly felt a surge of pride and looked at Qiu Yuanfeng with contempt—some Taichu Temple leader he was, with less magnanimity than her mother, a mere woman!

Seeing Qiu Yuanfeng’s frivolous manner and insulting tone towards his wife, Qi Yunke finally lost his temper. He gathered his qi and shouted in a thunderous voice, “This matter ends here!” These six words resonated like a great bell from the earth, each word full of power, exuding a profound sense of pressure that startled everyone.

“The Leigong Stronghold affair is for Guangtian Gate and Taichu Temple to discuss and handle. Qingque Sect does not wish to interfere. Punishing evil and promoting good is inherently righteous. I ask Master Qiu not to turn it into a knife for scheming and expanding influence,” Qi Yunke said, looking directly at Qiu Yuanfeng and enunciating each word. “I say this matter ends here. If there are other grievances, we can address them another day—does Master Qiu understand?”

Qiu Yuanfeng held his gaze for a long moment before reining in his arrogant demeanor. “Very well, I’ll heed the Sect Leader’s words.”

Song Shijun, still seething with anger, wanted to step forward and taunt Qiu Yuanfeng further, but Cai Pingchun held him back. He angrily said, “Xiaochun, are you meddling too?”

Cai Pingchun calmly replied, “Guangtian Gate was indeed at fault for leaving Leigong Stronghold with nowhere to turn for help. Elder Brother Shijun should clean house upon your return to prevent others from exploiting such opportunities in the future.”

Hearing the first part, Qiu Yuanfeng grinned, but his smile faded in the latter half. “What do you mean, Valley Master Cai? Are you implying that my Taichu Temple took advantage of the situation?”

Cai Pingchun responded evenly, “It’s not about taking advantage. Guangtian Gate’s wealth is known throughout the world. To suggest that Master Song would tolerate Sima An’s betrayal of his masters for a mere trifle—no one would believe that. However, acting chivalrously is always commendable. Next time Master Qiu feels the urge to uphold justice, feel free to do so within Luoying Valley’s jurisdiction. Our humble sect will certainly welcome you with open arms. Though Luoying Valley is small and insignificant, we can at least offer steamed buns with soy sauce to host you all.”

Song Shijun burst out laughing. “Xiaochun, you were so honest as a child. Now your sharp tongue rivals Ning Xiaofeng’s!”

“I speak only the truth. If Taichu Temple is willing, Luoying Valley can compile a list of injustices from various regions for our Taoist brothers to address,” Cai Pingchun added.

Song Shijun couldn’t stop laughing, while Qiu Yuanfeng’s face darkened as he stormed off.

The dispute finally ended. With Venerable Fakong’s chant of a Buddhist phrase, the chief disciples of each sect entered Chaoyang Main Hall, taking their designated positions. They stood solemnly, eyes lowered, maintaining silence. Incense smoke rose from the altar, and amidst the swirling mist, Qi Yunke held a yellow silk scroll and began reading the eulogy in a clear voice:

“In this year of great peace, with the world at ease, we disciples remember our ancestors. Today, we offer three animals, three sacrifices, fresh flowers, and fruits to honor the spirit of our ancestor, the North Chen True Lord in heaven. In times when demons ran rampant, people suffered, and bones whitened the earth for a thousand li, heaven fortunately sent our ancestor, the North Chen True Lord. He accepted a perilous mission, shouldering the responsibility for the common people and the way of righteousness, taking the safety of all living beings as his duty, serving all under heaven…”

Cai Zhao frowned as she listened. “Where did Elder Brother find this ghostwriter? The writing is so poor. Even the local playwright in our town could do better.”

“…How do you know the writing is inadequate?” Fan Xingjia wanted to ask how she knew this wasn’t written by their master but decided not to upset himself.

Chang Ning chimed in, “Because she can understand every sentence.”

Cai Zhao: ╰_╯

Chang Ning:

Fan Xingjia: …

After the eulogy, the six sect leaders took turns offering incense to the ancestor. When it came to Taichu Temple’s turn, Qiu Yuanfeng caused another scene—insisting that Cangqiong Zi step forward to offer incense.

Cangqiong Zi feigned anger, “Only the sect leader can offer incense. Nephew Yuanfeng, what are you implying?”

Qiu Yuanfeng, acting like a star on stage, said tearfully, “Uncle, you suffered at the hands of the evil cult for the sake of Taichu Temple. How could we, your nephews and nieces, be so ungrateful? If not for your misfortune, you should have taken over as the temple master after my father’s death! Though I unworthily serve as the leader, in my heart, you are the pillar of Taichu Temple!”

Cangqiong Zi repeatedly declined, while Qiu Yuanfeng persistently pleaded. Uncle and nephew wept, moving hearts until Cangqiong Zi finally ‘reluctantly’ agreed.

Everyone around watched their performance expressionlessly, without a word.

Finally, after the incense offering was complete, disciples from each sect began presenting various offerings: a pure white tiger skin, an underwater coral tree, a jade tablet as large as a wall, a golden couch carried by two people, century-old ginseng fruit, life-extending fairy spring water, and a blood-written scripture that looked terrifying…

Cai Zhao was dazzled by the sight. “With so many rare treasures, do they all belong to the Qingque Sect now?”

Fan Xingjia quickly explained, “No, after the ceremony, they’re taken back by each sect.”

Chang Ning scoffed lightly, “Don’t listen to Fifth Senior Brother’s whitewashing. When faced with a powerful Qingque Sect leader, the other five sects can’t wait to curry favor. If the sect leader fancies any offering, the sects will leave it behind after the ceremony.”

Cai Zhao sounded disappointed, “Then Uncle Qi probably won’t keep anything.”

Fan Xingjia: “…” Please don’t underestimate our master like that.

As the three were chatting, they suddenly heard Ning Xiaofeng’s sharp rebuke—”Who are you?!”

They saw Ning Xiaofeng looking vigilant, one hand tightly holding Cai Han, the other pointing straight ahead. Everyone followed her finger to see a Taichu Temple disciple.

The disciple had his head lowered, carrying a golden bamboo basket about two feet tall on his back, slowly walking towards the altar—or rather, towards the two sect leaders standing on either side of the altar.

Qiu Yuanfeng said displeased, “Lady Ning, don’t make trouble out of nothing, deliberately giving my disciple a hard time…”

Ignoring him, Ning Xiaofeng continued shouting, “Someone come quickly! Surround this person!”

She then sneered at the man, “Stop pretending. I was mastering disguise techniques when you were probably still nursing! Daring to play tricks in front of me, are you tired of living? Speak up, are you from the evil cult here to ambush us?”

Everyone was shocked—this person was actually in disguise.

Qi Yunke, having witnessed Ning Xiaofeng’s unorthodox skills years ago, knew this couldn’t be false. He immediately shouted, “Someone, surround him!”

Before his words faded, a flash of cold light appeared. Song Yuzhi leaped high from behind the crowd like a nimble dragon soaring. His three-foot sword struck unstoppably, slashing several times at the disguised disciple—truly a sight of beauty and deadly grace. Dai Fengchi and Ding Zhuo followed a step behind, raising their swords side by side, while other Qingque Sect disciples formed a sword formation to surround him.

Song Yuzhi struck again, aiming to trap the man’s lower body. Unexpectedly, the man’s movements were exceptionally nimble. As he repeatedly dodged, there was a ripping sound—Song Yuzhi’s sword had cut the ribbon holding the bamboo basket to the man’s shoulder. The golden bamboo basket tumbled to the ground.

Upon learning someone had infiltrated Wanshui Qianshan Cliff in disguise, everyone’s first reaction was ‘The evil cult is attacking.’ Each sect huddled together for self-protection.

Song Shijun was both worried for his son and proud of his outstanding skills. His mixed emotions ultimately turned into a resentful glare at Qi Yunke.

Just as he was about to mock Qi Yunke, he was suddenly shoved hard by Zhou Zhizhen beside him, nearly falling. As he turned to curse, he heard Zhou Zhizhen shouting with all his might—”It’s the Torrential Thunderstorm! Everyone take cover!”

Song Shijun’s face changed dramatically.

It turned out that when the golden bamboo basket fell earlier, the disguised person was startled and tried to reach for it. Song Yuzhi’s successive sword strikes forced him back several steps. The man seemed to panic and shouted directly, “Plans have changed, act now!”

Suddenly, two more disciples sprang from the Taichu Temple group, swinging their swords at Song Yuzhi and others to help the disguised person escape. With his hands free, the imposter immediately pulled out two black spheres from his bag, each as large as a child’s head, and hurled them toward the crowds on either side.

When Zhou Zhizhen saw the familiar black spheres, his pupils dilated in shock. Years ago, his father, the old manor lord Zhou, had been injured by these very weapons in a fierce battle, languishing for years before finally succumbing to his illness.

Without a word, Chang Ning pulled Cai Zhao behind a massive pillar. Fan Xingjia quickly followed. Fortunately, the pillars in Chaoyang Main Hall were so thick that two or three people could barely encircle them with their arms, providing ample cover for the three.

With two thunderous “booms,” debris from the ceiling rained down, mixed with needle-thin poisoned darts shooting in all directions. Cries of pain echoed throughout the hall, and the air filled with the terrifying scent of black powder, intensifying everyone’s fear.

Sheltered by Chang Ning’s wide sleeves, Cai Zhao felt dizzy. “Wasn’t the Torrential Thunderstorm technique lost after Elder Tianxuan’s death? Oh no, where are the poison darts flying?”

Fan Xingjia stood dumbfounded nearby, glancing between the serious-faced Chang Ning and the poison darts floating in another direction.

In the main hall, Qiu Yuanfeng was the first to shield Cangqiong Zi. Zhou Zhizhen repeatedly waved his palms upward, using his qi to force the poison darts toward the ceiling. Song Shijun seized the opportunity to pull his son back under the altar for cover. Qi Yunke grabbed Dai Fengchi and Ding Zhuo, one in each hand, pulling them to safety beside him. Cai Pingchun had already rushed to protect his wife and child.

The two Torrential Thunderstorm spheres were mainly aimed at Taichu Temple. Most of the other sects escaped unscathed if they took cover quickly enough.

As the shower of poisoned darts finally settled on the ground, a sudden, heart-wrenching cry came from Madam Sha of Siqimen: “Help! My son Tianci! Someone save my son!”

Earlier, finding the lengthy ceremony boring, young Yang Tianci had grown restless and wanted to play. Fearing he might cause a scene and embarrass Siqimen, Madam Sha had allowed his nanny and maid to accompany him as he ran back and forth along the wall in a side hall.

Hidden behind the crowd, no one had noticed them. But when chaos erupted, people scrambled to escape, separating the nanny and maid from the boy in the panicked crowd. Yang Tianci was left unattended.

When the Torrential Thunderstorm exploded, he thought it was like the morning’s ceremonial cannons and found it amusing, covering his ears with a grin as he stumbled towards the main hall. In the confusion, the disguised intruder dragged the golden bamboo basket to his side. Seeing the richly dressed child approach, he grabbed him to use as a hostage.

Yang Heying emerged from behind the sacrificial curtain to see his beloved son crying and struggling in the imposter’s grasp. Terrified, he held a handful of hidden weapons but didn’t dare use them. The other experts in the hall froze in place.

As Cai Zhao peeked out from Chang Ning’s embrace, she witnessed this scene. The urgent situation left no time for thought. She pushed Chang Ning aside and rushed out. The crowd saw a young girl flash out from behind a pillar, immediately striking at the golden bamboo basket on the ground with one palm, then at the disguised man with another.

The imposter hurried to protect the basket. The girl swiftly delivered two more palm strikes, her force like a mountain gale—slow yet powerful—employing the eighth form of the Dragon-Capturing Technique, “Gentle Breeze.” These two strikes forced the disguised man to dodge sideways.

At this moment, Song Yuzhi had just broken free from his father’s protection. Seeing the situation, he tore off a bead from his clothes, channeling his energy to launch it forcefully at the imposter’s wrist.

Caught between protecting the basket and dodging, the disguised man was already flustered. Suddenly feeling a sharp pain and lightness in his hand, he realized the child in his grasp had been yanked away like a kite on a string.

Song Yuzhi exclaimed in admiration, “Excellent!”

It turned out that Cai Zhao, taking advantage of Song Yuzhi’s strike on the imposter’s wrist, had used the fifth form of the Dragon-Capturing Technique, “Unique Joint Force,” to “pull” Yang Tianci towards her.

Seeing her fiancé praise Cai Zhao, Qi Lingbo pouted in displeasure, “What’s so great about that? Would it kill her not to show off her martial arts for one day?”

Zhou Zhixian, who had been protecting her, overheard this comment. Though she didn’t reprimand Qi Lingbo, she couldn’t help but think that Qi Yunke and Yin Sulian had raised this girl poorly.

With his hands now empty, the imposter immediately struck back at Cai Zhao with a heavy palm. Cai Zhao, holding Yang Tianci with one hand, blocked with the other. She felt a powerful internal force hit her, causing her blood to surge. Unwilling to show weakness, she forcibly endured it.

Madam Sha was the first to rush over, wailing as she snatched her son from Cai Zhao’s arms, running off without a word of thanks.

Seeing this, Chang Ning became furious. He dragged Cai Zhao back, scolding, “Did you see that? You need to be more selective when playing the hero! What if you encounter an ingrate?”

Cai Zhao forced a smile, “It’s fine, I just acted on impulse.”

“What impulse? Your face is pale as a sheet!” Chang Ning was so angry he wanted to hit someone.

“I’ll be fine after catching my breath,” Cai Zhao said, clutching her chest. “Stop shouting. Help me rest for a bit. Oh no, my mother’s coming. Please, spare me the lecture…”

Chang Ning helped Cai Zhao sit down nearby, then stomped off angrily.

Cai Zhao wondered, “Why is Brother Chang so angry?”

Fan Xingjia thought to himself, “He probably thought your rescue of him was unique, but now he realizes you’d save anyone, so naturally, he’s upset.”

Ning Xiaofeng quickly rushed over, taking out two “Medicine King’s Heart-Nourishing Pills” from a porcelain bottle. Unlike Chang Ning, she didn’t scold her daughter for saving someone, but instead criticized her for her lack of skill, telling her to avoid embarrassing herself in the future if she wasn’t confident.

The pills need to be dissolved in hot water. As Ning Xiaofeng was about to look for some, Chang Ning appeared with a cup of hot water.

Ning Xiaofeng praised him, “Ning’er is so thoughtful, unlike you! With so many people here, did you need to step forward?”

“I was afraid that if we delayed even a moment, young Master Yang might be in danger!” Cai Zhao protested.

“Not necessarily,” Chang Ning said stiffly. “That person had no intention of harming the Yang boy.”

Cai Zhao asked, “How do you know?”

“When the Yang boy ran over, poison darts were still flying everywhere, but not a single one hit him. I guess the imposter deflected the darts before grabbing the boy,” Chang Ning explained.

Ning Xiaofeng praised him, “You were behind the pillar and didn’t see everything, yet you guessed it all correctly. Ning’er, you’re very clever indeed.” After a pause, she added, “Back then, Sister Xue was also quick to understand things.”

Chang Ning hesitated, unsure whether to say “You’re too kind.”

Cai Zhao sighed, “Oh, Mother, you know how to bring up the wrong topics.” The poor guy’s birth mother went mad, and if that wasn’t enough, she died young. Is this supposed to be a compliment?

At this moment, Venerable Fakong’s resonant voice echoed through the hall: “Everyone, please hold your actions and listen to this old monk for a moment!”

As the most senior elder present, everyone stopped their actions and fell silent.

Venerable Fakong stepped forward, “This old monk doesn’t know who you are, but your actions just now don’t seem to be those of a vile person. Since you’ve gone to such lengths to reach Wanshui Qianshan Cliff, you must have a purpose. Why not speak it directly?”

Qiu Yuanfeng, seeing that Taichu Temple disciples were the most injured, roared angrily, “Show your true face first! I want to see which evil cult scoundrel you are!”

The disguised person remained silent for a moment, then nodded to his two helpers behind him.

The three began to tear off their facial disguises. With a few rustling sounds, their true faces were revealed. The leader turned out to be a beautiful, cold-looking middle-aged woman, while the other two were rugged men in their thirties.

While Ning Xiaofeng and her daughter didn’t recognize these three, the Taichu Temple members’ expressions changed dramatically.

Yin Sulian cried out in shock, “…Sister Yuanrong, you’re… you’re still alive?!”

Wang Yuanjing also exclaimed, “Fourth Junior Sister, you… why are you here?!”

Volume One – Beautiful Clear Sky Chapter 20
Twenty years ago, Cai Pingshu wasn’t the only renowned female hero in the martial world. There was also Luo Yuanrong from Taichu Temple.

She was the daughter of the then Taichu Temple leader Canghuan Zi’s late sister. Her uncle took her in from a young age, carefully nurturing her skills.

Unlike the straightforward, fist-first Cai Pingshu, Luo Yuanrong was the epitome of a refined lady – beautiful, talented, and cold as ice. The martial world gave her the elegant title “Frost Fairy.”

She had three renowned senior brothers: The eldest, Wu Yuanying, was bold and heroic, with exceptional martial arts skills, most respected among his peers; the second, Wang Yuanjing, was handsome and gentle, meticulous and kind; the third, Qiu Yuanfeng, was fiery-tempered and unruly.

For a long time, she was Canghuan Zi’s youngest disciple and the most beloved girl in Taichu Temple.

When her eldest brother Wu Yuanying visited Wanshui Qianshan Cliff with his wine jar, she often accompanied him, thus getting to know the Yin sisters.

She particularly liked the understanding of Yin Sulian, who had early on discerned her feelings and always arranged for her to sit next to Wu Yuanying at banquets. The eldest brother was a bold man who loved drinking and chatting with his brothers. Though she couldn’t understand most of what they said, just being near her eldest brother filled her heart with joy.

Sometimes she thought, that if her eldest brother didn’t want to be her Taoist partner in the future, she would quietly remain a celibate Taoist nun in Taichu Temple. That would be good enough.

But even this wish was destined to go unfulfilled.

Qiu Yuanfeng’s face turned ashen: “Fourth Junior Sister, haven’t you caused enough trouble? Wu Gang, Wu Xiong, why are you joining in this nonsense?” The latter half of his statement was directed at the two middle-aged disciples behind Luo Yuanrong.

“Today is the 200th death anniversary of our ancestor, such a solemn occasion, yet you dare to cause trouble. It seems Taichu Temple needs to clean house!” Cangqiong Zi said ominously. “Your senior brother has been lenient with you because your parents died early, but today you’ve injured many. As your uncle, I can no longer allow you to continue your reckless behavior. Yuanfeng, apprehend this unfilial disciple, dead or alive!”

Wang Yuanjing, deeply worried, pleaded repeatedly: “Uncle, Brother, for the sake of our master, Yuanrong may be stubborn, but her crime doesn’t warrant death!”

Qiu Yuanfeng shrugged off Wang Yuanjing with a sleeve wave, arrogantly stepping forward: “Sister, for our master’s sake, surrender yourself. I won’t harm you.”

Luo Yuanrong ignored him completely, looking directly at Qi Yunke: “Sect Leader Qi, may I say a few words?”

Qi Yunke sighed deeply: “Lady Luo, I know what you want to say. Not just me, but our peers and friends all pretty much know your meaning. Who doesn’t grieve over Brother Yuanying’s death? But the dead cannot be brought back to life. You… you should let it go.”

Cai Zhao turned her head: “Mother, what are they talking about?”

Surprisingly, Ning Xiaofeng also looked confused: “I don’t know. Your father never mentioned it.”

Cai Zhao gave her a disapproving look: “Didn’t they say all your peers know about it?”

Ning Xiaofeng tilted her head in thought: “Ever since your aunt broke Taichu Temple’s prized sword at the Six Sects’ Grand Tournament that year, our two sects haven’t been on good terms. Of course, Luoying Valley wouldn’t know about their internal affairs!”

She continued, “Huh, what’s so great about that broken sword? If it was so precious, why bring it out for a competition? It snapped with just one twist, even your aunt was dumbfounded. It was more brittle than a carrot!”

Cai Zhao sighed heavily: “Aunt should have at least apologized for breaking their precious sword.”

“She did apologize! Your aunt sincerely told Taichu Temple that had she known the sword was so delicate, she certainly wouldn’t have used her full strength. She really didn’t mean to,” Ning Xiaofeng said indignantly.

Cai Zhao stared in disbelief – This was an apology?!

Chang Ning frowned slightly: “If they couldn’t accept such a sincere apology, then Taichu Temple is in the wrong.”

Fan Xingjia and Cai Zhao were once again speechless, while Ning Xiaofeng looked at Chang Ning more favorably.

At this moment, Luo Yuanrong spoke again: “Venerable Fakong, I didn’t intentionally cause trouble on our ancestor’s death anniversary. But without the presence of our fellow righteous heroes, I fear this great injustice cannot be made known. Venerable Fakong, please, for the sake of my late uncle, allow Yuanrong to say a few words.” Her reference to her uncle rather than her master clearly showed she no longer considered herself a disciple of Taichu Temple.

Venerable Fakong pondered for a moment, looking towards Qi Yunke and others, advising: “Given the situation today, rather than forcibly suppressing it, why not let everything be said openly? Clearing up misunderstandings before our ancestor’s spirit wouldn’t be a bad thing.”

As Qi Yunke was about to speak, Qiu Yuanfeng said displeased: “Venerable, you speak too lightly. How can this be cleared up?! The ‘Torrential Thunderstorm’ was Elder Tianxuan’s lethal weapon back then. How did Luo Yuanrong obtain it? She must have colluded with the evil cult! That’s one point. Secondly, so many brothers in the hall were innocently injured, should we just let that go? In short, Taichu Temple must clean house!”

Hearing this, even Venerable Fakong found himself in a difficult position.

Cai Pingchun suddenly spoke up: “I don’t know if Taoist Friend Luo has colluded with the evil cult, but Luoying Valley has plenty of antidotes for the ‘Torrential Thunderstorm’. There’s no need to worry.”

“That’s true,” Zhou Zhizhen said. “Back then, Elder Tianxuan relied on the ‘Torrential Thunderstorm’ to injure countless righteous heroes, including my father. Thanks to Uncle Cai Changfeng’s sacrifice in killing Elder Tianxuan and bringing the antidote back to Luoying Valley for analysis, countless lives of our allies were saved.”

A bearded man stepped forward, loudly saying: “That’s right, my master and senior master were cured of the poison by Luoying Valley. They’re still basking in the sun and boasting at home now!”

Everyone laughed while expressing their gratitude to Cai Pingchun.

Cai Zhao gently tugged at her mother’s clothes: “Mother, is this why Grand-uncle passed away from severe injuries?”

“Yes, but it was worth it,” Ning Xiaofeng gently stroked her daughter’s hair. “That Elder Tianxuan loved creating poisons. To create the world’s most yin and toxic substance, he would do anything, no matter how evil. Don’t be sad, your grand-uncle passed away peacefully.”

Fan Xingjia sighed softly: “…How many villains are there in the evil cult?”

Chang Ning remained impassive.

Seeing her daughter was unharmed, Ning Xiaofeng gave a few more instructions before returning to look after Cai Xiaopang.

At this time, Venerable Fakong suggested once more: “Since those injured in the hall are out of danger, why not let Lady Luo speak her piece? It would prevent hatred among fellow disciples, which is a great kindness. Moreover, we’ve all witnessed the power of the ‘Torrential Thunderstorm’ in the past, and these two are far inferior. It’s too early to say Lady Luo has colluded with the evil cult.”

Hearing the latter half, Zhou Zhizhen nodded slightly, also feeling that these two ‘Torrential Thunderstorms’ were much weaker compared to what he had seen years ago.

Seeing their disciples and sons were safe, Song Shijun and Yang Heying were happy to watch the show, especially Taichu Temple’s internal strife – they’d pay to watch it with their tea; Zhou Zhizhen and Cai Pingchun were indifferent.

Qi Yunke looked around and said: “Lady Luo, go ahead and speak.”

Luo Yuanrong carefully handed the bamboo basket to Wu Gang and Wu Xiong, then walked to the center of the main hall and bowed deeply to Venerable Fakong.

Qiu Yuanfeng bit his lip hard, suddenly shouting: “I’ll speak first, to prevent you from slandering me groundlessly!” Without waiting for Luo Yuanrong to speak, he hurriedly began—

“Everyone knows that our eldest brother Wu Yuanying died in the battle at Dinglu Mountain twenty years ago. Many heroes witnessed it personally. But my junior sister refuses to believe it, insisting that my eldest brother isn’t dead. For over a decade, she’s been pestering us, either forcing us to rescue him from the evil cult or accusing me of harming my eldest brother! Hmph, it’s absurd!”

Cangqiong Zi slammed his wheelchair hard, adding: “That’s right! In battles with the evil cult, casualties are inevitable. If everyone acted like this unfilial disciple, endlessly pursuing it, wouldn’t that cause chaos? Besides, you and Yuanjing weren’t even at Dinglu Mountain at that time, so how can you be sure Yuanying didn’t die? It’s pure fantasy and reckless behavior!”

Many in the hall had never heard of this matter and immediately began discussing—

“How could the great hero Wu Yuanying not be dead?”

“That’s impossible! My senior brother was on Dinglu Mountain that year and saw with his own eyes Elder Yaoguang of the evil cult killed Wu Yuanying with one strike. It’s just that everyone retreated hastily and couldn’t retrieve the body.”

“Then why is Lady Luo so persistent about this matter?”

“Hey, I’ve heard that Lady Luo was deeply in love with Wu Yuanying. She just can’t let go.”

“Ah there are indeed lovesick people in this world. Lady Luo is one with a devoted heart. Having such a beauty remembering him for over a decade, Wu Yuanying can rest in peace in the underworld.”

“Wu Yuanying may rest in peace, but the living is being tormented by this Luo Yuanrong!”

Hearing this, Fan Xingjia looked at Cai Zhao questioningly.

Cai Zhao: “Don’t look at me, I don’t know. I only know that Taichu Temple led the ‘Dinglu Mountain’ battle, inviting many martial world heroes, but our family didn’t go that time.”

Chang Ning: “Of course, you had just broken their prized sword. Of course, they wouldn’t invite you.”

Cai Zhao gave him a sidelong glance.

After hearing Qiu Yuanfeng’s words, Luo Yuanrong showed neither shock nor anger. Her once beautiful features, after more than a decade of hardship, now only displayed indifference and age. She slowly opened her lips: “Third Senior Brother needn’t rush. Everyone, please listen to me speak slowly.”

“That year, we learned that the evil cult was committing atrocities on Dinglu Mountain, using living people to refine pills, severely harming the surrounding civilians. Eldest Brother decided to eliminate this threat for the people’s sake and widely invited heroes and close friends to join in eradicating the evil. However, we didn’t expect that the one occupying Dinglu Mountain wasn’t an ordinary evil leader, but Elder Yaoguang, one of the Seven Star Elders of the evil cult.”

“Elder Yaoguang had many followers. After the close combat began, Eldest Brother realized we were outmatched and called for everyone to retreat. But Third Brother Qiu Yuanfeng, seeking glory, took advantage of the moment when the Twin Heroes of Lingnan and Zen Master Juefang were desperately holding back Elder Yaoguang to cover our retreat, and rashly attempted to ambush Elder Yaoguang… Third Brother, am I mistaken about this?”

Qiu Yuanfeng’s face turned dark.

Although ambushing an evil cult villain wasn’t wrong, Wu Yuanying had already ordered a retreat, and three heroes were sacrificing themselves to cover it. His ambush at this time, if successful, might have been justified, but its failure only endangered others.

Seeing Qiu Yuanfeng’s current expression, the crowd could guess that the ambush must have failed without needing to hear more.

Luo Yuanrong continued: “Third Brother’s hasty ambush only provoked that evil leader’s ferocity. He endured Third Brother’s sword strike, using his ultimate technique ‘Venomous Snake Heart-Piercing Claw’ to brutally split open Zen Master Juefang’s skull, then heavily struck the Twin Heroes of Lingnan with a palm each, before turning to deal with Third Brother.”

She smiled bitterly, “Now Third Brother is the esteemed sect leader with world-shaking skills, but back then, Third Brother’s kung fu was merely ordinary, wasn’t it?”

“That’s true, I can testify. Back then, Sect Leader Qiu was only slightly stronger than Junior Sister Luo,” Song Shijun cheerfully interjected.

The Taichu Temple disciples all glared at him angrily, while the Guangtian Gate disciples returned identical glares.

“With Elder Yaoguang’s power, even ten of the Third Brothers wouldn’t have survived. But Eldest Brother, Eldest Brother he…” Luo Yuanrong’s tears fell, “Without a second thought, he turned back to save Third Brother, fighting desperately with that evil leader. And my Third Brother, taking advantage of this opportunity, fled for his life!”

Many heroes knew that Wu Yuanying had died on Mount Dinglu, but they were hearing the true circumstances for the first time. The crowd erupted in an uproar. Even the young disciples from the Six Sects were shocked. People’s gazes toward Qiu Yuanfeng turned unfavorable, with some hot-tempered individuals even spitting on the ground in contempt.

Facing the various looks, Qiu Yuanfeng struggled to maintain composure. “Yes, Senior Brother did save me back then,” he admitted. “However, I didn’t flee out of cowardice. He ordered me to escape!”

“Oh?” The Taoist priest Yun Zhuan spoke again, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “When Wu Yuanying told you to retreat earlier, you didn’t listen. But after causing trouble and provoking the demon, you suddenly remembered to flee? So you take credit for the achievements but leave others to clean up your mess? No wonder people say Master Qiu has a ‘true nature’ – indeed, what a true nature it is!”

Song Shijun could barely contain his laughter. He loudly agreed, “Taoist Yun speaks the truth! Master Qiu, you should bear responsibility for the trouble you caused. Running away after creating chaos – didn’t you essentially send your senior brother to his death?”

Cang Qiongzi angrily retorted, “Slaying demons is the duty of all righteous heroes. Even if Yuanfeng was a bit hasty, it can’t be considered a grave mistake! Yuanying sacrificing his life to save him shows their deep brotherhood. Neither of them did anything wrong!”

Taoist Yun responded coolly, “Fine, if you say there’s no fault, then there’s no fault.”

Cai Zhao whispered, “When I leave the mountain someday, I must invite Taoist Yun for a drink.” His retorts were so satisfying!

“Save your breath,” Chang Ning glanced at the girl’s rosy cheeks.

Seeing the tense atmosphere, Qi Yunke quickly interjected, “Sister Luo, this incident was indeed unfortunate. However, what’s done is done. Please try to accept it and move on. I believe Brother Yuanying willingly sacrificed himself to save his junior brother.”

Wang Yuanjing wept, murmuring, “It’s all my fault. I should have gone with them that day.”

“Second Senior Brother was recovering from injuries then. How could you have gone?” The handsome young Taoist quickly defended him.

“No, Senior Brother isn’t dead!” Luo Yuanrong wiped away her tears. “I know it. These past years, I’ve visited every survivor from Mount Dinglu. Not one saw Senior Brother die with their own eyes!”

Her conviction made the crowd hesitate.

Qiu Yuanfeng laughed bitterly. “The last time I looked back before leaving, I saw the Yaoguang demon’s Venomous Snake Heart-Piercing Claw grab Senior Brother’s chest. Ask anyone—has anyone ever survived that attack in decades? Even Master Juefang, the great disciple of Fakong, wasn’t as strong as Senior Brother. Yet one claw from that demon split his skull, killing him instantly!”

The crowd nodded in agreement.

The Venomous Snake Heart-Piercing Claw was infamous back then, said to be fatal without exception. It was Elder Yaoguang’s signature move, still chilling to recall. However, its overwhelming power drained so much energy that even Elder Yaoguang couldn’t use it repeatedly.

Zhou Zhizhen spoke gently, “Sister Luo if Wu truly fell victim to the Venomous Snake Heart-Piercing Claw, there’s no chance he survived. Please try to accept it.”

“If hit directly by the claw, death would be certain,” Luo Yuanrong agreed. “But what if an object shielded Senior Brother? My family has an heirloom, the Mysterious Iron Heart Mirror.” She pointed to the giant gong outside. “It’s made of deep-sea mysterious iron, like that gong. My father left it to me on his deathbed.”

The crowd was stunned.

“Before Senior Brother left that day, I begged him to wear the Heart Mirror under his clothes. I wouldn’t let him leave otherwise,” Luo Yuanrong said sorrowfully. “He finally agreed.”

She raised her head abruptly. “With the Mysterious Iron Heart Mirror, even the Venomous Snake Heart-Piercing Claw might not have been fatal!”

Qiu Yuanfeng, shaken to his core, roared to avoid thinking further, “That’s just your claim! No one has tested it—who knows if your mirror works? Besides, I didn’t know Senior Brother was wearing a heart mirror!”

“Even if Senior Brother died, even if just a corpse, you should have brought him back!” Luo Yuanrong screamed hoarsely. “You’ve always been jealous of Senior Brother, always thinking you’re better, always feeling you’d never succeed with him around. That’s why you abandoned him! You thought with Senior Brother gone, you could inherit Taichu Temple!”

Qiu Yuanfeng trembled with rage. “You… you’re spouting slander! It’s absurd, utterly absurd!”

Zhou Zhizhen interjected, “That’s going too far. At the time, Master Qiu’s skills were far below his Second Senior Brother Wang Yuanjing. By rank and martial arts, Wang should have succeeded as leader after Brother Yuanying. Sister Luo, your accusation is too serious.”

“Exactly! It’s this unrepentant disciple’s stubbornness that got her master killed!” Cang Qiongzi finally reacted, shouting, “I was in the Northwest then, and my senior brother was ill. When we heard of Yuanying’s tragic death, he immediately coughed up blood! This disciple still insisted everyone go to the demonic cult to save someone! He was already dead—what was there to save?”

“Then why did Elder Yaoguang send a message to Master?” Luo Yuanrong cried out.

The crowd was incredulous. Even Master Jingyuan stepped forward, saying sternly, “Master Canghuanzi despises evil. He would never collude with the demonic cult. Miss Luo, mind your words!”

Back then, the righteous and evil factions were already locked in a bloody feud. Anyone suspected of communicating with the enemy would instantly become a foe of the righteous path.

Luo Yuanrong spoke with a trembling voice: “The day after the Mount Dinglu battle, Master received a flying letter from Elder Yaoguang himself. It said Senior Brother wasn’t dead—that demon wanted to exchange him for Elder Kaiyang. Master dared not believe it, but hoped Senior Brother might truly be alive. So he took the letter to Nine Li Mountain to consult Old Patriarch Yin.”

“How many more of these powerful figures does the demonic cult have?” Cai Zhao muttered to himself.

Chang Ning reassured him, “Don’t worry, only two of those seven old monsters are left now.”

The crowd’s attention turned to Qi Yunke.

Qi Yunke sighed reluctantly, “Actually, before the Mount Dinglu incident, the demonic cult’s Elder Kaiyang had already been captured by my master and his peers. He was imprisoned in the dungeon of Wanshui Qianshan Cliff. Elder Yaoguang was quite close to Elder Kaiyang, so…”

Yang Heying exclaimed, “Could it be that Master Canghuanzi wanted Old Patriarch Yin to exchange that demon for his beloved disciple? Surely not. Did Old Patriarch Yin agree?”

“Of course not!” Song Shijun shouted. “Back then, my father-in-law, his senior brother Cheng Hao, and junior brother Wang Dingchuan were known as the ‘Three Elders of Qingfeng.’ They were as close as brothers and renowned. It was to capture the demon Kaiyang that two of the Three Elders of Qingfeng fell! My father-in-law was grief-stricken, bedridden for months—Master Fakong knows this.”

Master Fakong chanted a Buddhist phrase, “Indeed, it was so.”

Everyone in the hall thought: How could they give up the great demon that Qingxue Sect paid for with two Grand Masters’ lives to exchange for Wu Yuanying, especially when they weren’t even sure if he was alive or dead?

Qi Yunke continued, “Master and Elder Canghuanzi had decades of friendship. He shouldn’t have refused, but remembering how Elder Cheng and Uncle Wang died horribly, he found it hard to decide. Finally, the Master decided to accompany Elder Canghuanzi to the meeting. If Brother Wu was truly alive, they planned to work together to capture Elder Yaoguang and rescue Brother Wu. But who knew…”

“There’s nothing more to know,” Cang Qiongzi interrupted. “This whole thing was indeed false—a trap set by that demon from start to finish. My senior brother returned gravely injured from the meeting and passed away soon after. Fortunately, he and Old Patriarch Yin managed to kill the demon Yaoguang together, ridding the martial world of a great evil!”

Qiu Yuanfeng added, “Master spoke clearly on his deathbed—Senior Brother was dead, and we should never believe anything the demonic cult says! Fourth Junior Sister, you were by Master’s sickbed too. Didn’t you hear?”

Cai Zhao was confused and suspicious: “So Elder Yaoguang deceived Elder Canghuanzi? What happened to Elder Kaiyang then?”

“I know this,” Fan Xingjia rarely had a chance to contribute. “Thunder Senior Uncle said that when Elder Kaiyang heard Elder Yaoguang had died, he recklessly tried to escape and was killed at the cliff’s edge that night.”

Cai Zhao exclaimed, “Wow, I didn’t expect such deep brotherly loyalty among evil cult members.”

Chang Ning glanced sideways, “…Loyalty indeed, but brotherly? Not necessarily.”

Cai Zhao didn’t understand, his attention drawn back to Luo Yuanrong’s words.

“I heard,” Luo Yuanrong said calmly. “At the time, I blamed Master in my heart. Only later did I understand—he did it for me. He had no other choice then.”

She continued, “Elder Kaiyang, exchanged for the lives of two Qingxue Sect uncles, couldn’t be traded for Senior Brother. Master was also near death—who would support me after he was gone? People soon forget the dead.”

“The day after Master passed, Uncle took over as sect leader, followed by Third Senior Brother. Those who respected and remembered Senior Brother were gradually pushed out of Taichu Temple.”

“Now, no one remembers him anymore.”

A wave of sadness washed over the crowd. The once-mighty young hero of the righteous path had been forgotten.

Luo Yuanying suddenly raised her head: “But I remember him. I will never, ever forget him!”

“Enough!” Qiu Yuanfeng exploded in anger. “Senior Brother is truly dead. Why do you keep dwelling on this? Show us some irrefutable evidence! Don’t bring up that heart mirror again—who knows if it even works!”

“Ironclad proof? Of course,” Luo Yuanying’s smile was desolate and vengeful. “Without rock-solid evidence, how dare I come to Wanshui Qianshan Cliff today?”

The crowd tensed.

Luo Yuanying turned back: “Wu Gang, Wu Xiong… be careful.”

The two men carefully opened the golden bamboo basket, which seemed to contain a thick, soft blanket. All eyes focused on it as they revealed a person wrapped inside.

They uncovered the head first, then shoulders, chest, abdomen, and then… nothing more.

Nothing more?

Cai Zhao, standing far away, craned his neck curiously to see clearly. Suddenly, he heard Yin Sulian in the main hall let out a terrified scream before fainting.

Everyone finally saw clearly what remained of ‘this person.’

His eyes had been gouged out, tongue cut off, and once-prominent nose flattened, leaving only two holes for breathing. His limbs were severed, leaving just a torso. The body was covered in wounds—even the exposed skin showed signs of whipping, cutting, tendon severing, burning, charring, flesh carving…

Perhaps it could no longer be called a person.

In the hall, only heavy breathing could be heard.

“This… this is…” Yang Heying’s voice trembled, barely recognizable even to himself.

“Brother Yuanying!” Taoist Yun Zhuan cried out, rushing to embrace the ‘person’ like a madman. He wailed, “Brother Yuanying, how did you end up like this? How… how could this happen to you!”

His cry seemed to wake everyone from a nightmare. Many in the hall had met Wu Yuanying before. Despite the passage of twenty years, despite his current horrific state, they could still vaguely recognize that this was indeed Wu Yuanying, once the pride of Taichu Temple!

“The demonic cult is inhuman, worse than beasts!” Song Shijun roared.

Even the usually gentle Zhou Zhizhen gritted his teeth in extreme anger.

Cai Zhao had heard the crowd’s clamor many times today—cheering, mocking, threatening—but none as thunderous as now. Everyone was screaming, lamenting, cursing, exclaiming, creating a deafening uproar!

A fate worse than death had befallen this once-celebrated prodigy.

Cai Zhao felt a chill deep in his core.
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Chaos reigned in Chaoyang Hall for quite some time until Qi Yunke finally used his lion’s roar technique to calm everyone down.

Gradually, silence fell—a deathly, bone-chilling silence.

Cai Zhao’s feet felt icy. He had been wondering how a whole person could fit in that bamboo basket.

Now he understood. It wasn’t a whole person.

Chang Ning held him tightly, her expression grave as she looked towards the main hall.

The monks and nuns began silently reciting scriptures.

Wang Yuanjing finally pushed through the chaotic crowd and threw himself onto Wu Yuanying, weeping bitterly.

Wu Yuanying, with his empty, rotting eye sockets, slowly turned his head. He seemed to recognize his junior brother’s voice and tried with all his might to lean towards him. But with his limbs severed, he could only topple over.

Wang Yuanjing held him tightly, tears streaming down. Wu Yuanying bit onto his wet sleeve, his whole body trembling.

Witnessing this, everyone was overcome with sorrow.

Qiu Yuanfeng stared at Wu Yuanying, his entire body shaking violently. “No, impossible. He was dead. I saw it with my own eyes, I saw it…” He repeated these words as if trying to convince everyone.

Cang Qiongzi’s face turned ashen as he barked, “Enough! Why are you panicking? You made a mistake back then. Who knew Luo’s mirror would work? Who knew Yuanying would survive?”

He turned to Luo Yuanrong, his murky eyes fixed on her. “Yuanrong, let me ask you. Where did you find Yuanying? Where did you get the ‘Rainstorm Thunder’? Your intention to save your senior brother may have been good, but if you colluded with the demonic cult because of this, Taichu Temple wouldn’t tolerate you either. We’ll have to clean house!”

His words sounded righteous, but Wu Yuanying’s horrific state had such a profound impact that everyone knew Cang Qiongzi was just looking for a way out. Many looked at him with disdain.

“I pretended to join the demonic cult,” Luo Yuanrong said calmly. “Three years ago, I had a fierce argument with Third Senior Brother. He beat me severely, and I was only saved by the great hero Chang Haosheng. After recovering, I knew I couldn’t find justice in Taichu Temple. If even my sect wouldn’t believe me, how could other sects? So I changed my name and infiltrated the demonic cult.”

Although Luo Yuanrong was famous as the Ice Fairy, her quiet nature and devotion to Wu Yuanying meant few people had seen her true face, unlike Cai Pingsu who traveled widely.

To gain the demonic cult’s trust, she dared not use her original martial arts.

In her youth, she had heard a girl skilled in disguise techniques say that the most impenetrable disguise comes from thoroughly changing one’s living habits to alter one’s appearance and temperament.

So for a full year, she labored in harsh, remote places, eating the coarsest food, wearing the most tattered clothes, hunching her back, drinking, and gambling. She even pulled out several of her teeth. Finally, she became an old, downtrodden middle-aged woman.

Luo Yuanrong spoke dispassionately as if telling someone else’s story. “The demonic cult has been in chaos these years. I pretended to be deaf and mute, disguising myself as an ugly witch. From the Youming Huangdao to the Sacrifice Altar, through vast dungeons and prisons, I searched for two full years before finally learning of Senior Brother’s whereabouts.”

“It turns out Elder Yaoguang’s attack didn’t kill Senior Brother, so he thought of exchanging him and hastily left with the severely injured Senior Brother. Later, when Elder Yaoguang was killed by my master and Old Patriarch Yin, Senior Brother was left in Youming Huangdao’s prison, forgotten by all.”

“After Cai Pingsu killed Nie Hengcheng, the demonic cult fell into chaos, with infighting for many years. No one remembered who was still in the prison. Those guarding the underground cells were vile creatures. With no one to restrain them, they dared not open the cell doors but amused themselves by mocking and torturing the prisoners when bored. For over a decade, Senior Brother endured a fate worse than death, mutilated inch by inch into his current state…”

The heroes in the hall could barely contain themselves, either silently weeping or gritting their teeth in anger.

Even Song Shijun’s eyes reddened as he clenched his fists in indignation.

Luo Yuanrong stood rigidly in the center of the hall, her face streaked with tears. She dared not turn her head, fearing that seeing Wu Yuanying would make her cry uncontrollably.

“I stole the two ‘Rainstorm Pear Blossoms’ from a disciple of Elder Tianxuan. I never intended to seriously injure anyone, so I removed half of the poison beforehand.”

Master Jingyuan wanted to speak several times but ultimately remained silent.

Master Fakong sighed, “Miss Luo’s actions show she hasn’t strayed from the righteous path. This incident is truly regrettable. After Nie Hengcheng’s death, the demonic cult was leaderless. If we had known Wu was still alive then, even if we had to use some less than honorable methods, we might have been able to rescue him.”

Although the old monk was a Buddhist, his words were full of human sentiment. Many shared this thought, and now felt even more regret for Wu Yuanying. Their pity for Wu Yuanying doubled into contempt and hatred for Cang Qiongzi and Qiu Yuanfeng.

If they had believed Luo Yuanrong and sought help from their righteous allies, the outcome might have been different.

Cang Qiongzi gritted his teeth, “Yuanying’s fate is indeed tragic, but what could Yuanfeng have done on Mount Dinglu? It took the combined efforts of Old Patriarch Yin and my senior brother to kill that old villain Yaoguang. If Yuanfeng had gone back, it would have been certain death!”

Everyone could hear that he was already subtly yielding to Luo Yuanrong.

Luo Yuanrong laughed coldly through her tears, “Uncle, don’t be hasty. What I’ve uncovered over these years is more than just a little. Do you remember the Twin Heroes of Lingnan? Not everyone escaped that great battle. Many were injured and left behind, but not all died. Some fainted among the corpses and survived—I found them all and questioned them thoroughly.”

Cang Qiongzi was stunned, while Qiu Yuanfeng’s face turned pale.

Luo Yuanrong continued, “That day, Senior Brother turned back to save Third Brother and became entangled with the old villain Yaoguang. The Twin Heroes of Lingnan weren’t dead then. Though severely injured, they saw Senior Brother fighting for his life and still struggled to attack the villain.”

The Lingnan sect members listening couldn’t help but shed tears. The Twin Heroes were the most outstanding of their generation, and they had perished on Mount Dinglu.

“Third Brother, what you saw in your last glance back wasn’t just the old villain Yaoguang grabbing Senior Brother, was it? The Twin Heroes of Lingnan, knowing their internal organs were ruptured and they couldn’t survive, threw caution to the wind. While Senior Brother was fighting fiercely with the villain, one of them grabbed the villain’s legs in a death grip, while the other grappled his upper body from behind…”

Everyone held their breath. The hall was suffocatingly quiet as the extremely dangerous scene from that day seemed to unfold before their eyes.

Luo Yuanrong stepped forward, glaring venomously, “Qiu Yuanfeng, let me ask you: Given the situation then if you had turned back to help, could you have rescued Senior Brother?”

Qiu Yuanfeng stumbled backward, sweat dripping.

“Yes, the old villain Yaoguang’s Venomous Snake Heart-Piercing Claw was incredibly fierce. But he had already used it twice. Would he dare use it a third time immediately? The technique drained immense energy, and the villain was already wounded by Third Brother’s sword. Using his ultimate move thrice would have left him severely injured, if not dead! In that situation, if just one more expert had joined the fight, the old villain Yaoguang would have been wary!”

“If so, you could have rescued Senior Brother! But you fled, disappearing without a trace, leaving Senior Brother to fall into evil hands!” Luo Yuanrong choked with emotion, “You cowardly, despicable person! Senior Brother was ruined because of someone like you, wasting all the years he spent caring for his junior brothers!”

Qiu Yuanfeng was distraught, “No, it’s not like that! I didn’t intentionally harm Senior Brother. I truly thought he had no chance of survival, that’s why I fled…”

In his panic, he saw the contemptuous looks from the crowd around him. Even Cang Qiongzi lowered his head, avoiding his gaze.

Luo Yuanrong pressed on, “For years, you’ve acted righteously indignant and unyielding, selfish and self-serving. Even when you acted improperly, people just said you were straightforward and true to yourself. Only I knew you were calculating and valued your life above all!”

“As soon as Master died, you incited your followers, saying Second Brother hadn’t contributed in the Mount Dinglu battle, that he was enjoying undeserved benefits without merit. After Uncle lost his legs, you deliberately flattered him, constantly saying you wanted to become his disciple and avenge his beloved disciples. That’s why Uncle passed most of his skills to you!”

Song Shijun suddenly realized, “I wondered how he defeated Brother Yuanjing so easily in last year’s Taichu Temple competition. So he inherited Elder Cang Qiongzi’s skills!” He had been watching from the guest seats then, puzzled by the result, and hadn’t even had a chance to make his prepared sarcastic comments.

Luo Yuanrong approached Qiu Yuanfeng, her smile cruel and satisfied: “Indeed, do you all wonder how our great hero Qiu suddenly increased his power in just a few months? This waste couldn’t catch up to Senior Brother and Second Brother in a hundred years on his own. He relied on groveling and flattering, fawning on Uncle like a slave!”

Qiu Yuanfeng retreated to the altar, drenched in cold sweat. The crowd’s mocking, accusing, and contemptuous gazes seemed to strip away his skin, revealing his ugly, bloody shell. Even the Taichu Temple disciples kept their distance as if avoiding a plague.

Cang Qiongzi sighed, “Enough, Yuanrong, enough! Yuanfeng has made mistakes, he’s a coward. Let him return to Taichu Temple for you to punish, even strip him of his position as leader. You’re still a Taichu Temple disciple, please save some face for our sect!”

Master Fakong also said, “Miss Luo, what’s done is done. Later generations can only regret but can’t change the past. Please look to the future. If you don’t mind, you could entrust Master Wu to our temple. I dare say we’ll do our best to treat him, to make his future days more comfortable…”

Even the compassionate old monk couldn’t continue. Everyone saw Wu Yuanying’s tragic state and wondered what treatment could improve his condition.

Master Jingyuan added, “If Miss Luo and Master Wu find Changchun Temple inconvenient, Xuankong Nunnery, though small, can accommodate you.” She guessed Luo Yuanrong wouldn’t want to leave Wu Yuanying, but as a woman, it wouldn’t be appropriate for her to stay in a temple. It would be better for both to go to Xuankong Nunnery. Given Wu Yuanying’s current state, it wouldn’t affect the nuns’ reputation.

For the usually stern Master Jingyuan to say this was quite remarkable.

Hearing these words of pity, Luo Yuanrong could no longer hold back. She fell to the ground, weeping bitterly.

Through her tears, she recalled Wu Yuanying’s handsome, heroic smile that morning long ago. He had laughed, telling her not to worry, saying he’d be back soon. But from that departure, he never returned.

To the righteous heroes, Wu Yuanying might have been just a young hero, a friend to chat with, a chivalrous figure who fought injustice, a sigh in casual conversation, an occasional fleeting memory, a regretful reminiscence blurred by time.

But to Luo Yuanrong, Wu Yuanying was her life’s most intense, bone-deep love, a devotion she wouldn’t abandon even through a thousand deaths, a beloved she would never forget for all eternity.

For over a decade, she watched as Wu Yuanying’s traces were erased one by one as if he had never existed.

Only one person in the world kept insisting “He’s not dead,” but no one listened.

Luo Yuanrong slowly stood up and bowed to everyone, “Today, Senior Brother’s and my grievances have been cleared. I thank you all for your help.”

Hearing this, everyone in the hall felt deeply ashamed, knowing they hadn’t helped Luo Yuanrong at all.

Luo Yuanrong walked to Cang Qiongzi’s side and bowed slightly, “Uncle, I’ve been stubborn and obstinate these years. Please don’t blame me.”

Cang Qiongzi sighed, “It’s good that you understand. We must always consider our sect’s reputation… Ah!” His eyes widened in shock as he clutched his throat, blood gushing between his fingers, making gurgling sounds.

Luo Yuanrong held a short knife, saying coldly, “This is how stubborn and obstinate I am, Uncle. I’m sure you won’t blame me.”

Before the crowd could react, Luo Yuanrong pulled out a black “Rainstorm Thunder” from her chest and leaped towards Qiu Yuanfeng, throwing it at lightning speed.

A deafening explosion erupted, far more powerful than before, as if the entire Chaoyang Hall might collapse.

As the smoke cleared, among the scattered debris, they saw Qiu Yuanfeng with his abdomen burst open, half his body charred, blood flowing from his ears, eyes, and nose.

Luo Yuanrong’s legs were also torn open, exposing bone. Yet she determinedly embraced Wu Yuanying’s mutilated body. Before Qi Yunke and others could approach to inquire, two muffled groans were heard, and both Luo Yuanrong and Wu Yuanying went still.

Qi Yunke and others were shocked. They moved Luo Yuanrong aside to find identical daggers deeply embedded where their bodies met. Though they couldn’t live together, they sought to die together. All who saw this sighed.

Cang Qiongzi had already died, while Qiu Yuanfeng was still rolling and wailing in the rubble.

Qi Yunke, Song Shijun, and Zhou Zhizhen exchanged glances, all sharing the same thought.

Song Shijun said, “A quicker end would be better. It’s a shame for Sister Yuanrong though. I think she wanted Qiu to suffer more.”

Zhou Zhizhen shook his head, “We can’t delay. It’s not just Taichu Temple losing face now. Brother Yunke, if you’re uncomfortable, I can do it.”

Qi Yunke hesitated, then smiled bitterly, “I’m truly an incompetent sect leader.” He walked to Qiu Yuanfeng and placed his right palm on the Baihui acupoint on his head. Blood was flowing from Qiu Yuanfeng’s nose, his pupils dilated, mumbling, “One moment of weakness, how could I have been so foolish…”

Qi Yunke looked at Song Shijun and Zhou Zhizhen. They had heard these words too and slowly shook their heads. Qi Yunke channeled his energy, and Qiu Yuanfeng died instantly.

He stood up and said, “Qiu Yuanfeng of Taichu Temple betrayed trust and harmed his fellow disciples. Today I take his life to uphold the Six Sects’ principles. Does anyone object?”

The decision made jointly by the three leaders of the Northern Chen sects to take Qiu Yuanfeng’s life first and then ask for opinions implied that ‘outsiders should mind their own business’. The crowd naturally had no objections. Even the sarcastic Taoist Yun Zhuan remained silent.

Watching Wang Yuanjing lead disciples to silently collect the four corpses, Cai Zhao felt deeply saddened.

He said softly, “Just a while ago, Taichu Temple was so arrogant and domineering. In such a short time, they’ve lost four people and their reputation is ruined. It’s truly a case of extreme joy breeding sorrow.”

Chang Ning gently brushed off the debris from Cai Zhao’s body, “You think only Taichu Temple has lost face? All six Northern Chen sects have been thoroughly embarrassed.”

“Don’t gloat, please. Sigh, your father was truly a good person. He had no real connection to Taichu Temple, yet he was willing to treat Lady Luo. Why don’t good people live long?”

Chang Ning remained silent.

Cai Zhao looked up to see Song Yuzhiu leading disciples to examine the remains of the “Rainstorm Pear Blossom”. Confused, he asked, “Why is there such a big difference between these ‘Rainstorm Pear Blossoms’?”

Chang Ning glanced up, “It seems Luo Yuanrong stole three ‘Rainstorm Thunders’ in total. She removed half the poison from the first two and distributed it among three; then she took the poison needles from those three and put them into the first two.”

Cai Zhao worried, “The demonic cult is truly formidable. Even the hidden weapons left by the dead are so powerful.”

Chang Ning’s expression was indifferent, “That was in the past. Now the demonic cult is too busy with internal strife. Back then, Nie Hengcheng wasn’t particular. He recruited all sorts of demons and monsters as long as they had skills. They say he could keep them in check.”

“So the current demonic cult leader doesn’t recruit powerful monsters because he can’t control them?”

“It’s an acting leader.”

“All right, acting leader.”

“Of course, he can’t control them. That’s why my father says it’s good that Nie Zhe is sitting in the leader’s position—he has no real ability, so he doesn’t dare recruit powerful subordinates.”

At this moment, Wu Yuanying’s body was carried past them. Cai Zhao suddenly felt stifled, “It’s too stuffy in here. I want to get some fresh air.”

Chang Ning naturally accompanied him.

As they were about to step over the high threshold of Chaoyang Hall, they suddenly heard a loud bell from outside.

Those inside the hall naturally heard it too.

Zeng Dalou reported to Qi Yunke very awkwardly, “Master, the time for the sacrificial ceremony has passed.”

Cai Zhao felt the ceremony was truly inauspicious and didn’t want to stay. He turned and stepped out of Chaoyang Hall.

At this time, the sun was high in the sky, with clear blue heavens. The bright sunlight fell directly on the facade of the Muwei Palace group, illuminating the shadows hidden in the corners of the eaves, making everything clear and visible.

[End of Volume One]
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The bicentennial grand ceremony for the Northern Chen Patriarch was originally intended to demonstrate the six sects’ powerful influence. It aimed to intimidate the demonic cult and show off to other righteous sects. However, the ceremony took unexpected turns, ultimately backfiring. Not only did it reveal the discord among the six sects, but it also culminated in Wu Yuanying’s shocking and tragic incident.

As Cai Zhao said, the ceremony was truly ill-fated.

Originally, a three-day feast was planned after the ceremony. Now, seeing the embarrassment and displeasure of the Northern Chen Six Sects, the gathered sects on Wanshui Qianshan Cliff hastily bid farewell, not even staying for dinner. Although the innkeepers in Qingque Town wore faces like indebted corpses, their food couldn’t possibly be poisonous enough to kill.

The empathetic Changchun Temple left first. Before departing, Master Fakong glanced at the magnificent Muwei Palace and suddenly told Cai Pingchun, “This old monk has been thinking of your elder sister lately.”

Enlightened Master Juexing didn’t leave with them. As planned, he took his sister Ning Xiaofeng, nephew Cai Han, and a pile of luggage to visit the gravely ill Lady Ning. Before the nuns of Xuankong Nunnery left, he enthusiastically invited Master Jingyuan to join them, suggesting it might be the last chance to see her old friend. Unexpectedly, this invitation earned him a lecture from Master Jingyuan about how “monastics should be detached from worldly affairs.”

After Master Jingyuan left, Enlightened Master Juexing told the Cai siblings, “Monastics are born of parents too. If we’re supposed to sever all family ties to leave the secular world, we might as well give up the gardens and orchards around the temples and all go begging together.”

There was a significant age gap between Juexing and Ning Xiaofeng. Before Ning Xiaofeng even entered the martial world, Juexing had already completed his training. Reportedly, in his youth, the master had spent six years as a wandering monk.

For the first three years, he roamed freely in the martial world, indulging in both virtuous and questionable activities. He fought frequently and consumed plenty of meat and wine.

In the latter three years, he focused on helping common people in towns and villages, specializing in resolving conflicts between mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law, sisters-in-law, and brothers dividing family property.

Had Nie Hengcheng not suddenly turned against them, forcing Changchun Temple to urgently recall him as a guardian, Juexing might have established a “Dirty Clothes Branch” of Changchun Temple, guaranteeing even more flourishing business than the main temple.

Naturally, Taichu Observatory was the first of the six sects to leave. Everyone understood why, so no one tried to stop them. Only Qi Yunke pulled Wang Yuanjing aside to offer some words of encouragement, urging him not to be discouraged and to work hard to restore the sect’s reputation.

The severely injured Wu Gang and Wu Xiong stayed on Wanshui Qianshan Cliff to recover. Once healed, they could go wherever they wished.

This decision was the result of discussions among Qi Zhou and others. These two were Wu Yuanying’s cousins, raised and taught by him in Taichu Observatory since childhood. They were undoubtedly loyal to their elder cousin. Although Qiu Yuanfeng was dead, his close disciples might still harbor resentment towards these two. If any further incidents occurred, it would only worsen Taichu Observatory’s reputation.

Next to leave were Guangtian Gate and Siqimen.

Song Shijun was eager to reorganize his sect. After this trip, he resolved to treat corrupt managers, big and small, with winter’s merciless cold; to show midsummer’s passionate warmth to the widows and orphans of Leigong Village; and finally, to prune the disciples within the sect like autumn winds sweeping away fallen leaves, determined to rid the sect of rebellious and resentful individuals like Qiu Yuanfeng.

Yang Heying left because his young son was frightened and clamoring to go home. As a doting father, the sect leader naturally complied.

The people of Peiqiong Manor were the most courteous. They helped the disciples of the Qingque Sect clean up the mess in Chaoyang Hall before bidding farewell.

Zhou Zhizhen patted Cai Zhao’s head, telling her to come to Peiqiong Manor if she couldn’t stay in Qingque Sect.

Zhou Zhixian patted Cai Zhao’s head, reminding her to eat well and not catch a cold.

Zhou Yuqian and Zhou Yukun, grinning, tried to pat Cai Zhao’s head too but were fiercely slapped away by her.

Next to leave was Luoying Valley.

Cai Pingchun, after seeing off Enlightened Master Juexing and his family, was in no hurry to return to the valley. He planned to first visit the ruins of the attacked Changjiawu Fortress, then discuss with Qi Yunke about avenging the Chang family.

Finally, only Cai Zhao remained.

She stood blankly in front of Wanshui Qianshan Cliff for a long time, watching people on the iron chains walk further and further away until they disappeared into the thick fog.

Chang Ning, knowing this was her first time away from her parents and relatives, tried to comfort her: “Try to think positively. Everyone has to grow up and become independent eventually. Look at me, I’ve lost my family and home, but I’m still doing fine.”

Cai Zhao replied, “… Please, in the future, don’t use your mouth to comfort people.”

Cai Zhao finally saw the Chunling Cottage that Qi Yunke had meticulously prepared for her. Indeed, the house was exquisite, and the scenery was beautiful, with flowers and trees in front and a stream behind. In spring, one could appreciate flowers; in summer, one could fish. Cai Zhao was delighted by the sight. The only drawback was its proximity to other disciples’ residences, especially Song Yuzhi’s. Their homes were separated only by a small stream and two rows of green bamboo. If Qi Lingbo were to harass Song Yuzhi, Song Yuzhi would only need to shout once for Cai Zhao to come to the rescue.

Chang Ning strongly disagreed with Cai Zhao living there and insisted she stay near his residence for close protection.

Cai Zhao naturally objected, preferring Chang Ning to move into Chunling Cottage instead. However, Chang Ning argued vehemently—

“Do you know why Wu Yuanying ended up in such a miserable state?”

“… Because the demonic cult is cruel.”

“Has the demonic cult only become cruel today? We need to look more at our faults,” Chang Ning said earnestly.

“Because Qiu Yuanfeng was despicable and fickle, and Canqiong Zi was too selfish?”

“Wrong! Most people are evil; good people are the minority. Qiu Yuanfeng and Canqiong Zi are just ordinary in their wickedness. Taichu Observatory’s biggest mistake was choosing the wrong friends!”

Cai Zhao looked puzzled.

Chang Ning asked her, “If that Kaiyang Elder was captured by your great-uncle at the cost of his life, would your aunt and father be willing to exchange him for Wu Yuanying?”

“Of course they would!” Cai Zhao said firmly. “In my aunt’s heart, a hundred evil people aren’t worth one good person. At worst, they could secretly take some measures to cripple that old villain before the exchange. As long as it saves Wu Daxia, it’s worth it.”

“You see, that’s the difference,” Chang Ning sneered. “Old Sect Leader Yin wouldn’t agree.”

He continued, “Even if Luoying Valley had no hostages to exchange if Canghuang Zi had been willing to put aside his prejudices and sincerely ask your aunt for help back then, would someone like Lady Cai have ignored the request?”

Cai Zhao considered her aunt’s character and murmured, “At the very least, she would have personally gone to check on Wu Daxia’s life or death.”

Chang Ning said, “Your aunt might struggle to kill Nie Hengcheng, but escaping unscathed after dealing with a few elders wouldn’t be a problem. Besides, back then she had plenty of hot-blooded, trouble-seeking brothers by her side.”

Cai Zhao thought about it and agreed with Chang Ning’s assessment.

Chang Ning continued, “It was just a broken sword, yet Canghuang Zi and his disciples felt they had lost face. They were too proud to lower themselves to ask for help. Instead, they treated that old fox Yin Dai as a close friend, not realizing that he had been slippery for decades. He might help with small matters, but how could he be relied upon for big issues?”

“Is it really necessary to go on about this? It’s just about where to live. Why such a long lecture?” Cai Zhao said, “What are you trying to say? If you keep beating around the bush, I’m leaving.”

Chang Ning frowned, “Don’t you think you should stay away from people who aren’t worth befriending? Canghuang Zi and his two disciples ended up in such a miserable state precisely because they made the wrong friends. Haven’t you learned anything from this?”

Cai Zhao had indeed learned something, but not what Chang Ning was saying.

She slowly said, “My aunt once said, ‘Don’t mock pitiful people. Even if pitiful people have detestable aspects, they’re already suffering the consequences of their actions. Others shouldn’t mock them.'”

“…” Now it was Chang Ning’s turn to learn something. He was moved and said, “Lady Cai truly has a compassionate heart.”

“I like hearing that,” Cai Zhao smiled. “All right, I’ll have my belongings moved to your place.”

Chang Ning: “… Why did you agree so quickly?”

“Harmony breeds wealth—besides if I don’t agree, you’ll cry and make a fuss until I do. Might as well save some energy,” Cai Zhao said, turning her back to him with an air of precocious nonchalance.

Chang Ning’s residence was called Qingjing Study. It was nestled against a mountain facing a forest, quite secluded. To the right was a medical pavilion, convenient for brewing and obtaining medicines. To the left was a hot spring tucked in a mountain hollow, perfect for cultivating and detoxifying. It could be said that Sect Leader Qi had taken great care of this son of an old friend. Unfortunately, there was an unruly mother-daughter pair nearby causing trouble, which was beyond his control.

Opposite Chang Ning’s quarters was a row of vacant rooms. Cai Zhao asked Fan Xingjia to send people to clean and tidy them up, then had her servants move in the luggage that hadn’t yet been unpacked.

The staff left behind by Ning Xiaofeng were all very capable. Without disturbing the Qingque Sect’s managers, two maids and several other servants quietly put the empty rooms and the storage rooms behind them in order. They even set up two small red clay stoves to brew tea and burn incense, which could also be used to decoct medicine for Chang Ning.

By the time Zeng Dalou came running to dissuade them, Qingjing Study had been completely transformed. Curtains fluttered gently, a subtle fragrance filled the air, beds and tables, cups and plates were clean and bright. A beautiful young girl dozed in a rocking chair on the porch, exuding a warm and soft atmosphere.

“Where’s Chang Ning?” Zeng Dalou looked around.

The round-faced maid replied, “Young Master Chang is cultivating to heal his injuries in the inner room. Our young mistress is watching over him outside.”

Zeng Dalou scratched his head. “Zhao Zhao should still stay at Chunling Cottage… This arrangement doesn’t seem quite right.”

The oval-faced maid said, “The young miss said she’d report to the Sect Leader herself. Others needn’t concern themselves.”

At a loss for words, Zeng Dalou fell silent. Fan Xingjia stepped in to ease the tension, “Have you two been serving my junior sister since childhood? What are your names?”

The round-faced maid was called Furong, and the oval-faced one was Feicui. Cai Zhao had named them both.

Fan Xingjia praised, “Your names suit you well. Junior sister chose them wisely.”

Furong explained, “Actually, I was originally called Furong Tofu, and she was Feicui Shrimp. When we grew older, the young miss found these names too long and planned to shorten them by two characters each. Fortunately, the elder miss intervened, or we’d have ended up as Tofu and Shrimp.”

Feicui added, “Poor Sister Xiajiao. She’s married with children now, but everyone still just calls her Xiajiao.”

Fan Xingjia was speechless.

Zeng Dalou had no choice but to report to Qi Yunke.

Qi Yunke didn’t object, as he wanted Chang Ning to receive proper protection. He only regretted that Cai Zhao wouldn’t have spacious and comfortable accommodations. He decided to keep Chunling Cottage reserved for Cai Zhao, allowing her to move there once Chang Ning recovered.

Moreover, Qi Yunke had a friendly chat with his young disciple about her future life in the sect. “Since you’re here, why not train with your fellow disciples? You’ll make friends and improve your skills. Wouldn’t that be wonderful?”

Cai Zhao declined, saying that since she didn’t plan to roam the martial world in the future, there was no need to socialize with martial artists. She preferred to live in seclusion. “Just consider me a temporary resident in Qingque Sect. After three years, I’ll leave to get married. You must come to my wedding feast. Oh, and may I borrow books from the library? If I don’t understand something, I’ll come ask you.”

Qi Yunke sighed. What else could he do but agree?

The day after the failed ceremony, Cai Zhao performed the discipleship ritual. She knelt, kowtowed, burned incense, recited vows, and acknowledged the rules and ancestors. Qi Yunke muttered, asking the Three Pure Ones to bless young Miss Cai and keep her from causing trouble in the sect.

Based on his experience, even if trouble tried to avoid Cai Pingshushu, she would forcibly drag it out. He hoped Zhao Zhao’s luck wouldn’t resemble her aunt’s. Amitabha Buddha.

That night’s discipleship feast was exceptionally lavish. Apart from dragon liver, phoenix gall, thousand-year tortoise soup, and wine brewed from mermaid tears, everything else was available. This was because all the rare ingredients originally prepared for the three-day feast were used here.

Watching the disciples toast Cai Zhao, Qi Lingbo felt as if she’d swallowed a fly. Unable to eat, she twisted her slender waist and sobbed into Yin Sulian’s embrace, trying to turn her against Cai Zhao.

Despite her apparent glory, Cai Zhao faced three challenges during the meal.

The first was the Second Senior Brother Dai Fengchi. He claimed to want to “exchange martial arts with Junior Sister Cai,” but his eyes kept darting towards Qi Lingbo, who was crying in Yin Sulian’s arms—clearly, he was there to avenge his love interest.

Cai Zhao laughed, “If we compete and I win, I’ll send pigeons overnight to spread the news across half the martial world that a sheltered girl beat the famous ‘Wind-Chasing Swordsman’ Dai on her first day at the mountain. If I lose, I’ll cry to Master daily, saying you bullied me—Second Senior Brother, think carefully. There’s no taking back an arrow once it’s shot.”

Dai Fengchi froze. He wasn’t afraid of beating Cai Zhao; even if Master scolded him, it would be worth it to please Qi Lingbo. But if he lost… that would be truly embarrassing, and he wasn’t confident he could win.

His sycophant stepped forward, “How can friendly matches between sect members be spread across the world? Junior Sister Cai seems narrow-minded…”

“Lowly hands shouldn’t speak. Can you step aside?” Chang Ning’s handsome eyes were full of mockery. “Senior Brother Dai, see? I dare not interrupt.” The implication was clear: if Dai Fengchi couldn’t control his lackey, Chang Ning would step in.

Dai Fengchi, having experienced Chang Ning’s “eloquence” before, immediately said, “Junior Brother Cui, step back.” Then he pretended, “Since Junior Sister Cai is unwilling, let’s forget about the match.”

The second challenger was Song Yuzhi.

The hall was brightly lit, with pearls gleaming on the palace walls, illuminating this handsome man’s graceful figure and cold, upright demeanor.

He genuinely wanted to “exchange martial arts,” but Cai Zhao still rejected him outright.

Song Yuzhi was bewildered. “Why?”

“I don’t compete with engaged men,” Cai Zhao smiled sweetly. “It prevents jealous fiancées from causing trouble later.” Throughout history, countless rivals have become lovers after fighting, and Qi Lingbo was particularly troublesome.

Song Yuzhi’s gaze flickered. In the lamplight, the young girl’s bright teeth and clear eyes exuded a carefree spirit, like a pure mountain breeze.

He drained his cup silently and said no more after sitting down.

Chang Ning was still displeased. He felt Song Yuzhi had looked at Cai Zhao for too long, his gaze somewhat unfaithful. He wished he had already recovered so he could show the Cai girl that firefly light couldn’t compare to the bright moon!

Unfortunately, he couldn’t.

The last challenger was Ding Zhuo.

Ding Zhuo didn’t even bring a wine cup. He stood straight as a sword blade before Cai Zhao: “There’s an open space behind the mountain where I often practice. We can compete there without spectators, and no one needs to know the outcome.”

Cai Zhao recognized the martial artist’s fervor in Ding Zhuo’s eyes—not for fame or gain, not even caring about winning or losing, but purely for martial arts improvement.

She thought for a moment and replied, “All right. But give me a few days. I’ve been lazy since leaving Luoying Valley and need to limber up before I can face you.”

Ding Zhuo’s handsome face relaxed. He knew that although Cai Zhao was young, she understood that the way of martial arts shouldn’t be taken lightly, unlike the reckless Qi Lingbo.

Legend had it that top-tier martial artists would choose mountaintops among clouds for their battles, purify themselves with incense, and fast for three days to show respect for their opponents. Now, people insist on having spectators, creating a noisy, circus-like atmosphere.

Many pampered children in prestigious sects, raised with the best resources and training environments, never understood the true meaning of martial arts—the only creed that set them apart from ordinary people.

It was still manageable for men; if they didn’t work hard, they might be marginalized or even expelled from the sect to become commoners. Women, however, had the option of marriage, which often became an excuse for laziness in training.

He had always looked down on such people, regardless of gender.

But Cai Zhao was different. Though she dressed somewhat too elaborately, her eyes held the sharp spirit of a true martial artist.

“Then, in ten days, I’ll humbly await your arrival, Junior Sister,” Ding Zhuo said resolutely.

Cai Zhao replied, “It’s a deal.”
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As dawn broke the next day, Cai Zhao was already up.

Like many mornings spent with her aunt, she began her routine. Sitting in meditation, she circulated her qi, focused her mind, and cleared her meridians. In the stillness, she listened to her own slow, steady breathing, feeling the energy flow through her channels. Repeatedly, it surged through the acupoints in her body. The familiar pain struck her, neither too fast nor too slow. As aches, soreness, and slight cracking sounds emanated from her joints and muscles, she gradually learned to endure it. This pain, oddly comforting, gave her the courage to stand fearlessly before anyone.

Although the core techniques of the Six Northern Sects stemmed from the same origin, subtle changes had occurred during the two hundred years of separate inheritances. Throughout generations, exceptionally gifted individuals would often incorporate their unique insights into their sect’s core methods. Generally speaking, once one had grasped the basics, cultivation became a personal journey.

Cai Pingsu once said, “True mastery is sixty percent innate talent and forty percent cultivation. If victory could be achieved merely through secret manuals, why would the successive leaders of the Qingque Sect always groom their children to be the sect’s elite before passing on the leadership?”

Rumor had it that this candid remark led Cai Pingsu to offend Yin Dai and his daughter. However, she had offended many people throughout her life and never dwelled on it.

Naturally, disciples from powerful backgrounds often gained access to better cultivation resources, such as rare treasures for nurturing marrow and clearing meridians, or blessings from elders to stabilize their minds and temperaments. Nevertheless, over the past hundred years, many unknown individuals have risen like stars, shaking the world. For instance, Qi Yunke came from an unremarkable group of outer disciples in the Qingque Sect.

Cai Pingsu welcomed such situations. From a young age, she delighted in sharing advanced techniques with newly acquainted fellow disciples. As long as they were upright and chivalrous, she believed the more people who could cultivate righteously, the better.

For this, her elders warned her countless times. Even Fakong didn’t side with her, advising, “Mastering extraordinary skills is easy, but truly knowing a person is difficult. You view the world with a clear sky’s heart, but even the sky has storms and haze.”

Cai Zhao opened her eyes and accepted the soft, warm towel Furong handed her, wiping the cool sweat from her forehead.

She exhaled softly, feeling refreshed and at ease. The energy in her dantian flowed smoothly, and apart from a slight soreness in her muscles and bones, the fatigue and irritation from the past two days had vanished.

After a full two hours of cultivation, it was nearly midday. Cai Zhao asked what Chang Ning was doing. Feicui replied, “Young Master Chang hasn’t left his room all morning. After breakfast, he went to his room and asked not to be disturbed.”

Puzzled, Cai Zhao inquired about it during lunch. Chang Ning, unusually quiet, finally answered after a long pause, “I was cultivating to heal my injuries. It seems to have had some effect.”

“That’s good news,” Cai Zhao said, not thinking much of it. She then turned to Furong and asked, “Did anyone come to cause trouble this morning?”

Furong replied with a smile, “Four sneaky fellows came at dawn with a bag of spiders, intending to release them near Young Master Chang’s quarters. Feicui thought that since they liked such things, she sprinkled some powder on them. Now, snakes, insects, rats, and ants within three feet will chase after them. They fled, jumping and yelping.”

Satisfied, Cai Zhao said, “Well done, Feicui. Have extra shrimp at lunch to replenish yourself.”

Feicui walked away, her face turning green.

Chang Ning, who had seemed lost in thought, only came to when Feicui rushed out of the room. He said gently, “Miss Furong, please convey my thanks to Miss Feicui.”

After Furong left, Cai Zhao finally noticed Chang Ning’s unusual behavior and asked what was wrong. He replied, “Would you accompany me to the Medicine Pavilion this afternoon? I’d like to consult Uncle Lei about something.”

They agreed, and after lunch, they strolled to the Medicine Pavilion. At the entrance, Cai Zhao noticed a small, exquisite bamboo fence in the corner, enclosing about a dozen fluffy yellow ducklings waddling about, quacking adorably. Some even had small, colorful bows tied to their heads. Cai Zhao paused, gazing at the ducklings with affection for a moment.

Entering the Medicine Pavilion, Cai Zhao finally met the legendary Uncle Lei.

Uncle Lei’s real name was Lei Xiuming, the only one of the former Sect Leader Yin Dai’s seven original disciples who remained in the sect. Like Fan Xingjia, he excelled in qi cultivation and medicine preparation. Over ten years ago, during a major battle against the Evil Sect, he was severely injured, losing an eye and the use of one foot. Now he needed a cane to walk.

“It was the Sect Leader who risked his life to dig me out from a pile of corpses,” Lei Xiuming said, sitting alone in the medicine room. His frame was thin and frail, and his once-handsome face was covered in scars. A delicately embroidered eye patch covered his left eye.

“He was the Master’s specially admitted last disciple. Initially, we all looked down on him. Cai Pingsu was right; he was stronger than all seven of us,” Lei Xiuming’s gaze shifted to Cai Zhao. “Your eyes and forehead resemble Cai Pingsu’s.”

His voice suddenly lowered, “Now, even she is gone… Did your aunt ever mention me to you?”

“She did,” Cai Zhao replied calmly. “Aunt said you were particular about your clothes and accessories, and prone to melancholy. You’d sulk for a long time over trivial matters. Because my aunt ‘borrowed’ two of your outfits and a jade crown, you were so angry that you refused to speak to her for ages.”

“Two outfits, two outfits…” Lei Xiuming raised his hand to touch his scarred face. “Was that ‘borrowing’?! I wasn’t with Elder Brother Pei on a mission to Qiong Mountain Manor, only to have the misfortune of running into your aunt when she planned to disguise herself as a man to roam the jianghu. My robes fit her perfectly, so she took them without even asking!”

“…Didn’t my aunt leave a snow lotus as a thank-you gift? She said your clothes and accessories were particularly eye-catching.”

“How could they not be? When your mother saw Cai Pingsu wearing my robes, she was so stunned she couldn’t walk straight and insisted on marrying her. Later, when your mother found out your aunt was a woman, she couldn’t bring herself to blame your aunt. Instead, she came and scolded me, saying it was all my fault for lending the robes that caused her misunderstanding—truly a case of being blamed for no reason. Who could I complain to?” Lei Xiuming gritted his teeth.

Chang Ning suddenly said, “So, Senior Lei’s past isn’t all about sorrow and pain.”

Lei Xiuming was taken aback, a trace of melancholy appearing on his face. “Indeed, there were quite a few amusing incidents as well.”

He turned to look at Cai Zhao again: “I miss your aunt dearly. I should have seen her off when she left, but I couldn’t bring myself to step out of Wanshui Qianshan Cliff. I’ve regretted it for three years.”

Cai Zhao lowered her head: “Uncle, there’s no need to dwell on such things. Death is like a candle being extinguished. Whether you saw her off or not, my aunt wouldn’t mind.”

Lei Xiuming said, “The day before yesterday, your mother came to see me before she left. Not only did she kick down my door, but she also vividly described Wu Yuanying’s tragic state three times. In the end, she told me to cherish what I have and not be ungrateful. Compared to Wu Yuanying, she said, I’m incredibly fortunate to still be breathing every day.”

Cai Zhao felt awkward: “Mother was trying to comfort you in her way.”

“Indeed,” Lei Xiuming’s expression relaxed. “After being yelled at by her, I’ve been thinking more these past few days. Of us seven brothers, except for Second Brother Qiu Renjie who left for distant lands, I’ve become a cripple, and the rest of our brothers are all dead…”

Suddenly, he frowned, “But Seventh Brother’s body was never found. Do you think he might also be like Elder Brother Wu…”

“No,” Chang Ning said concisely. “Lady Luo spent two years in the Evil Sect, exploring every prison inside and out. If there was any news of Senior Guo Zigui, she wouldn’t have failed to mention it. Senior Guo’s reputation in his lifetime was far less than that of the great hero Wu Yuanying. The Evil Sect had no reason to keep him secretly imprisoned for years.”

Lei Xiuming nodded: “You make a good point.” He then asked, “Why have you come this time? Has your condition changed?”

“Please take a look, Senior,” Chang Ning sat down nearby.

Lei Xiuming placed one hand on Chang Ning’s wrist and used his other hand to press his index and middle fingers together. He slowly channeled his true qi to examine the Tianzhu, Qishe, and Shanzhong acupoints, then checked the Dazhui, Lingtai, and Zhongzhu points.

“It’s better than before. I can sense that you’ve recovered some of your power,” Lei Xiuming lowered his hands. “It’s slow, but there’s improvement.”

“That’s not what I wanted to ask about, Senior,” Chang Ning pulled his collar up to his neck. “It doesn’t matter if my father only started teaching me martial arts in the past two years. Starting from scratch isn’t an issue. What I want to know is, how much do you know about the Five Poison Palm?”

“Five Poison Palm?” Lei Xiuming was startled. “So you think you’ve been struck by the Five Poison Palm?”

“In the chaos, I was indeed hit by several palm strikes, but I’m not sure if it was the Five Poison Palm,” Chang Ning explained. “It seems like it might be, but also might not be. That’s why I’ve come to seek your guidance.”

Lei Xiuming pondered for a moment before explaining, “The Five Poison Palm was originally a secret technique from the dense forests of Yunnan, somehow finding its way into the Evil Sect. It combines five deadly poisons with special cultivation methods to create a powerful palm strike. Those struck by the Five Poison Palm suffer from festering flesh in mild cases or poisoned blood attacking the heart in severe cases. It’s said that Nie Hengcheng practiced this technique, but as his power grew, he moved on to even more formidable skills.”

Cai Zhao understood. Simply put, when struck by a normal palm strike, one suffers internal injuries. Unless vital organs are shattered, there’s usually hope for recovery. However, being hit by the Five Poison Palm not only causes internal injury but also poisoning. The former requires treating internal injuries, while the latter demands both injury treatment and detoxification.

“I’ve treated several victims of the Five Poison Palm in the past,” Lei Xiuming said. “They often died not from internal injuries, but from the poison’s effects.”

Cai Zhao asked, “Can’t the poison be neutralized? Many experts in righteous sects excel at detoxification.”

“To neutralize poison, you first need to know what poison it is. But who knows which five poisons were used?” Lei Xiuming smiled bitterly. “That’s the insidious nature of the Five Poison Palm. Different practitioners use different poisons. For instance, two disciples learning this technique might use the same four poisons, but for the fifth, one might use scorpion venom while the other uses bone-eating grass. Without knowing the specific poisons, how can we administer the right treatment?”

“So, is the Five Poison Palm unbeatable?” Chang Ning inquired.

“Not necessarily,” Lei Xiuming replied. “Everything has its strengths and weaknesses. While the Five Poison Palm is immediately toxic and has severe after-effects, it has three main weaknesses.”

“First, it’s vulnerable against opponents with higher cultivation who are prepared. If such an opponent is struck, they can use their superior inner force to repel the poison, turning it back on the attacker.”

“Second, it loses effectiveness if the specific poisons used become known. Once the secret is out, the Five Poison Palm loses half its potency, becoming just an ordinary palm technique.”

“I remember years ago, Nie Hengcheng’s second disciple, Chen Shu, made a name for himself by ambushing several renowned righteous martial artists over several months. He didn’t aim to kill outright but struck each with a single palm before retreating, leaving his victims to suffer and eventually die.”

Cai Zhao listened intently, “What happened then? Did all those heroes die?”

“If they had, your brother Chang Ning wouldn’t be here,” Lei Xiuming smiled. “Chang Haosheng was among those victims. He was young then, not even married when he fell prey to the ambush.”

Cai Zhao turned to look at Chang Ning, “How did they recover?”

“It was your aunt who intervened,” Lei Xiuming seemed lost in memories. “After Chang Haosheng was poisoned, she was desperate. Within three days, she raided ten Evil Sect branches and posted notices everywhere, challenging Chen Shu to a one-on-one duel. She vowed to continue disrupting the Evil Sect’s operations until Chen Shu appeared. During that time, even low-ranking Evil Sect members got headaches at the mere mention of the name ‘Cai’.”

“Wasn’t Aunt afraid of retaliation against Luoying Valley?” Cai Zhao felt worried in retrospect.

Chang Ning smiled, “First, it wasn’t as lively as your Luoying Town. Second, there weren’t many people in Luoying Valley then. If the Evil Sect wanted to cause trouble, they could at most burn down some houses and trees, which your aunt could easily rebuild. The Evil Sect, on the other hand, had branches that Nie Hengcheng had painstakingly established over decades, each hiding considerable wealth.”

Cai Zhao chuckled awkwardly.

Lei Xiuming continued, “But a cunning person like Chen Shu wouldn’t agree to a fair fight. He openly accepted the challenge while secretly setting traps at the meeting place. Little did he know, your aunt was counting on this. She had people lying in ambush around the area, catching Chen Shu and his group as they were setting up their traps. A fierce battle ensued.”

“During the fight, your aunt deliberately let herself be hit by the Five Poison Palm, using her inner force to repel the poison at the moment of impact. It was a risky move since she had never faced Chen Shu before and didn’t know their relative strengths. Fortunately, your aunt’s power slightly surpassed his. When Chen Shu was poisoned, he urgently tried to detoxify himself, lowering his guard. This allowed your aunt to identify the five poisons used. Afterward, I assisted the monk Fahai in quickly concocting an antidote, saving everyone’s lives.”

Imagining Cai Pingsu’s heroic and righteous demeanor back then, Cai Zhao felt exhilarated, “Aunt was truly remarkable.”

“Of course, why else would so many people follow her lead?” Lei Xiuming glanced at her. “When your mother learned of your aunt’s risky actions, she cried enough to nearly flood Changchun Temple.”

He paused, then added, “That year, your aunt wasn’t even seventeen. She accomplished what many senior righteous martial artists couldn’t. When Master Yin Dai heard about it, he kept muttering ‘the young are formidable’ for days.” Yin Dai had also said to himself, “A daughter should be like Cai Pingsu,” which made the Yin sisters deeply resent Cai Pingsu from then on.

“What happened to Chen Shu afterward?” Chang Ning suddenly asked.

Lei Xiuming snapped out of his reverie and replied scornfully, “Once the Five Poison Palm is mastered, its toxins can’t be changed. Since everyone could now create antidotes to counter the poisonous palm, the technique became useless. It was too late for him to master new skills. Later, he died at the hands of Elder Brother Zhou Zhizhen, becoming the first of Nie Hengcheng’s four main disciples to perish.”

“Uncle Lei, you mentioned three weaknesses of the Five Poison Palm. What’s the third?” Cai Zhao suddenly remembered.

Lei Xiuming smiled, “The third weakness is its cost. When cultivating with deadly poisons, you must first protect your own life. The training requires many rare and expensive medicines to shield your heart and meridians from the toxins. Therefore, those without money should never attempt to learn the Five Poison Palm.”

Chang Ning frowned, “From what you’ve said, Senior, both Nie Hengcheng and Chen Shu abandoned the Five Poison Palm midway—one for a different technique, the other because his secret was exposed. I’m curious, if one were to continue practicing the Five Poison Palm to its ultimate level, how powerful could it become? Could it poison opponents without even touching them?”

Lei Xiuming’s expression turned serious, “I’ve only heard rumors about this. It’s said that a hundred years ago in Yunnan, there was a master who perfected the Five Poison Palm to such a degree that even the wind from his palm strikes carried poison. In a duel, if the fight lasted more than a moment, the opponent would die from inhaling the toxic air—but no one has ever witnessed this firsthand.”

Chang Ning remained silent for a long while, then bowed deeply, “Thank you, Senior Lei, for enlightening me. Moving forward, I plan to cultivate and heal on my own, to see if there’s any improvement.”

With that, he thanked Lei Xiuming again and beckoned Cai Zhao to leave. Outside the Medicine Pavilion, he stood waiting, gazing at the sky lost in thought.

Watching their retreating figures, Lei Xiuming said softly, “Why didn’t you ask how to cultivate and heal?”

Cai Zhao smiled, “My aunt used to say, that if you trust someone, there must be a reason they don’t tell you everything. If you don’t trust someone, whatever they say is likely a fabricated lie—so what’s the point in asking? Uncle Lei, why didn’t you ask?”

Lei Xiuming hesitated, “Chang Haosheng was once struck by the Five Poison Palm. I was wondering if he might have left behind some secret technique to counter it?”

“That sounds plausible, but it would be a Chang family secret. We shouldn’t pry,” Cai Zhao said with a cryptic smile.

Lei Xiuming frowned, “Fine, protect that boy if you must. I hope Chang Haosheng’s spirit in heaven will help his son recover soon, so I don’t have to keep brewing detoxifying soups every day.”

“You know, Uncle Lei, food can be more nourishing than medicine. Instead of brewing detox soups, why not make some duck porridge? I saw those lively ducklings in the corner when I arrived. Why not use them for the porridge?”

Lei Xiuming: ??!!

“…Get out of here!”
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The atmosphere had been quite pleasant, so Cai Zhao was confused by Lei Xiuming’s sudden outburst.

Chang Ning, leaning against a pillar, said, “Didn’t you notice the ribbons tied to the ducklings’ heads? They’re Lei’s beloved pets.”

“Who would keep ducks as pets?” Cai Zhao asked incredulously.

“If people can keep cats and dogs, why not ducks? Lei never allows his ducks to be eaten; he raises them until they die of old age,” Chang Ning shook his head. “It’s fortunate your aunt only took his robes and jade crown. If she had taken his ducks, Lei would have hated your Luoying Valley for eternity.”

Cai Zhao felt a chill, realizing she had considered sneaking away with a few ducklings earlier.

That afternoon, Cai Zhao had planned to exercise and practice with weapons, but upon returning to Qingjing Studio, she found Dai Fengchi and his lackey Cui Sheng there to inform them that “the Sect Mistress requests your presence.”

Chang Ning frowned, but Cai Zhao smiled, “Let me guess, has the Master left the mountain?” She might not understand ducks, but she certainly understood Yin Sulian.

“Whether the Master is here or not, you should heed the Mistress’s summons,” Dai Fengchi said evasively.

Chang Ning wanted to chase away these two lackeys, but to his surprise, Cai Zhao agreed cheerfully. He had no choice but to follow.

On the way to Shuanglian Huachi Palace, Chang Ning whispered, “Mistress Sulian calling for you can’t be good. We should avoid it for now and wait for Sect Leader Qi to return.”

Cai Zhao asked in surprise, “Haven’t you ever taught a spoiled brat a lesson before? Like Sister Lingbo, I knew from the first time I offended her that Mistress Sulian would eventually come looking for trouble.”

“Then why are you walking into it?”

Cai Zhao looked mysterious, “How do you know she hasn’t walked into my trap?”

Chang Ning didn’t believe her nonsense and said, “If you’re planning to act against Yin Sulian on her turf, you’d better have a good plan. Otherwise, just the charge of disrespecting an elder would be enough to cause you trouble. Even if Sect Leader Qi protects you, your reputation will suffer.”

Cai Zhao waved dismissively, “Oh, Brother Chang, what are you thinking? How could we righteous sect members raise a hand against our elders? You make me sound so aggressive. Ask anyone within 300 li of Luoying Town, and they’ll all say I’m peaceful, kind-hearted, and always smiling—the gentlest and most delicate young lady under heaven.”

“…” Chang Ning asked, “Did you drink at lunch?”

“Anyway, don’t worry. I absolutely won’t fight with the Mistress. I’m not crazy.”

Chang Ning remained doubtful.

Ahead, a clear pool reflected myriad colors, with various rare and beautiful lotuses adorning the water’s surface. Bai cranes danced under flowering trees, while kingfishers circled among the gilded and painted beams, creating a scene like a paradise on earth.

This was Shuanglian Huachi Palace, where the Yin sisters had grown up.

Cai Zhao exclaimed, “Tsk, tsk, look at this grandeur and refinement. Compared to this, our Luoying Valley looks like a country bumpkin who’s just had two full meals.” She suddenly thought, “Is the Qingque Sect very wealthy?”

Chang Ning: “Yes, very wealthy.”

“How do you know?”

“I can tell from the golden roof corners of this palace.”

Cai Zhao looked impressed, “Brother Chang, you’re so insightful.”

“You’re too kind. It’s hard not to notice when everything’s gleaming with gold.”

Although Shuanglian Huachi Palace was opulent, it didn’t lack elegance and charm, showing considerable taste. But the back-and-forth between the two made Dai Fengchi’s face turn green.

Entering the palace, they saw Yin Sulian sitting high on a golden lotus-shaped throne, with Qi Lingbo smugly seated beside her. Mother and daughter were flanked by rows of armed female attendants, each with a hostile expression, and behind them stood rows of sturdy servants holding long snake spears. As Cai Zhao and Chang Ning entered, all eyes turned to glare at them menacingly.

Though the setup was somewhat ridiculous, Cai Zhao noticed that some of these lackeys had considerable skill.

Seeing them arrive, Yin Sulian said coldly, “Oh, you’ve finally come. What honored guests we have.”

Cai Zhao smiled brightly, “You’re too kind, Mistress. On such a lovely day, have you called us here to enjoy the flowers and tea together?”

Yin Sulian slammed her hand on the armrest of her throne, “Stop playing dumb! From the moment you arrived at Wanshui Qianshan Cliff, you’ve been disrespectful to your elders and repeatedly bullied my daughter! Today, as your master’s wife, I’m going to punish you properly for your disrespect towards elders and your senior sister!”

“Mistress, you’ve got it backward. It’s my senior sister who has repeatedly bullied others,” Cai Zhao smiled. “As for disrespecting elders, that’s absurd. I’m looking right at you, Mistress. How is that disrespectful?”

Yin Sulian sneered, “I know you’re sharp-tongued and skilled in martial arts. Today, let’s see how capable you are! Come, make Cai kneel, serve tea, kowtow, and apologize properly to my daughter!”

At these words, the lackeys on both sides stepped forward threateningly.

Qi Lingbo’s face lit up with joy as she laughed loudly, “And that Chang fellow too, make him kowtow and apologize to me! Aunty Mao, bring out the ‘Ten-Essence Tonic’ and have them drink it. Consider it a gesture from me as their senior sister.” With a wave of her hand, a muscular older woman in combat attire brought forward two bowls of a black, foul-smelling liquid that made one want to vomit at the mere scent.

Cai Zhao held her nose in disgust, “Did you dig this out of a cesspool? Senior Sister Lingbo, your taste is quite strong.”

Chang Ning’s eyes flashed, noticing that this ‘Aunty Mao’ had a fierce gleam in her eyes but suppressed her aura, likely a high-level external martial arts expert.

“Stop pretending,” Qi Lingbo laughed uncontrollably. “You’ve bullied me again and again. Did you think I was made of mud? But as your senior sister, I’m magnanimous. If you two kowtow and apologize, then drink this, we can consider our grudges settled!”

Cai Zhao: “Senior Sister Lingbo, you’re truly broad-minded. But what if I refuse to kowtow, apologize, or drink this foul concoction?”

Yin Sulian’s face darkened, “That’s not up to you! Come!”

At her command, the surrounding attendants drew their swords, the servants raised their spears, and even Dai Fengchi put his hand on his sword hilt. Dozens of gleaming weapons pointed at Cai Zhao and Chang Ning, closing in on them.

Cai Zhao looked at these lackeys, laughing in anger, “Just yesterday at the discipleship ceremony, the Master explicitly said not to bully me or Brother Chang. You’re all so aggressive now—aren’t you afraid of the Master’s punishment later?”

Chang Ning said casually, “You’re overthinking it. These aren’t sect disciples. They’re private guards raised by the Yin family, following the Yins’ orders. When the Yin sisters married, Old Master Yin gave each daughter a group of attendants as part of their dowry. If it weren’t for Zhao Tianba and Han Yisu going crazy a dozen years ago, there would be even more Yin family people in the Qingque Sect.”

Aunty Mao, with a faint dark aura around her brow, said in a deep voice, “You two little brats dare to speak so boldly. Do you think that without the old master, the Yin daughters can be bullied? Today, we’ll show you the might of the Yin family! Surround them!”

The lackeys advanced several more steps, encircling Cai Zhao and Chang Ning with their weapons.

“Let’s fight then,” Chang Ning said expressionlessly. “We can always find justification later. We shouldn’t suffer losses first.”

Cai Zhao frowned, appearing weak and delicate, “Brother Chang, let’s not talk of violence. As a frail girl, I’m truly frightened. Let’s try to keep the peace.”

Before Chang Ning could speak again, Cai Zhao stepped forward and began reciting loudly, “Brother Zhang, since our parting at Qianqiu Peak months ago, I’ve missed your heroic bearing dearly, thinking of you day and night. May your heart be like mine…”

“Stop!” Yin Sulian’s face suddenly changed, shouting excitedly, “Don’t read anymore!”

Qi Lingbo, stunned by her mother’s shout, stood dumbfounded.

Cai Zhao’s smile faded as she said calmly, “Mistress, let’s keep the peace, shall we?”

Yin Sulian trembled all over. Aunty Mao supported her while shouting fiercely, “Everyone out! Retreat twenty paces from this hall and stand guard!”

The old woman’s authority was evident as all the lackeys retreated in unison. The unaware Qi Lingbo tried to protest but was pushed out by Aunty Mao, with Dai Fengchi following. Chang Ning gave Cai Zhao a deep look before turning to leave.

Only Yin Sulian, Aunty Mao, and Cai Zhao remained in the hall.

“You… where did you see those letters?” Yin Sulian asked, her voice trembling.

Cai Zhao replied, “How would I have these letters? Of course, they were left by my aunt.”

Aunty Mao, being much shrewder, said, “Don’t think you can deceive us with a few words. What letters? We know nothing about them!”

Cai Zhao sighed, “Well if Mistress doesn’t believe me, I can recite a few more. This time, let’s not mention Zhang San—’Dear Brother Zhen, upon hearing of your recent cough, I’ve been consumed with worry, unable to sleep peacefully. Your illness pains my heart, so I’ve personally prepared a loquat syrup…'”

“Stop reading!” Yin Sulian shouted.

“Mistress, your writing in your youth was quite good. It flows beautifully and conveys sincere emotions, much better than the eulogy Master read a few days ago,” Cai Zhao rubbed her ears. “It’s just the dates that are problematic. When you wrote the first few letters, you were probably still engaged to Uncle Qiu Renjie. The later ones are even more damning—by then, Old Master Yin had just arranged your marriage to Master.”

Yin Sulian staggered back into her seat.

Aunty Mao gritted her teeth, still in denial, “A few letters prove nothing. Who knows if they’re real or fake? Don’t think you’ve got leverage over us!”

Cai Zhao replied, “Whether it’s a big deal or not, I don’t need to say. In any case, I’m not the only one with Mistress’s handwritten letters. Aunt Xian has several, the Guangtian Gate should still have letters you wrote to Mistress Qinglian, and certainly, several ladies at the Siqimen would have some. Comparing the handwriting would reveal the truth.”

Aunty Mao’s eyes flashed dangerously, her knuckles making slight cracking sounds.

Yin Sulian’s face turned pale as she weakly said, “So Cai Pingsu was prepared for this all along, stealing these letters to blackmail me.”

Cai Zhao smiled ruefully, “You and my aunt have known each other since childhood. Despite your differences, do you not know whether my aunt would steal these letters?”

Yin Sulian’s face remained ashen.

“Uncle Zhou personally handed these letters to my aunt. You just don’t want to believe it.”

“No, no… Zhi… Zhou Zhuang is a gentleman. He wouldn’t… he couldn’t…” Yin Sulian struggled, clutching Aunty Mao’s arm like a drowning person.

“Uncle Zhou is indeed a gentleman, but even gentlemen have their priorities. In Uncle Zhou’s heart, dispelling my aunt’s doubts was more important than keeping your secret,” Cai Zhao said with light mockery.

Yin Sulian let out a cry and covered her face, weeping.

Aunty Mao said in a deep voice, “That’s because Zhou Zhuang trusted your aunt, knowing she wouldn’t spread it around.”

Cai Zhao tilted her head, thinking, “…That’s true. My aunt isn’t that kind of person.”

“Then how did you see these letters!” Yin Sulian asked anxiously.

Cai Zhao teased, “Mistress, think about it from my aunt’s perspective. With such a ‘loving’ elder like you around, would my aunt let me come to Qingque Sect unarmed to become a disciple?”

“What exactly do you want?” Aunty Mao stepped forward, her aura surging.

“Nothing in particular,” Cai Zhao said calmly. “Let the past generation’s affairs remain in the past. From now on, please don’t interfere in matters between me, Senior Sister Lingbo, and our fellow disciples.”

…

The golden-red sky bathed the entire Shuanglian Huachi Palace in an indescribably beautiful light. Walking back to Qingjing Studio, Cai Zhao inhaled the fresh scent of surrounding plants, unable to help to admire the beautiful scenery.

Unexpectedly, Chang Ning said, “So, Mistress Sulian had a secret affair with Zhou Zhizhen?”

Cai Zhao was startled, “Don’t talk nonsense! Uncle Zhou isn’t that kind of person!”

“Then it was a case of unrequited love—the goddess’s intentions, the king’s emotions.”

Cai Zhao deflated, “Did Constable Chang tell you this too?”

“It’s not hard to guess,” Chang Ning said casually as they walked. “The letters you recited were likely love letters written by Mistress Sulian in her youth, and to an inappropriate recipient. Before her marriage, she was either engaged to Qiu Renjie or the Sect Leader. If those letters were seen by others, her reputation would be ruined.”

Cai Zhao asked, “How do you know she didn’t write them to Qiu Renjie or Master?”

“If it were either of them, she wouldn’t have been so panic-stricken just now,” Chang Ning said with a slight smirk.

He continued, “Twenty years ago, there were three rising stars in the righteous martial arts world: Song Shijun, Wu Yuanying, and your Uncle Zhou. Song Shijun was engaged to Mistress Qinglian early on, and my father said he was quite the ladies’ man in his youth, attracting many admirers. Mistress Sulian often stood up for her elder sister against him, so it’s unlikely to be him.”

“Wu Yuanying frequently visited Qingque Sect, and Wanshui Qianshan Cliff would have been a perfect place for secret meetings. Mistress Sulian wouldn’t need to write letters. So that leaves Zhou Zhuang—”

“In terms of looks and character, he was the best of the three. Moreover, your aunt would only have been able to get hold of letters written to him. Your Aunt Cai has been kind all her life, and finally gave Yin Sulian a taste of her own medicine. How satisfying!” He clapped his hands, laughing.

Cai Zhao was silent for a long time before saying, “You guessed the first part correctly, but you’re wrong about the end. My aunt didn’t give me those letters.”

Chang Ning was surprised, “Then your mother gave them to you for protection?”

Cai Zhao shook her head, “No.”

She looked up at the magnificent sunset, feeling a tightness in her chest. “I found those letters by chance when I was little, rummaging through my aunt’s old belongings.”

“My aunt had long forgotten about these letters. She never intended to use them against anyone.”

“She burned those letters and taught me that ‘using personal secrets to blackmail others is not the act of an upright person.’ What I recited earlier was just what I had memorized back then.”

Chang Ning gazed at the girl intently, “But you still used those letters to threaten Yin Sulian.”

“Yes.”

Cai Zhao stopped walking, her lacquer-black eyes unusually calm. “Because I’m not my aunt.”

In her mind, she recalled her final exchange with Yin Sulian—

“If you want me not to interfere in your affairs in the sect, you won’t say anything?”

“That’s right.”

“How can we trust you? What if you change your mind? You must hand over those letters!”

“I won’t give you the letters, so you’d better trust me.”

“You…”

“Enough.” Yin Sulian interrupted Aunty Mao and looked up at Cai Zhao. “I believe you. You were raised by Cai Pingsu. She lived a righteous life, so I trust you.”

As the doors closed behind her, Cai Zhao heard Aunty Mao trying to persuade Yin Sulian—

“Mistress, don’t you know what kind of person Cai Pingsu is? She relies on her unparalleled martial arts and never stoops to blackmail, especially not against a weak woman like you. She would never lay a finger on you, which is why nothing has happened all these years. I bet if it weren’t for that little girl coming to Qingque Sect, Cai Pingsu wouldn’t even have remembered those letters…”

The golden-red sunset grew more intense, causing all the flowers and trees to lose their original colors.

Cai Zhao laughed mockingly, “So they knew all along. They always knew what kind of person Aunt was.”

This was the most ridiculous part—people like Yin Sulian didn’t hold grudges against Cai Pingsu due to misunderstandings, but despite knowing her upright character, they still hated her and even took advantage of her righteousness.

Chang Ning suddenly understood the girl’s bitterness and anger.

He looked at the girl’s slender, fair neck, extending his long fingers before clenching them tight. “So, what’s the use of your anger?”

Cai Zhao was quite surprised by Chang Ning’s cold, rebellious words.

“You’re angry, you feel wronged, you think it’s unfair to your aunt, but what’s the use of it all? Yin Sulian is still living well.”

In the fading sunlight, Chang Ning’s beautiful eyes seemed to glow faintly red, his eyelashes almost unnaturally long.

“Heaven and Earth are not benevolent; they treat all things as straw dogs. You either become Heaven and Earth or remain a straw dog,” he said. “If you want revenge, take it. If you feel wronged, vent it. Keeping all your grievances bottled up inside will only kill you with anger, serving no purpose.”

The evening mountain breeze made his robes flutter loudly. His tall, straight figure stood like a sharp sword against the intense golden-red sky, proud and stunning.

With this, the cautious act of the Chang family’s orphan, seeking self-preservation, came to an end.
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After the incident, Madam Mao helped Lady Su Lian analyze the situation. Upon closer examination, a few old love letters couldn’t truly ruin Yin Su Lian’s reputation. After all, the Song, Zhou, and Yang families involved would protect her reputation and try their best to cover up the matter. Even if Qi Yunke was resentful, he couldn’t use this as an excuse to abandon his wife. Otherwise, he’d truly prove himself narrow-minded and jealous.

Yin Su Lian was initially panicked, but after Madam Mao’s explanation, she calmed down. However, they agreed it was better to avoid unnecessary trouble and not provoke Cai Zhao again unless necessary.

Meanwhile, Qi Lingbo, unaware of the details, continued to plead with her mother for revenge. Unwilling to reveal her youthful indiscretions to her daughter, Yin Su Lian used Qi Yunke as an excuse. She said, “Darling, you wouldn’t want to cause more discord between your parents, would you? If your father and I reconcile, we might even give you a little brother. So, you’ll have to handle Cai Zhao’s matter on your own, okay?”

Qi Lingbo was left stunned and speechless.

In this battle, Cai Zhao emerged victorious.

She thought she could relax for a few days, practicing her skills, and experimenting with cosmetics, painting, and embroidery to regain her previous interests. Unfortunately, fate had other plans, and the young master Changning from next door promptly filled the void.

After returning from Shuanglian Huachi Palace, Chang Ning instructed Cai Zhao not to let anyone disturb him. He then secluded himself in his room for a full day and night, emerging only at dusk. After a hearty meal, he announced his intention to take a walk, citing the need to “aid digestion.”

The evening breeze was cool. The nineteen-year-old youth, with his fair skin and tall frame, had gradually shed his adolescent awkwardness, cutting a handsome and striking figure. Even with his face covered in sores, the maids in the courtyard still blushed and whispered about how attractive he would be once healed.

Cai Zhao had planned to lie down and read a novel, but Chang Ning’s words made her uneasy. “Where are you going for this walk?” she asked.

“Wherever my heart leads me,” Chang Ning replied, his eyes gleaming with enthusiasm. His wide sleeves fluttered in the night breeze, giving him the air of a carefree ancient scholar.

Cai Zhao, not falling for his act, pressed, “Are you going out to cause trouble?”

Chang Ning smiled mysteriously, “Events follow people, and people attract events. Where there are people, how can there be no happenings?”

Tired of his flowery language, Cai Zhao asked directly, “How much of your power have you recovered today?”

“Not much, just about half,” he replied.

“So, not even a full night’s recovery, and you’re heading out into the dark with a lantern to pick fights?”

Chang Ning, now taking a lantern from a servant, smiled, “Dear sister Zhao, go rest. I’ll be back soon.”

After a moment of internal struggle, Cai Zhao decided to follow him. What a tiresome fate!

Whether due to his half-recovered power or not, Chang Ning moved incredibly fast. He barely touched the ground as he quickly circled a grove and sped down a hillside for about half an hour, arriving at a cluster of brightly lit houses – the residence of the outer disciples.

Cai Zhao was shocked. “You’re going to cause trouble for the outer disciples? But there are so many of them!”

Chang Ning casually replied, “Have you become a coward too…” Seeing Cai Zhao’s wide-eyed glare, he quickly added, “Zhao Zhao’s chivalrous heart is beyond compare, but a gentleman knows when to act and when to…”

“Speak plainly!” Cai Zhao interrupted.

“Those puppies who bullied me before – I’m just settling some old scores. That’s not too much, is it?”

Cai Zhao recalled the group of lackeys surrounding Qi Lingbo when she first arrived at Wanshui Qianshan Cliff. This wasn’t the first time.

“You remember all of them?” she asked, impressed by his meticulous grudge-holding. She had long forgotten about them.

Chang Ning looked up at the sky, his expression pious. “Heaven has eyes and will help right these wrongs.”

He then approached a nearby courtyard, kicked open one of the doors with a loud “bang,” and shouted, “The sect is here to show some care!”

The disciples inside, whether reading or resting, cried out in surprise. A cacophony of footsteps, falling teacups, overturned water basins, and confused shouts from neighboring houses filled the air as the entire courtyard erupted into chaos.

Outside in the cold wind, Cai Zhao thought to herself, “…Heaven has eyes, my foot.”

Chang Ning calmly announced, “Don’t panic, fellow disciples. I’m just looking for someone.”

While disciples from other sects might not have been immediately recognizable, Chang Ning’s face full of sores was unmistakable at Wanshui Qianshan Cliff.

The startled disciples who emerged from their rooms reacted differently – some were wary, others cursed, but a few politely asked who he was looking for.

Chang Ning described, “The person has squinty eyes and a large black mole with a tuft of hair on his left cheek…”

Cai Zhao thought such distinctive features would make finding the person easy, but it turned out to be even simpler than she imagined.

Before Chang Ning could finish, the disciples’ gazes involuntarily shifted to the left, where a skinny disciple with a large black mole on his left face was trying to sneak back into his room – the very person they were looking for was right there in the courtyard.

Chang Ning raised his left hand and made a grabbing motion towards Black Mole. As if pulled by an invisible rope, Black Mole flew through the air in an arc, landing directly in Chang Ning’s grasp, which seized him by the neck.

Black Mole tried to grab Chang Ning’s hand while putting on a brave front: “Y-y-you, what do you think you’re doing! Don’t think I’m afraid of you… Aah!” His bravado ended in a scream.

With a muffled crack, Black Mole’s right arm went limp, apparently broken.

The other disciples were stunned, and Cai Zhao was dumbfounded.

Chang Ning wiped his right hand on Black Mole’s clothes, seemingly ready to continue.

“Hey, hey, Brother Chang, don’t be rash!” Cai Zhao hurriedly advised. “Violence begets violence – that’s not the way of chivalry!”

By then, the other disciples had come to their senses. A few who were close to Black Mole rushed towards Chang Ning, shouting. Chang Ning threw Black Mole heavily to the ground and began clapping his hands. His long sleeves fluttered like banners as he easily dispatched several attackers, who fell to the ground groaning.

Chang Ning turned to Cai Zhao with a smile: “What are you saying, Zhao Zhao? The brothers are being gentle and polite. How can this be called ‘violence’? Only this…” His pupils dilated slightly, revealing a hint of excitement as he spoke the last four words.

Turning back, he addressed the crowd in a gentle tone: “You all probably know why I’m looking for Brother Black Mole. As they say, every cause has its effect, every deed its consequence. Those of you who aren’t cut from the same cloth, don’t interfere. Otherwise…”

Even if he hadn’t spoken, the few who had initially rushed forward had already retreated after witnessing his powerful strikes.

Chang Ning lifted Black Mole’s upper body, gently patting the dust off his clothes: “Brother Black Mole, right? You have such distinctive features, hard to forget. It might not matter to others, but every time Qi Lingbo came to cause trouble, you were there. Come, let’s have a nice chat about who else was involved.”

Black Mole was terrified but hesitated, considering that Qi Lingbo was still the sect leader’s daughter.

Chang Ning thoughtfully helped him overcome his indecision by twisting his right arm sharply. Black Mole let out a pig-like squeal and quickly said, “All right, all right, I’ll talk! I’ll tell you everything. I’ll point them all out to you…”

Chang Ning smiled gently, but to Black Mole, it was like seeing a demon incarnate. Trembling, he forced himself to stand, enduring the excruciating pain in his right arm as he led Chang Ning.

Meanwhile, Cai Zhao was torn. According to the unwritten rule of the jianghu that vengeance must be repaid, Chang Ning’s actions seemed justified. However, she felt uneasy about just standing by and watching. She wondered why nothing like this ever happened in Luoying Valley, leaving her without any experience to draw upon.

Just then, Fan Xingjia arrived, out of breath. Seeing Chang Ning in full fury from afar, he dared not approach and instead turned to Cai Zhao with a sheepish smile: “He’s causing such a scene, won’t you try to stop him, junior sister?”

“Senior brother is older and wiser, how could I presume… oh, let’s cut the nonsense,” Cai Zhao replied, dropping the formalities. “Don’t be so sanctimonious, senior brother. If you’ve got the guts, go stop him yourself.”

Knowing he lacked the influence to intervene, Fan Xingjia gritted his teeth and ran towards another courtyard.

As Cai Zhao hesitated, Black Mole had already efficiently guided Chang Ning, and soon the entire cluster of outer disciple residences was in an uproar.

Based on Chang Ning’s revenge pattern, the outer disciples could be categorized into three groups:

The first category consisted of those with significant martial prowess, known even outside the sect. They naturally disdained being Qi Lingbo’s lackeys. They knew of Chang Hao’s chivalrous reputation and despised those who bullied the Chang family’s orphan but couldn’t interfere due to Qi Lingbo’s status. Now that Chang Ning had come for revenge, they pretended to be asleep, feigning ignorance.

The second category comprised disciples of average skill. Most were busy with cultivation, but a few, seeing slow progress, sought to curry favor with Qi Lingbo to gain entry to the inner sect.

The third category was made up of those lacking talent, barely qualifying as outer disciples. Aside from a few timid or kind-hearted ones, most had become Qi Lingbo’s lackeys.

After Black Mole identified the first person, Chang Ning had them compete to see who could identify others faster and more accurately. Fearing Chang Ning’s wrath, they didn’t dare hold back, pointing out every last detail.

As more and more lackeys were identified, they grew desperate. Some of the more skilled ones thought they could overpower Chang Ning with numbers. Chang Ning smiled broadly, his palms striking, fingers jabbing, and legs kicking. His clothes fluttered like crane feathers as he swiftly took down over a dozen opponents.

One disciple, his face bruised and swollen, shouted angrily, “Chang if you’ve got any guts, go after Qi Lingbo! What’s the point in bullying us small fry?”

Chang Ning laughed, “She’s got the sect leader for a father. What about you? Maybe I don’t have the guts to go after Qi Lingbo, but I’ve got more than enough to break your dog’s legs. You’re such an idiot! Didn’t you consider whether you were worthy of being someone’s lackey before you signed up?”

Chang Ning continued his verbal and physical assault.

A square-faced disciple struggled free and spoke righteously: “Young Master Chang, I’ve never approved of Miss Qi’s actions and have even advised against them. I know you’ve suffered some grievances in recent months, but Miss Qi merely has a bad temper and hasn’t truly harmed you. Your father’s chivalrous reputation is widely known. As his son, seeking personal revenge would tarnish your late father’s name! Why don’t we turn this conflict into…”

Before he could finish, Chang Ning leaped to his side and struck him hard across the face with a loud “smack,” sending the square-faced disciple flying two zhang away. His cheek swelled up instantly, and several teeth fell out.

Chang Ning pursued him, placing a foot on the square-faced disciple’s chest and grinding down repeatedly.

“You’re more despicable than the others. Those little bastards at least know they’re doing wrong, but you put on this facade of impartiality. You’re just trying to catch Qi Lingbo’s attention by acting differently. Your false righteousness is disgusting!”

Cai Zhao also disliked the square-faced disciple’s words and felt a sense of satisfaction seeing Chang Ning beat him—apparently, being a great hero meant only serving others and never avenging personal grudges.

The square-faced disciple, pinned down by Chang Ning, could only mumble pleas for help.

At this point, a tall, thin young man who had been observing silently could no longer stand by. He drew his sword and intervened: “Young Master Chang, that’s enough! Not everyone here approves of bullying others, but your rampage has gone too far.”

Cai Zhao noticed the tall youth’s agile movements and realized he had some skill.

Chang Ning let out a short, cold laugh. He casually broke off a thin branch from a nearby tree, held it in his left hand with his right hand behind his back, and motioned for the tall youth to attack. The young man quickly raised his sword in response.

The branch was flexible, the sword sharp, but as they engaged, onlookers saw the gleaming sword struggling against the dull shadow of the branch. In Chang Ning’s hands, the ordinary branch became as supple as a bone whip and as sharp as a cicada’s wing. The branch’s shadow danced gracefully, leaving no trace—this was the famous “Willow Fluff Sword Technique” of Chang Haosheng.

In just seven or eight moves, the tall youth’s face, arms, and chest were struck multiple times by the branch, leaving either bloody marks or torn clothes. Tired of the fight, Chang Ning suddenly grabbed the youth’s chest with his right hand and lightly tossed him away. The young man fell to the ground with a thud.

Chang Ning lightly waved the branch in front of him and said coldly, “Don’t preach kindness if you haven’t experienced others’ suffering. Since you didn’t stand up for the weak before, don’t Freaking preach now! Get lost!”

…

While chaos reigned outside, an elegant room in a side courtyard remained undisturbed.

“Uncle Master, aren’t you going to do something about this?” Fan Xingjia anxiously wiped his sweat.

The old man on the long chair calmly poured tea, his tone steady: “There’s more than one Uncle Master in the outer sect. Why did you come to bother me? By the way, why didn’t Da Lou come himself?”

“Senior Brother is away with Master. I had no choice but to come,” Fan Xingjia replied.

The old man said, “You shouldn’t have come either.”

“Uncle Master?” Fan Xingjia was surprised.

The old man was Uncle Master Li Wenxun, who oversaw the outer disciples.

He inhaled the aroma from his slender teacup, looking content. “Xingjia, you were recommended for the inner sect. Before you left the outer sect, didn’t I tell you something? Just follow your Uncle Master Lei and mind your own business.”

Fan Xingjia hesitated.

“I know it’s difficult for you. You love excitement and making friends—that’s not bad, but…” Li Wenxun patiently continued, “You need to learn to turn a blind eye and a deaf ear sometimes.”

After a moment of silence, Fan Xingjia asked, “So, we’re not going to do anything about what’s happening outside?”

“How can we?!” Uncle Master Li slammed down his teacup, displeased. “Where did this all start? It started with our Sect Leader’s beloved daughter throwing her weight around for years, and the Sect Leader’s wife always showing favoritism! When the top beam is crooked, the lower ones will follow. If the inner sect can’t sort out their mess, what can we in the outer sect do?!”

He paused, then said, “Don’t get involved in this. From now on, pretend you know nothing about such matters.”

Fan Xingjia lowered his head, at a loss.

Uncle Master Li placed a hand on his shoulder and solemnly advised: “Your mentor, Wang Dingchuan, was one of the former Seven Peaks Elders. Now, your fellow disciples are scattered, with only you fortunate enough to remain carefree. Let me teach you something today—”

“Xingjia, you’re a good kid. Don’t try to please everyone. Because not everyone is worth it.”

…

As the night deepened and the moon rose high, Chang Ning had rounded up all of Qi Lingbo’s lackeys. At Cai Zhao’s suggestion, he herded them to a nearby mountain hollow to avoid disturbing others’ sleep.

Once they were alone, Chang Ning let loose on the group of lackeys. Some were beaten until their faces were swollen, others were thrown into mud pits to roll around, and some were made to slap each other while hurling accusations. Finally, amid tears and snot, they were forced to recite the Qingque Sect rules in unison—quite a spectacle.

Cai Zhao noticed that Chang Ning hadn’t caused any severe injuries or bloodshed. She yawned, ready to head back and rest.

Seeming to notice her fatigue, Chang Ning waved dismissively at the lackeys, declaring that the day’s business was concluded and they should go home to wash up and sleep, warning that staying up late could cause dark circles under their eyes.

The lackeys collapsed in exhaustion but dared not utter a word of protest.

Chang Ning quickly caught up with Cai Zhao, draping his purple lambswool cloak over her shoulders—Cai Zhao had rushed out without warm clothing, while Chang Ning came prepared.

As he helped her fasten the cloak, he rambled, “You shouldn’t have followed me out. I would have returned after finishing the business. Don’t worry, I won’t let anyone bully you again…”

Cai Zhao thought to herself: Actually, I was worried you might bully others.

Feeling uncomfortable wrapped in the warm cloak that carried the young man’s scent, she tried to change the subject. “You should tone it down. You’re so cocky with just half your power restored. What if you anger Qi Lingbo and she gets Senior Brother to deal with you? Senior Brother’s skills are far beyond Dai Lao’er’s. Even if you fully recover, you’d only be twice as strong as tonight, nowhere near a match for Senior Brother!”

Chang Ning looked at her with the fondness one might show a little fool: “Your math must be terrible. How will you manage all the shops in Luoying Town in the future? Half power means half of one power, not half of full power.”

“Tonight was only half of one power?! Haha, hahaha, stop exaggerating!” Cai Zhao couldn’t help but laugh. It wasn’t that her math was poor; she just found it unbelievable. “If you’re that powerful, why not join the sect right away and inherit the Sect Leader position? Oh, great hero, the future glory of the Qingque Sect rests on your shoulders!”

Chang Ning breathed hot air near Cai Zhao, “I couldn’t care less about the Sect Leader position. Let’s go back and have a late-night snack.”

Cai Zhao grew more uncomfortable: “Can you not get so close? I can walk on my own. Besides, it’s the middle of the night, what is there to eat?”

“You can make wonton soup, chicken wonton soup,” Chang Ning said, moving slightly away. “I’ve already asked Furong to prepare the chicken broth, and Feicui has set aside shrimp and meat.”

“You can cook?”

“At least better than you. What I make won’t poison anyone.”

“…What kind of meat is in the filling?”

“The best leg meat. Don’t worry, I’ve asked about everything.”

Under the starry, moonlit sky, the young man’s eyes were dark and bright, gentle and beautiful. Even his poison sores looked more agreeable now.

Cai Zhao felt an inexplicable sense of happiness.

She thought, finally, she could enjoy a satisfying snack.
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When Chang Ning said he would use his skills to heal himself, Cai Zhao sincerely hoped he would seclude himself for cultivation. Even if not for three to five years like in legendary stories, at least for 49 or 81 days.

However, Young Master Chang took an unconventional approach, with no regularity to his seclusion:

The first day, he cultivated in his room all morning, then strolled out in the afternoon, first to the medicine pavilion, then to Shuanglian Huachi Palace.

The next day, he secluded himself for a full day, only to sneak out with a lantern that night to seek revenge.

On the third day, he began a two-and-a-half-day seclusion but disappeared after lunch on the last day.

“What kind of self-invented cultivation method is this great hero Chang practicing, closing himself off for exactly two and a half days?” Cai Zhao stood in the courtyard, hands on hips, questioning the heavens. “And as soon as he comes out, he vanishes without a trace. Even a wolf hound couldn’t keep up with him!” She had been busy with her training that day, unable to keep a constant watch on Chang Ning’s door.

Feicui rushed over to report: “We’ve looked everywhere. Young Master Chang isn’t in Qingjing Zhai.”

“Can’t you keep a better eye on him?” Cai Zhao sighed.

Furong complained: “The young master’s qinggong is too good. He disappears in a flash. There’s nothing we can do.”

Cai Zhao resigned herself: “Forget it. We won’t bother anymore. He’ll come back when he’s done being crazy. Feicui, continue brewing the qi-replenishing soup and detoxifying soup. I saw baskets of cherries being sent to the main kitchen earlier. Furong, go get some. We’ll make sugar-glazed cherries for that guy tonight. He likes them.”

The two maids acknowledged her orders.

Cai Zhao rubbed her forehead. She now found it ten times harder to prevent Chang Ning from going out and causing trouble than to prevent others from bullying him. Thinking carefully, she and Chang Ning were only distantly related. It would be best to push this big trouble away as soon as possible.

With this in mind, Cai Zhao clapped her hands and said seriously: “Master is returning to Wanshui Qianshan Cliff at noon today. As his disciple, I should go welcome him personally.”

Furong was a beat slow, but Feicui had already started praising in a calm voice: “Wow, Miss is truly respectful to her master, filial and understanding of etiquette.” She even clapped her hands, and Furong quickly followed suit, praising and clapping identically, both with equally emotionless expressions.

Cai Zhao was dissatisfied: “Even hired audience members in a theater troupe would show more genuine enthusiasm than you two.”

Feicui replied: “After being hired audience members for years, where would we find such genuine enthusiasm?”

Furong added: “Miss, that’s enough. We still need to get married someday. We can’t use up all our sincerity now.”

Cai Zhao was indignant: “…” I’m not playing with you anymore!

Arriving at Wanshui Qianshan Cliff with a dejected look, she saw Qi Yunke and Zeng Dalou descending the iron chain, covered in dust from their journey. Looking around, Cai Zhao realized only three people had come to welcome Qi Yunke: the cold and taciturn Song Yuzhi, the hand-wringing Fan Xingjia, and herself, empty-handed. The scene was desolate and cold. Cai Zhao felt that even if she had gone out to buy a roast duck and returned, she would have received a warmer welcome.

Even more dismal was the fact that two of the three disciples who came to welcome them were there because of Chang Ning.

As soon as Fan Xingjia saw Qi Yunke, he excitedly rushed forward to report Chang Ning’s “great achievements” from two nights ago. He didn’t take sides but emphasized that “Young Master Chang’s powers are boundless, but his knowledge is shallow, and he’s unmanageable.”

Zeng Dalou frowned: “Chang Ning’s temperament seems excessively perverse and unsociable. Even if he was bullied before, his methods shouldn’t be so violent.”

Qi Yunke was indifferent, waving his hand: “Chang Ning has always had a bad temper. We’ve known this for a long time. Besides, it’s karma. Those disciples should have been cultivating and improving their character instead of causing trouble with Lingbo. Do you think they only bullied relatives and friends who came to seek refuge like Chang Ning? When I was a disciple here, I was poor and low in cultivation. I suffered no small amount at the hands of such ill-intentioned people.”

Zeng Dalou could only say: “Xingjia, you still need to advise Chang Ning more if he misbehaves. We absolutely cannot allow disorder in the sect.”

“Has Senior Brother tried to persuade Chang Ning himself?” Song Yuzhi suddenly spoke up. “I’ve never been able to say more than three sentences to Chang Ning. Why should Senior Brother trouble Fifth Junior Brother?”

Fan Xingjia looked gratefully at Song Yuzhi. Cai Zhao was quite surprised; she had thought Song Yuzhi, as a proud genius, would look down on everyone.

Zeng Dalou shook his head: “Alright, I’ll handle it myself.”

Then it was Cai Zhao’s turn. She was more straightforward: “Master, you heard what Fifth Senior Brother said. Since Chang Ning has almost recovered, he should move back to Chunling Zhu.”

Qi Yunke chuckled: “Alright since Chang Ning can protect himself now, Zhao Zhao can live more comfortably.”

Cai Zhao cheered, praising her master’s wisdom.

Zeng Dalou frowned again, seemingly displeased with Cai Zhao moving out. However, before he could speak, Song Yuzhi unusually quickly interjected: “The weather will be fine for the next few days, very suitable for moving. But it rained heavily yesterday, so we should send someone to Chunling Zhu first to remove the dampness. Junior Sister can move tomorrow.”

Cai Zhao had planned to move in two days, fearing Chang Ning might go crazy if she left too quickly. But since Song Yuzhi was being so polite, she decided to comply: “Uh… thank you, Third Senior Brother.”

With matters settled, Song Yuzhi left first, presumably to immediately send someone to remove the dampness from Chunling Zhu. Cai Zhao couldn’t help but marvel at how Song Yuzhi was truly a good senior brother, cold on the outside but warm-hearted.

Next, Qi Yunke told Zeng Dalou to go rest: “You’ve always been weak and afraid of heights. Every time you come up from the mountain, you fall ill. You must be exhausted from these past few days. Go rest quickly, don’t be like before when you’d be sick for half a month.”

Afterward, Fan Xingjia also left with Zeng Dalou, probably to hand over sect affairs.

Cai Zhao smiled as she saw them off, then turned to ask: “Unc… oh, Master, did you encounter any troubles on this trip down the mountain?”

“You noticed,” Qi Yunke smiled bitterly. “We originally just went down to receive news from your father, but the disciples at the foot of the mountain told us that the people we sent earlier to escort various sects haven’t returned yet.”

“Ah,” Cai Zhao was confused. “Where did they go? Did they take a detour to play?”

Qi Yunke was amused by her response but then sighed: “We’ll wait another two or three days. If there’s still no news, we’ll have to send more people to investigate.”

Although Cai Zhao was unfamiliar with jianghu affairs, she couldn’t help but feel worried.

Qi Yunke comforted his disciple: “Don’t furrow your brow so deeply, child. Even if the sky falls, it’s not your responsibility to hold it up. Just live happily. Oh right, has Chang Ning recovered? That’s good, that’s good. Alright, you go play now. Master is going to find your Uncle Master Li.”

Having achieved her goal, Cai Zhao was content. She picked two long blades of grass from the cliff edge and skipped back, swinging them as she went. As she passed a hidden part of the cliff, she suddenly stopped.

Then, slowly backing up, slowly turning her head, slowly focusing her gaze—

“Chang Ning! What are you doing~!” Cai Zhao screamed shrilly, loud enough to scare all the ducks raised by Lei Xiuming to death.

The tall young man standing at the cliff edge turned his head, his jet-black long hair flowing like silk.

Slightly surprised, he asked: “How did Zhao Zhao sneak here?”

Cai Zhao took a few steps forward, pointing at the person sobbing at the cliff edge, and questioned again: “What are you doing? Oh? You… you are…” She suddenly realized the person at the cliff edge looked familiar.

That narrow forehead, that crooked chin, those mismatched triangular eyes—wasn’t this one of the people who bullied Chang Ning with Qi Lingbo at Muweixiu Palace that day?

How many people came with Qi Lingbo that day? Right, four ugly-looking guys in total.

A light bulb went off in Cai Zhao’s head, and she quickly looked over the cliff edge. Sure enough, she saw the other three pitiful figures hanging on the cliff face below, in danger of falling into the bottomless abyss at any moment.

The stone walls of Wanshui Qianshan Cliff had been smoothed by hundreds of years of fierce winds, making them particularly difficult to climb. The three were hanging at different heights, with no hand or foot holds. They were connected only by a single, pathetically thin hemp rope.

The hemp rope swayed in the cold wind, seeming ready to snap at the slightest pull. Apart from the crooked-faced one already sprawled on the cliff edge, the other three were crying out in extreme terror, tears streaming down their faces as they begged Chang Ning to pull them up.

Faced with this scene, Cai Zhao’s vision blurred, and she nearly stumbled.

“Quick, pull them up!” she screamed as if she’d caught Cai Pan visiting a brothel.

Chang Ning let out an “Oh” and slowly began pulling up the rope. Somehow, despite bearing the weight of three people, the thin hemp rope didn’t break.

Cai Zhao vigorously shook Chang Ning’s arm—she actually wanted to shake his shoulders and neck, but Chang Ning was too tall for her to reach—and shouted furiously:

“Have you gone mad? Are you crazy? This is Wanshui Qianshan Cliff! There’s a bottomless abyss below. If they fall, we won’t even be able to recover their bodies! Yes, they’ve offended you, but surely not enough to deserve death! Has your cultivation addled your brains? Do you want to take their lives? Ahhh!”

Chang Ning straightened his sleeves, unconcerned: “If they fall, we can just say they couldn’t bear the hardships of cultivation and fled down the mountain. After all, there won’t be any bodies…” Seeing the child before him with her hair almost standing on end, he smiled and explained, “Don’t worry, Zhao Zhao. I won’t take their lives. You’ve misunderstood.”

“Misunderstood you?” Cai Zhao panted heavily. “Fine, then tell me, what are you doing here?!”

Chang Ning kicked the person at the front: “Ah Gua, did you hear that? Quickly, tell her, do I intend to take your lives?”

The man, having been the first to climb up and regain his composure, blurted out in a daze: “Don’t call me Ah Gua…”

“No, you’re Ah Gua,” Chang Ning said coldly, his expression turning vicious.

Ah Gua, seeing Chang Ning’s menacing look, hurriedly said: “Right, right, I’m Ah Gua! Senior Sister Cai, Senior Brother Chang isn’t trying to harm our lives!”

Cai Zhao laughed in exasperation: “Fine, then what are you doing here?”

Ah Gua, feeling dizzy, stammered: “We… we were…”

“Go on, what were you doing?” Chang Ning smiled.

Before suffocating himself, Ah Gua finally thought of a reason: “We… we four were just curious and wanted to see what the bottom of the cliff looked like, so we lowered ourselves down on ropes. Who knew it would be easy to go down but hard to come back up? Thankfully, Senior Brother Chang pulled us up. Senior Brother Chang saved our lives!”

Chang Ning had an epiphany: “Oh, so that’s what happened. Did you hear that, Junior Sister Zhao Zhao?”

Cai Zhao: “…”

The other three, hearing this, also caught on and started clamoring:

“Senior Brother Chang, not holding grudges, risked his life to save us from danger. He’s truly magnanimous and righteous!”

“WAh from now on, Senior Brother Chang is like our second father. We’ll set up an ancestral tablet for Senior Brother Chang’s long life, waaah…”

“A righteous gentleman like Senior Brother Chang is truly a pillar of morality! We were beasts before, no, worse than beasts, to have dared disrespect Senior Brother Chang!” The last one, fearing the atmosphere wasn’t intense enough, even started slapping his face.

Cai Zhao’s face tightened, and she suddenly turned and left without a word.

Chang Ning quickly caught up, tilting his head onto the child’s shoulder, smiling: “Alright, alright, don’t be angry, Zhao Zhao. It was because I remembered what you said that I didn’t throw them down.”

Cai Zhao suddenly deflated, feeling that life was truly difficult. Leaving home to become a disciple was hard enough, but heaven had also saddled her with a Chang Ning who was either causing trouble or about to cause trouble.

She stopped on a wooden bridge over a ravine: “You need to stop now. The aunt said the most tragic thing in the world is when a victim goes too far in seeking revenge and becomes the target of public criticism and contempt.”

Chang Ning nodded: “I know. They were the last four disciples from the sect. I won’t bother anyone else.”

“Good that you understand. Rein it in quickly. Master has already come up the mountain. When he returns from Uncle Master Li’s place, Qi Lingbo will surely complain to Master. You’d better watch out for your skin!”

Chang Ning’s long lashes moved imperceptibly. “Alright, I understand.”

Cai Zhao sighed in relief and took a few steps off the bridge, but noticed no footsteps behind her. She turned to see Chang Ning still standing in the center of the arched bridge. Puzzled, she asked: “Why aren’t you coming?”

Chang Ning stood tall, smiling slightly in the mountain breeze: “The henchmen have been dealt with, but the main culprit remains unpunished. Zhao Zhao, go back to Qingjing Zhai first. I’ll be back soon.” As he spoke, he struck the bridge with his palm. The force was as fierce as a heavy hammer, and the bridge split in two with a loud crack. Then, with a series of creaks and snaps, both ends of the bridge shattered, wooden pieces falling into the deep ravine below.

At the same time, Chang Ning leaped into the air, his movement light and ethereal, like a carefree blue cloud rising and drifting away, before landing gracefully on the opposite bank.

Cai Zhao stood stunned, only realizing what had happened after the wooden bridge had completely fallen. “Where are you going?” she cried out. “Are you going to find Qi Lingbo? Don’t be crazy! Come back quickly!”

Chang Ning waved to her from afar, then swiftly departed.

Anxiously, Cai Zhao paced back and forth at the edge of the deep ravine. The gap was too wide for her to leap across. If only she had a long whip or rope to give her some leverage! However, having grown up in Luoying Town, she wasn’t accustomed to carrying weapons.

Finally, gritting her teeth, she decided to take the longer route, determined to reach Qi Lingbo’s residence, the Xianyu Linglong Dwelling, as quickly as possible.

After circumventing the deep cliff, she struggled up the mountainside. In the distance, she saw the gold-threaded, silver-inlaid Xianyu Linglong Dwelling engulfed in flames. The fire raged, spreading in all directions. Blood-stained Yin family guards lay sprawled on the ground, clutching their stomachs or arms, wailing in agony. Servants who couldn’t escape in time huddled by the water pool, crying out in pain from their burns. Those unaffected by the fire frantically carried water to douse the flames.

Cai Zhao stepped over the charred tree branches and flowers on the ground, standing helplessly amidst the chaos. She grabbed a passing maid and asked, “Did Chang Ning start this fire?”

The maid replied trembling, “Yes, it was Young Master Chang! He came and knocked down all the guards! He called for the mistress to come out, and when she did, he set the fire without a word, saying he wanted to force her out!”

“Where is Senior Sister Lingbo now?” Cai Zhao pressed.

“Young Master Dai took the mistress out through the back door, and Young Master Chang chased after them!” The maid was now crying in fear.

Cai Zhao released the maid, picked up an intact Qingang sword from the ground, and sprinted in the direction the maid had pointed, using her qi to propel herself forward.

…

Under the green gauze corridor of Chuitianwu.

A handsome and heroic young man sat on a bamboo couch, meticulously polishing his beloved sword, ‘Kunpeng’.

A servant reported, “Young Master, it seems there’s a fire in the direction of Xianyu Linglong Dwelling. Would you like to go and see?”

Song Yuzhi replied, “No need.”

The servant, after much hesitation, added, “I heard that Young Master Chang Ning caused quite a commotion at the gate a few days ago. Could he be causing trouble for Miss Lingbo?”

Song Yuzhi didn’t even look up. “So what if he is?”

“Young Master, Miss Lingbo is, after all, your…”

Song Yuzhi put down the white velvet cloth. “Lingbo has been misbehaving for years. She deserves to be taught a lesson. Since she won’t listen to a word I say, I might as well let Brother Chang do the job.”

The servant cautioned, “I just hope Young Master Chang doesn’t go too far, or he might face severe punishment.”

“Not necessarily,” Song Yuzhi mused. “Out of respect for Old Sect Master Yin, Father has always been lenient with Lingbo, even when she’s made mistakes. Similarly, considering the late Chang Daxia’s reputation, would Father severely punish the orphan of the Chang family, even if Chang Ning makes a mistake?”

The servant couldn’t help but interject, “Old Sect Master Yin is your grandfather, Young Master.”

“I know,” Song Yuzhi examined his sword, speaking to himself. “They say beauty should be paired with a hero, but the truth is, the Qingque Sect doesn’t bear the surname Yin. The next Sect Master doesn’t necessarily have to marry the previous Sect Master’s daughter. It’s just that Grandfather’s reputation is too great, and he has led the sect for too long, so everyone has forgotten this fact.”

…

Cai Zhao raced past pavilions and towers until she reached a large lake. There, she saw two figures engaged in an intense battle, their swords flashing.

Qi Lingbo lay nearby, soaking wet and tearfully watching the two combatants. She wore Dai Fengchi’s robe, her face smeared with mud.

Dai Fengchi, known as the ‘Wind-Chasing Swordsman’, was renowned for his Meteor Chasing Wind sword technique, known for its swift, meteor-like strikes. Chang Ning, no longer fighting with a tree branch, had seized a Qingang sword from a guard. He employed the Chang family’s ‘Willow Floss Sword Technique’, light and graceful like willow catkins in the wind.

The two sword techniques were evenly matched. However, before Cai Zhao could reach them, Chang Ning suddenly thrust his sword diagonally toward Dai Fengchi’s left shoulder, his speed surpassing even the Meteor Chasing Wind. Dai Fengchi grunted in pain, staggering back. Chang Ning immediately followed with a palm strike, sending Dai Fengchi flying several steps. Dai coughed up blood and collapsed.

Chang Ning stepped forward, pointing his sword at both Dai and Qi. “When you made me bark like a dog back then, did you ever imagine this day would come?”

Qi Lingbo shouted angrily, “You kicked me into the lake and humiliated me with mud! What more do you want? If you have the guts, just kill me!”

Chang Ning laughed softly. “You both saw what happened to Wu Yuanying that day. Killing you wouldn’t satisfy me. Making you suffer is what I want!”

The horrific state of Wu Yuanying was seared into everyone’s minds like a nightmare.

Qi Lingbo, terrified, stammered, “What… what do you want? My father won’t let you get away with this!”

“True, out of respect for Sect Master Qi, I can’t kill you two,” Chang Ning nodded, then swung his sword towards Qi Lingbo’s face amidst her screams.

Just as it seemed the Fairy Lingbo’s face would be marred, a clear clang of sword meeting sword rang out—Cai Zhao had flown in from the side, her sword barely blocking Chang Ning’s fierce attack.

Chang Ning withdrew his sword, stepping back with a smile. “Zhaozao, you came so quickly. The Flying Flower Crossing of Luoying Valley is indeed impressive.”

Almost simultaneously, other inner disciples and guards arrived, witnessing Cai Zhao standing with her sword before Dai and Qi. Her beauty rivaled blooming flowers, her long sword as cold as ice.

Having already witnessed Chang Ning’s skills, no one dared to step forward.

Cai Zhao spoke firmly, “Senior Brother Chang, as I said before, you should stop now.”

Chang Ning’s expression grew serious. “Zhaozao, you’re not going to be like those vulgar people who say ‘since no real harm was done, you shouldn’t hold a grudge,’ are you? Being forced to bark like a dog, roll in mud, and eat feces, having one’s heart blood extracted—that was Wu Yuanying’s misfortune. It wasn’t because Qi Lingbo and the others felt compassion or showed mercy.”

Chang Ning swung his sword, his voice cold. “If they intended to harm, they should be judged as if they succeeded. Why can’t I seek revenge?!”

Cai Zhao sighed softly. “Senior Brother Chang, we’ve said all that needs to be said. You’re intelligent; you understand these principles without me explaining. ‘Intending harm’ is indeed despicable, but it’s different from ‘actually causing harm’. Seeking justice is right, but excessive revenge goes too far.”

“Is this what your aunt taught you?” Chang Ning glanced at her, his smile ice-cold. “No wonder your aunt, despite her martial prowess, ended up bedridden for years and died in misery. Don’t follow her example! Isn’t it better to live freely and joyfully in the martial world than to be constantly constrained by the name of righteousness and chivalry?”

Cai Zhao’s face turned cold. “You set three rules on the first day we met. Now that you no longer need protection, you dare to criticize my aunt?!”

Chang Ning couldn’t hide his crazed, unrestrained air. He laughed loudly, “Don’t be angry, Zhaozao. I shouldn’t have spoken about your aunt. You can punish me however you like when we return… Just let me vent a little more!”

In a flash, Chang Ning’s sword curved like a striking snake, bypassing Cai Zhao and aiming straight for Qi Lingbo’s face.

Amidst Qi Lingbo’s screams, Cai Zhao flipped her wrist to deflect Chang Ning’s sword, then lunged forward. In an instant, their swords clashed numerous times, their movements too fast for onlookers to follow.

Cai Zhao recalled Cai Pingzhu’s words about the Chang family’s Willow Floss Sword Technique—graceful and ethereal, its deadliest aspect was the ‘entanglement’ move. Once caught in it, defeat was inevitable. Thus, from the start, Cai Zhao struck swiftly, aiming to preempt each move and prevent Chang Ning’s sword from ensnaring her.

After seven or eight exchanges, Cai Zhao noticed Chang Ning’s left hand seemed slightly stiff, either from lack of practice or fatigue. Seizing an opening, she thrust her sword forward—

“Ah!” The crowd gasped in unison.

One drop, then two—bright red blood fell onto the white jade steps by the lake.

Chang Ning lowered his head, stunned. The gleaming sword tip had pierced his left shoulder.

The wound wasn’t deep, nor particularly painful, he thought.

The crowd murmured in astonishment:

“Junior Sister Cai is so skilled! I couldn’t even see how she struck!”

“Who dares say the Cai family has no talents left in Luoying Valley? I’ll slap them!”

“Maybe Young Master Chang held back…”

“Don’t flatter yourself! Seven or eight of you were knocked down by his sleeve and couldn’t even get up. Now you’re trying to save face?”

“Fortunately, Senior Brother Dai insisted on sparring with Junior Sister Cai.”

“Haha, now that you mention it…”

“Stop laughing. Chang Ning is so vengeful. Now that blood has been drawn, who knows how this will end.”

The sword was swiftly withdrawn from the flesh, trailing a line of crimson.

“Have you had enough of your madness?” Cai Zhao struggled to steady her breathing, trying to keep her sword from shaking—this was the first time she had injured someone.

“Senior Sister Lingbo bullied you, but the servants in Xianyu Linglong Dwelling were innocent. Your fire injured so many! You were wronged and wanted revenge, but does that mean you can disregard the innocent?!”

Her voice trembled slightly, but she persisted, “Others were cruel, so you became even crueler in your revenge. You’ve become just like those you once despised—I can’t respect someone like that.”

With a soft clatter, Chang Ning gently tossed his sword to the ground. He covered his wounded shoulder, his long lashes lowered. The wild, violent aura around him dissipated like scattered clouds.

Cai Zhao felt her heart lighten. She relaxed her tense body and casually discarded her sword, its bloodied tip drawing a thin red line on the white jade steps.

She composed herself, slowly walked to Chang Ning, and pulled up his sleeve. “Let’s go home and have some soup.”

Chang Ning looked down at the pale hand on his sleeve, reminiscent of the day Qi Yunke entrusted him to care for the child in Muwei Palace. He softly replied, “Mm.”

The crowd watched in bewilderment as the two departed.

“Is… is that it?”

“What else do you want? Isn’t this chaotic enough?”

“But it’s not right! What about Senior Sister Lingbo? Chang caused such a commotion, and now after drawing blood, he’s leaving like nothing happened?”

“It’s good that they’re leaving. Thankfully, Junior Sister Cai could control him. If a real fight broke out, we’d have to help—do you want another beating?!”

…

Song Yuzhi stood in the corridor, gazing at the sky. A gentle breeze blew, and the weather was beautiful.

He smiled. “Tomorrow’s weather will be even better than today’s. Perfect for moving.”
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Back at Qingjing Study, Cai Zhao personally tended to Chang Ning’s wound.

His loose robe fell to his shoulders, revealing the young man’s well-defined chest and back, broad shoulders, and toned muscles. Cai Zhao changed several clothes before finally applying medicine and wrapping bandages.

Cai Zhao intended to step back, but seeing Chang Ning sitting absent-mindedly on the lounge chair with his robe open, she sighed and leaned forward to fix his clothes.

Chang Ning suddenly came to, leaning forward without warning. His tall, broad-shouldered frame enveloped the girl beneath his shadow.

Cai Zhao’s hands were still on his clothes, her eyes level with the young man’s long neck, his Adam’s apple prominent. A cool scent mingled with a faint smell of blood. She turned her face away, frowning, “Why do I feel like you’ve grown taller these past few days?”

She remembered that when they first met, the young man before her had been thin and frail.

“Really?” Chang Ning looked at his forearm, long-boned with firm muscles visible beneath the fair skin. “Perhaps it’s because I’ve been eating and sleeping well lately, thanks to Zhaozao.”

Cai Zhao knew he was talking nonsense. She pushed against his chest, “If you don’t want to tell the truth, then don’t. Anyone can see your cultivation has progressed, and you’re close to full recovery.” Chang Ning had been injured and poisoned for a year; she guessed that at his age, he had quickly regained the growth suppressed over the past year.

Chang Ning smiled, “You stabbed me with a sword, and I’m not angry. Yet you’re the one who’s upset.”

Cai Zhao put the water basin aside and turned, asking, “Were you going to slash Qi Lingbo’s face earlier? If you had, how would you have dealt with the consequences?”

“I hadn’t planned on dealing with them. If I couldn’t stay in Qingque Sect, I’d just leave,” Chang Ning said lazily.

“If Qi Lingbo’s face was ruined, how could she live on?”

“She’d manage. After all, she has a precious and formidable fiancé. She’ll still be the Sect Master’s wife in the future. Given Young Master Song’s character, he wouldn’t break off the engagement just because his fiancée’s face was scarred.” Chang Ning couldn’t hide the schadenfreude in his voice.

Cai Zhao was stunned, realizing there was some truth to his words. “…So, you were setting up Third Senior Brother?”

Chang Ning tilted his head, thought for a moment, and then fell back onto the lounge chair, giggling.

Cai Zhao threw the cloth into the basin forcefully, saying angrily, “Third Senior Brother should teach you a lesson. He’s done nothing to you recently, yet you try to set him up!”

Chang Ning sat up, speaking seriously, “Zhaozao is right. To avoid Young Master Song coming after me, I’ll go into seclusion again starting tomorrow.”

“For how long this time? One day and one hour, or two days and two hours?” Cai Zhao asked skeptically.

Chang Ning replied, “Four days and four nights. This time I won’t come out early. I’ll trouble Junior Sister Zhaozao to keep watch for me again.”

Cai Zhao sighed in relief, patting her chest and promising it wouldn’t be a problem—as long as Chang Ning didn’t go out causing trouble, she’d be happy to keep watch, even if it meant guarding a coffin.

“I smell sugar-glazed cherries. Are they for me?” Chang Ning tilted his head, sniffing lightly with a delighted expression.

Cai Zhao, leaning against the doorframe, turned back with a teasing smile, “If you had slashed Qi Lingbo’s face and fled down the mountain tonight, I would have eaten that bowl of sugar-glazed cherries with everyone else, not leaving a single drop of syrup!”

Outside, the moon shone like a jade plate. A gentle evening breeze stirred the flowers in the courtyard. The girl turned back, smiling as she held the door, her delicate nose slightly upturned, playful yet warm.

Chang Ning suddenly felt a strange heat in his mouth, an unfamiliar warmth.

Slightly surprised, he pressed his hand to his chest.

…

In an inner room of the Shuanglian Huachi Palace, only three people were present.

Qi Lingbo had just finished washing herself repeatedly, ensuring no trace of swamp smell remained on her body or hair before leaving the bath. She was now sobbing as she complained to her mother.

Yin Sulian was also at a loss until she heard that Chang Ning had come to provoke them and Cai Zhao had intervened. She slapped her thigh and cursed, “That short-lived ghost with no family left, I’ll teach him a lesson!”

Granny Mao, who was drying Qi Lingbo’s hair, said, “Madam, please calm down. The grudge between both sides seems to be settled now. It’s best not to create new problems. I told you, Cai Zhao was raised by Cai Pingzhu after all. No matter how sharp-tongued she might be, she wouldn’t let things go too far. Thankfully, she stopped Chang Ning today. Madam and Miss, please don’t worry. This old servant thinks Chang Ning won’t come looking for trouble again.”

Qi Lingbo was unwilling to let it go and complained about her mother being too timid and unwilling to stand up for her.

Yin Sulian, also full of anger, couldn’t help but scold, “You! Remember what I told you when Chang Ning first came to the mountain? I could tell he wasn’t easy to deal with, his eyes cold and fierce. I predicted he would become formidable in the future. I told you to show him more care and concern—men are easiest to subdue when they’re down and out!”

“But look what you’ve done! Not only did you fail to make him grateful and admiring of you, but you’ve become enemies! Tell me, how did you manage to mess things up so badly?” Yin Sulian poked her daughter, frustrated at her incompetence.

Qi Lingbo felt extremely wronged, “I did go! I visited him every few days, showing care and consideration, bringing tea and water, and even making clothes for him. But Chang not only didn’t appreciate it, but he mocked me endlessly. How could I tolerate that?”

She remembered Chang Ning’s eyes that seemed to see through everything as if he completely understood her intentions. Every time she mustered the enthusiasm to show concern, Chang Ning’s eyes were full of mockery and derision, making Qi Lingbo feel like a clown.

Yin Sulian sighed, “Well, at least my judgment wasn’t wrong. Chang Ning is indeed remarkable. He’s only recovered for a few days, and already Fengchi is no match for him. What a pity Lingbo couldn’t win him over. Instead, that little hussy Cai Zhao has benefited.”

Qi Lingbo turned away angrily, “I’m useless! I’m a fool! Mother, aren’t you ashamed of me?”

Yin Sulian was about to console her daughter when she caught Granny Mao’s eye. She quickly composed herself and began scolding her daughter, “You are indeed useless. It’s bad enough that you’re not skilled in martial arts, but you can’t even endure. Even if you couldn’t win Chang Ning over back then, you could have at least maintained a normal relationship. There was no need to become enemies.”

“Mother! How can you say such things about me!” Qi Lingbo cried, tears flowing.

“It’s as if your aunt has passed away. If she saw how arrogant and brainless you’ve become, she definitely wouldn’t want you as her daughter-in-law!” Yin Sulian continued to ‘encourage’ her daughter.

Qi Lingbo cried even louder.

Granny Mao consoled gently, “Miss, don’t blame your mother for speaking harshly. It’s all for your good. Back then, your aunt and your mother—one was incredibly intelligent and cunning, the other was stunningly beautiful and understanding. Even though the sisters’ martial arts weren’t the best, they still lived splendidly in the martial world, praised by everyone, not much inferior to Cai Pingzhu.”

“Don’t be fooled by that little Cai Zhao’s calm demeanor. It’s the quiet dogs that bite! This old woman thinks she’s much stronger than her aunt was back then. Not only are her martial arts good, but she’s also clever and knows how to handle people. Chang Ning has such a violent temper, always threatening to kill, yet she managed to subdue him immediately. Who knows what shameless efforts she’s made behind the scenes? Hmph, one face in public, another in private!”

“Miss Lingbo, you should learn from her in the future. Don’t be so straightforward…”

Qi Lingbo couldn’t bear to hear more. She let out an angry cry and rushed out, running to a side room where Dai Fengchi was resting and recovering.

With disheveled wet hair, Qi Lingbo gritted her teeth, “I must teach that little hussy Cai Zhao a lesson!”

Dai Fengchi hesitated, “Her martial arts are formidable.” He implied they couldn’t defeat her.

“I know!”

“She’s also sharp-tongued.” Suggesting they couldn’t out-argue her either.

“I know that too!”

“Master and his wife won’t let you use your private guards.” Indicating they lacked sufficient help.

“I’m well aware!”

“So what do you plan to do?”

Qi Lingbo let out a cold, hateful laugh. “I’ve already thought of a way. I’ll ruin her reputation!”

…

The morning after the fire at Xianyu Linglong Residence, Chang Ning began his seclusion. Before retreating, he casually handed Cai Zhao a thick stack of banknotes, saying it was compensation for the wooden bridge above the deep ravine.

Cai Zhao quickly counted – a whopping 50,000 taels. It was enough not just for a wooden bridge, but for one made of gold or silver. She then asked, “What about Senior Sister Lingbo’s residence? You set that fire.”  Although the fire was extinguished quickly, it had caused some damage.

Chang Ning replied without hesitation, “If Xianyu Linglong’s Residence is uninhabitable, let her move to Chunling Xiaozhu. It’s closer to her fiancé – killing two birds with one stone.”

Cai Zhao: =_= “… Brother, hurry up and start your seclusion. No need to see you off.”

After locking the troublemaker in the inner room with three iron locks, Cai Zhao reluctantly went to find Qi Yunke. To her surprise, Song Yuzhi was also there, looking proud and cold, glancing at everything but her.

Cai Zhao first conveyed Chang Ning’s apology (Chang Ning: I didn’t apologize!) and then suggested that if Xianyu Linglong Residence was severely damaged, Qi Lingbo could temporarily stay at Chunling Xiaozhu.

Qi Yunke shook his head, politely declining the suggestion. “Xianyu Linglong Residence is full of gold and jade; it’s not easily damaged. Besides, it’s good for Lingbo to learn a lesson.”

As they left the main residence, Song Yuzhi walked silently ahead of Cai Zhao. When they parted at the crossroads, he suddenly turned back and gave the girl a deep look, his eyes filled with reproach.

Cai Zhao thought: … Um, maybe he doesn’t want to live too close to his fiancée.

Afterward, she went to handle the compensation matters, handing the thick stack of banknotes to Zeng Dalou. Just as Zeng Dalou was about to speak, Cai Zhao quickly interjected, “If Senior Brother also wants to say something like ‘Please advise Chang Ning, Lingbo is just childish and means no harm,’ there’s no need. The last person who said that was beaten by Chang Ning so badly that even their mother might not recognize them.”

Zeng Dalou sighed deeply, “Why is he so unforgiving?”

“Why do you always favor Senior Sister Lingbo?” Cai Zhao retorted, sauntering away.

In addition to leaving 50,000 taels of silver, Chang Ning had also “recruited” four helpers.

These four outer disciples, though somewhat unsightly, diligently came to Qingjing Studio to work from the second day onward. They fetched water, chopped firewood, moved things around, tidied the lawn, and trimmed the shrubs. Furong only had to give a word, and they would work like ants, doing whatever was pointed out.

Cui, on the other hand, didn’t even need to speak. She remained as quiet as…

Cai Zhao initially refused politely, as outer disciples weren’t servants, and these four seemed to come from well-off families.

A Gua spoke righteously, “The other brothers who offended Young Master Chang ended up in such a state. We four only got scared. If we don’t come to help, wouldn’t that be against heaven’s will?”

A Zao added, “Young Master Chang is magnanimous and didn’t hold it against us. It’s his noble and kind nature. We four can’t be so polite as to refuse this blessing!”

A Zui chimed in, “Young Master Chang and Sister Cai are like dragons among men, world-class heroes, and heaven’s chosen ones. For us little brothers to run errands and do odd jobs for them is a blessing earned from several lifetimes of good deeds!”

A Sai bluntly stated, “…, that day at the cliff, we said that if Young Master Chang spared our miserable lives, we’d be his servants in the future.”

The other three – Gua, Zao, and Zui – all turned to glare at A Sai reproachfully.

“…” Cai Zhao said, “As long as everyone’s happy.”

The next three days were the most peaceful and leisurely Cai Zhao had experienced since climbing Wanshui Qianshan Cliff.

No one came to harm Chang Ning, and Chang Ning didn’t go out to cause trouble. Apart from practicing martial arts and preparing for battles, Cai Zhao spent her free time drinking clear lotus seed soup and watching the four – Gua, Zao, Zui, and Sai – fawn over Furong and Cui. She finally enjoyed a life of leisure and refinement.

Unfortunately, it only lasted three days.

On the morning of the fourth day, Cai Zhao noticed that Gua and Zao avoided eye contact with her and acted suspiciously. A Zui opened his mouth several times only to close it again, playing the refined game of wanting to speak but holding back. Cai Zhao, tired of their antics, directly asked A Sai, “If you have something to say, say it. If you’re hiding something without reason, I’ll have Brother Chang skin you alive tomorrow.”

A Sai immediately spilled everything like an overturned basket. “Sister Cai, rumors about you are spreading all over the sect!”

“Rumors? About me?” Cai Zhao suddenly felt like she was living out a cliché story from a novel.

In stories, there’s always a kind and weak lady with a pitiful background and an evil cousin who occasionally harms her. The methods of harm are varied, but the most common is spreading rumors to damage her reputation, making the lady feel too ashamed to face anyone and eventually commit suicide.

Of course, Cai Zhao would never commit suicide. Even if Nine Li Mountain were flattened, she wouldn’t kill herself.

The content of the rumor was simple: After joining the sect, young Miss Cai met Chang Ning, the orphan of the Wu’an Chang family. In just a few days, her pity turned to affection, affection to love, and finally, love to an illicit affair! Although young Miss Cai was already betrothed to the Zhou family, the two couldn’t control their passion and hid in Qingjing Studio every day to be intimate.

— The details were so vivid, it was as if someone had been hiding under Cai Zhao’s bed watching them.

After hearing this, Cai Zhao was stunned, not angry, just dumbfounded. She couldn’t understand the logic behind spreading such a rumor. “What’s the point of spreading this? Do they want Master to accuse me of being fickle and promiscuous and then drown me in a pig cage?”

She thought for a moment and realized it didn’t make sense. “But there’s no such crime in the Six Northern Zhen Sects.” The Song family of Guangtian Gate had a beautiful female ancestor who married five or six times, each new husband met while still married to the previous one.

Furong offered a new perspective: “I don’t think the person behind this wants Miss to be punished. They want to spread the rumor far and wide to ruin Miss’s engagement with the Zhou family.”

Cai Zhao was incredulous. “A mere rumor could ruin my engagement?”

Cui added, “Even if it can’t ruin the engagement, it’s worth it if it annoys Miss.”

Cai Zhao realized they had a point. Even if the Zhou family believed in her innocence, the women in the Min family would surely take delight in making snide remarks and veiled accusations every day.

“So, who’s behind spreading these rumors?” she mused.

The four – Gua, Zao, Zui, and Sai – exchanged furtive glances, while Furong and Cui wore expressions that seemed to say, ‘Isn’t it obvious?’

Cai Zhao laughed bitterly, stomped her foot, and turned to confront Qi Lingbo.

Xianyu Linglong Residence was under renovation.

Cai Zhao arrived with a menacing aura. The guards and servants, still shaken from Chang Ning’s recent rampage, dared not stop her. She marched straight in and easily found Qi Lingbo, who was trying on new clothes and jewelry.

Without beating around the bush, Cai Zhao directly asked Qi Lingbo if she was responsible for spreading the rumors.

Qi Lingbo coquettishly tried on clothes in front of the mirror, barely concealing her smugness. “Oh my, Sister, you’re talking about that rumor? I’ve heard it too. What? Do you think I spread it? Oh dear, that’s such a terrible accusation. Since Brother Chang ‘taught me a lesson’ a few days ago, I’ve been obediently staying in my room, reading, writing, and cultivating myself. How could you baselessly tarnish my reputation?”

“Why are these rumors circulating? Well, Sister, you should ask yourself that. Since you arrived, you’ve been inseparable from Brother Chang. You won’t even stay in Chunling Xiaozhu, which Father specially prepared for you, insisting on living with Brother Chang instead. What are people supposed to think? I wonder how the Zhou family will react to these rumors. Will they question your virtue?”

Cai Zhao swiftly grabbed Qi Lingbo’s arm, twisting it behind her back. She spoke coldly, “You really won’t learn until it’s too late! If I investigate, don’t you think I can trace the source of these rumors? Do you believe I won’t slap you dozens of times first, ruining that lying mouth of yours, before dragging you to confront those who spread the rumors?”

Qi Lingbo, having nothing left to lose, threw her new clothes down forcefully. “You… you… go ahead and kill me if you dare! I won’t admit to any wrongdoing. Even if others accuse me, it’ll be because you forced a false confession!” In truth, she was at her wit’s end, unable to out-argue Cai Zhao, and with no one to back her up, she could only resort to this desperate measure.

Cai Zhao released Qi Lingbo and laughed coldly, “Fine, very well! Senior Sister, you’ve got guts. I underestimated you before. Since you want to play, I’ll gladly oblige!” Without another word, she turned and strode out decisively.

Qi Lingbo rubbed her sore arm, filled with uncertainty and fear.

…

On the vast training grounds, dozens of inner disciples were practicing martial arts under Song Yuzhi’s supervision.

Suddenly, a graceful figure approached. Everyone looked up—a young woman in a light crimson gold-embroidered silk dress, carrying a wicker food basket. She moved with a slender waist, apricot eyes, and peach-blossom cheeks.

This beautiful young woman was none other than Cai Zhao.

All the disciples were stunned.

Under the morning sun, the young woman gently raised her hand to adjust her cloud-like green hair, causing the glass bead flowers on her golden hairpin to quiver slightly. The hearts of the young men seemed to tremble along with it.

Cai Zhao slowly walked to Song Yuzhi’s side, her laughter like silver bells. “Third Senior Brother, you’ve worked so hard. I’ve just joined the sect and only now realized how much you toil. You’re helping Master with his duties; it would be disrespectful of me not to do something as well.”

She took out a bowl from the basket. “Brother, here, have some iced sugar lotus seed soup to refresh yourself.”

The disciples craned their necks, shocked yet excited, anticipating some juicy gossip.

They couldn’t help it; life in the sect was too monotonous.

Song Yuzhi stood tall, handsome, and dignified as always.

The young woman before him smiled like a flower, attentive and considerate. Any man would be moved. After a moment of silence, he asked, “What are you trying to do?”

Cai Zhao continued her act, smiling sweetly, “You’ve heard the rumors about me these past few days, haven’t you?”

“…I have.”

“Qi Lingbo spread those rumors.”

“I know.”

“…” Cai Zhao maintained her smile, gritting her teeth. “She’s your fiancée!”

“So what?” Song Yuzhi spoke as if talking about someone unrelated to him.

The young girl revealed a fierce look. “Qi Lingbo ruined my reputation and tried to ruin my engagement. How can I let that slide? If I don’t retaliate, I’ll write my name backward! She made me miserable, so I’ll return the favor!”

“What does that have to do with me?” Song Yuzhi glanced at the girl, his expression still indifferent.

Cai Zhao revealed her true intentions, saying bitterly, “Don’t think you can stay out of this, Senior Brother! To be frank, whether you like it or not, I’m going to stick to you. It’s your future wife’s fault for being so underhanded. You’ll just have to endure it!”

The corner of Song Yuzhi’s mouth curved almost imperceptibly before he coldly said, “What if I don’t want you clinging to me?”

Cai Zhao chuckled lightly. Had she read hundreds of novels for nothing?

She smiled brightly and charmingly, “It seems Senior Brother lacks experience. A woman has many ways to latch onto a man if she wants to.”

Lowering her voice, she continued, “If you drink this soup, Senior Brother, I’ll just be a naive little girl who admires you, coming to check on you three times a day. If you don’t drink it, I’ll be a pitiful, abandoned, devoted girl!”

Song Yuzhi raised an eyebrow. “We’ve only known each other for about ten days. When did I abandon you?”

“Everyone will believe me when I cry brokenheartedly outside your window every night,” Cai Zhao fabricated shamelessly.

Song Yuzhi was standing at a distance from the other disciples, and they had been speaking in low voices, so no one else knew what they were discussing. They only saw the handsome, tall senior brother whispering closely with the delicate, beautiful junior sister.

“What’s going on? Am I dreaming?”

“It’s not a dream. I’ve already pinched myself—it hurt.”

“Senior Brother Song never speaks more than half a sentence to young women. He hardly even acknowledges Senior Sister Qi!”

“Ha, you don’t understand. Senior Brother Song is cold as ice because he hasn’t met the right person. If he meets the right one, he’ll have plenty to say! We’re all men, we know how it is.”

” I wanted to say at the initiation banquet that Junior Sister Cai is really beautiful.”

“Why wait until the banquet? I saw her at the ceremony. It’s a shame that guy with the pockmarked face was always by her side!”

“But haven’t there been rumors lately about Junior Sister Cai and Young Master Chang…”

“Don’t talk nonsense. Only fools would believe such baseless rumors! How can Chang compare to our Senior Brother Song? Forget about family background and martial arts skills, just look at their faces, if you were a woman, who would you choose?!”

“Even as a man, I’d choose Senior Brother Song, haha!”

“But isn’t Senior Brother Song engaged to Senior Sister Qi? And Junior Sister Cai is also betrothed to the Zhou family…”

“Don’t you guys read novels? Love at first sight, mutual affection, a chance encounter like a meeting in a previous life. Alas, they both have arranged marriages, facing opposition from their elders. In the end, they’ll elope and live in seclusion…”

“You’ve read too many novels! Why so complicated? We’re all from the Six Northern Zhen Sects. Can’t they just swap engagements?”

“Can engagements be swapped so casually?”

“You swapped my underwear yesterday…”

Cai Zhao didn’t realize that without her needing to plant false evidence or put on an act, the group of hot-blooded young men had already imagined a three-lifetime love story full of twists and turns between her and Song Yuzhi. If she waited a bit longer, they might even start discussing how many children the couple would have in the future.

Seeing that Song Yuzhi hadn’t reacted, she was about to start a tearful performance when he suddenly reached out to take the soup bowl. “Why didn’t you move back to Chunling Xiaozhu these past few days?”

Cai Zhao was taken aback: “Haven’t you heard that Chang Ning has been going crazy everywhere these past few days? I need to keep an eye on him. But I think he’s almost recovered. When that happens, Master will surely take him down the mountain to avenge the Chang family. Then I can move back.”

Song Yuzhi suddenly smiled, like sunlight on a mountain peak, bright and handsome.

The inner disciples, who had never seen Song Yuzhi smile like this, were silently cheering in excitement.

Song Yuzhi raised the bowl and drank the soup in a few gulps, then returned it to Cai Zhao. “I don’t like sweet things. Bring a different soup next time.” He turned decisively and walked towards the teaching platform.

Cai Zhao was overjoyed, knowing that Song Yuzhi had agreed to play along with her act. She waved a small handkerchief behind him, smiling even sweeter than the lotus seed soup. “Don’t tire yourself out too much, Senior Brother. I’ll come back this afternoon!”

Ahhhhhh!

The disciples screamed internally. Had their boring, uneventful lives in the sect finally found some juicy drama to watch?
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The next morning, the sky was clear and bright, without a trace of haze. It was a perfect day for all sorts of activities.

Many activities, indeed.

In the side study of Qingjing Studio, Chang Ning slowly opened his eyes. He felt the qi in his body flowing swiftly through his meridians like a warm current. His dantian was warm, and his channels were clear. He gazed at his pale fingertips, sensing a faint energy gathering there.

He raised his hand, fingers together, and gently waved. The teapot on the table ten paces away shattered instantly, cracking like ice.

Chang Ning frowned slightly. After a moment of concentration and breath control, he waved his hand again, this time aiming at the three teacups lined up on the table. They all cracked simultaneously. He went to inspect them—each cup had split evenly into three parts as if cut by a knife or axe.

This was more like it.

However, Chang Ning was still not entirely satisfied.

If he hadn’t been injured and poisoned over a year ago, he should be capable of more than this by now. Back then, he had been too hasty.

Now he needed to quickly clear the last blockage in his qi circulation and restore his previous level of power.

…

At Broken Bamboo Pavilion, Ding Zhuo rose early to practice his sword techniques three times in the small bamboo grove in front of his house. Then he bathed, changed into his best clothes, applied three layers of clear musk incense, tightly combed his hair, and finally solemnly picked up his beloved sword before slowly walking out.

The air was fresh and clear. He took a deep breath, filling his lungs with the scent of dew from the bamboo grove.

Fan Xingjia was already waiting in the courtyard. Ding Zhuo had specially invited him to witness the duel.

“Senior Brother, you look full of energy today, with your fighting spirit high. It seems you’re determined to win,” Fan Xingjia said with a smile.

Ding Zhuo nodded modestly. “As martial artists, we must always approach a duel with respect.”

As a child, he had heard many stories about swordsmen. The one he admired most was about a nameless warrior. He was called nameless because he was so obsessed with martial arts that he had forgotten his name, family, and friends. He spent his entire life searching, only to seek one defeat.

While other children dispersed after hearing the story, he remained, lost in thought.

Seeking defeat for a lifetime and never finding it—what a lofty and noble state to achieve.

Ding Zhuo closed his eyes, imagining the loneliness at such heights.

A loneliness to be envied.

He had dueled Song Yuzhi three times before, resulting in one draw and two losses.

Song Yuzhi was more talented than him, and not only that, but he was equally diligent and hardworking in his practice. Ding Zhuo greatly respected Song Yuzhi and hoped Cai Zhao wouldn’t disappoint him either.

Of course, he hoped to win, but even if he lost to Cai Zhao, he wouldn’t be discouraged or disheartened.

Because what he truly yearned for was the exhilarating pain of a peak confrontation between masters.

…

In the inner chambers of Chasing Moon Pavilion, Dai Fengchi was still bedridden, taking medicine for his unhealed injuries. He said to Qi Lingbo, “That little girl is no pushover. She won’t let you off easily for spreading those rumors.”

“I’m not afraid,” Qi Lingbo said, eating some freshly delivered fruit. “What can she do? Kill me? Beat me half to death? Heh, she can’t do either, can she? At worst, she’ll complain to Father. With Mother around, Father can’t punish me too severely.”

Dai Fengchi was still worried: “I feel Cai Zhao won’t give up easily. She might have some powerful counter-move.”

“Let her bring it on!” Qi Lingbo said carelessly.

…

At Qingjing Studio, Chang Ning finally completed the last cycle of his qi circulation. After tidying himself up, he pushed open the door.

The sunlight was bright, making people feel particularly comfortable.

Outside the door stood Gua, Zao, Zui, and Sai, who had been waiting for a long time. They were holding clear tea, a water basin and towel, fragrant porridge, and various snacks. As soon as they saw Chang Ning come out, they eagerly rushed forward to flatter him.

Chang Ning glanced around. “Where are Furong and Cuiwei?” He wanted to ask about Cai Zhao but didn’t want to appear eager.

They answered, “Sister Furong is airing the bedding, and Sister Cuiwei is airing the books.”

Chang Ning smiled slightly. “I guess Sister Cai instructed you to do this. A few days ago, she mentioned that ‘last month’s humidity was severe, and the bedding and books in the room were almost moldy.'”

He pretended to be troubled. “Cai Zhao is attentive, remembering even casual remarks.”

A Gua, the quickest-witted among them, immediately chimed in: “Young Master Chang is right. Miss Cai is always focused, especially when it comes to your matters. She’s particularly concerned about every little thing!”

A Zao followed suit: “That’s right! Who is Young Master Chang? He’s the most important person in Miss Cai’s heart. She pays attention to everything from your food and clothing to your living arrangements!”

A Zui added creatively: “Miss Cai is usually easy-going, not remembering other people or things. But what can she do? When someone is in your heart, they’re always on your mind and lips.”

The three of them spoke one after another, making Chang Ning beam with joy. Only A Sai stood there dumbly, unable to join in, getting increasingly anxious.

“After all this talk, where is Cai Zhao?” Chang Ning asked, trying to appear dignified.

A Sai finally had his chance and quickly blurted out, “Early this morning, Miss Cai made a pot of fragrant pork trotter soup and just took it to the training ground!”

Chang Ning frowned. “What pork trotter soup? What a mess.” He paused, then asked, “Why did she go to the training ground?”

Gua, Zao, and Zui hesitated to speak, but A Sai, being simple-minded, said fearlessly, “To bring soup to Senior Brother Song. She’s done it three times yesterday.”

“What did you say?!” Chang Ning’s expression instantly turned from sunny to cloudy.

…

At Chasing Moon Pavilion, Dai Fengchi was still worrying: “Yesterday, Cai Zhao left you with a harsh threat. Who knows what she’s planning? We should be prepared. Just in case…”

“In case of what? She was just talking tough. With her limited abilities from Luoying Valley…”

Before Qi Lingbo could finish, her trusted maid rushed in, stumbling.

“Miss, Miss, it’s terrible!” The maid panted.

Qi Lingbo scolded her: “Don’t you know how to speak properly? What do you mean by ‘terrible’? Go receive ten lashes later!”

The maid fearfully said, “Yes, yes, it’s my fault! But, Miss, you should quickly go to the training ground!”

“What’s happening?”

“Miss Cai is at the training ground, seducing Young Master Song!”

Qi Lingbo dropped a teacup with a crash.

…

At Broken Bamboo Pavilion, wisps of smoke rose from the precious white jade incense burner, forming beautiful arcs in the air.

One circle.

Two circles.

Three circles.

Four circles.

Five circles…

Ding Zhuo turned his head: “Why hasn’t she come yet?”

Fan Xingjia: “Haha, haha, she’ll be here soon.”

Ding Zhuo: “You said the same thing an hour ago.”

Fan Xingjia started to sweat: “Maybe, maybe in a little while, she’ll come?”

Ding Zhuo: “A little while later, it’ll be time for lunch.” Fighting on a full stomach with hiccups wouldn’t be lonely, lofty, or legendary at all.

Fan Xingjia couldn’t help but suggest: “Senior Brother, have you considered that Miss Cai might have forgotten?”

Ding Zhuo was incredulous: “For forgotten?!”

“Yes,” Fan Xingjia spoke frankly. “Miss Cai is quite carefree and casual. Master says she’s somewhat like that great-uncle of her family. As a child, when he wandered around Luoying Town, he either got lost or forgot to bring money, yet he was always carefree—back then, the great hero Cai Changfeng was so happy roaming outside that he even missed his elder brother and sister-in-law’s funeral.”

“So, Senior Brother, did you send someone to remind her yesterday?” He watched Ding Zhuo’s expression carefully.

Reminding someone not to forget a duel before it happens—

Searching endlessly, seeking defeat for a lifetime, the peak confrontation, the exhilarating pain that only masters could understand…

Ding Zhuo suddenly felt betrayed by the world’s malice.

…

At the training ground, the sun was high, and everyone’s enthusiasm was as fiery as the scorching sun.

People pretended to drink water or rest, using various odd postures to steal glances at the far end of the field—

Song Yuzhi returned the empty soup bowl to Cai Zhao: “First it was chicken feet, then duck feet, now pork trotters. Can’t you stop fixating on their legs and feet? Can’t you make some more sophisticated soups?”

Cai Zhao responded positively: “How about we stew some brain next time?”

“…” Song Yuzhi, “Let’s stick with the trotter soup.” Its taste was quite good, salty, savory, and tender.

Cai Zhao apologized: “I’m sorry for troubling you, Third Senior Brother. Furong only knows how to make sweets, and Cuiwei likes to make medicinal pills and decoctions. *cough cough* I don’t know how to make much. Xia Jiao… I mean Shuijing is good at making dumplings, but she got married early and didn’t come this time…”

She thought for a moment, “Actually, Chang Ning is a great cook. The first time he made chicken soup dumplings, they were as good as Uncle Sandpot next door, who has thirty years of experience. Why don’t we let him cook when he’s out of seclusion?”

Song Yuzhi felt a surge of emotions, unsure if it was due to all the tonic soups he had been drinking lately.

He almost blurted out, “Are you trying to poison me?” But his upbringing as a noble prevented him. According to his old habits, he should have turned and left. But he remembered that when he first met Cai Zhao, he had driven her away like this, and the next time he saw her, she was already inseparable from Chang Ning. So he tried hard to restrain himself.

“Apart from bringing soups, don’t you have anything else?” he suddenly asked.

Seeing that he wasn’t angry, Cai Zhao sighed in relief. “This should be enough, right? I can’t think of any other tricks. We just need to wait for the Senior Sister to come and confront us angrily. Then our mission will be accomplished, and you won’t have to drink any more soup…”

She secretly rejoiced, “Early this morning, I specifically asked someone to gossip loudly about coming to the training ground in front of Xianyu Linglong Residence. I guess Senior Sister Lingbo will come storming here today.” She knew that pestering Song Yuzhi was improper, but since he had agreed to cooperate, she was full of excitement while hoping to end this farce quickly.

Song Yuzhi raised an eyebrow, seemingly disagreeing. “Do you have a handkerchief?”

“Huh? What? Oh, oh, a handkerchief. Yes, I do.” Cai Zhao hurriedly took one out.

“To wipe my sweat,” Song Yuzhi said.

“?” Cai Zhao looked at the young man’s smooth, jade-like forehead, thinking she had misheard.

“It’s a trick I thought of for you.”

Cai Zhao understood immediately and greatly praised Song Yuzhi for being like-minded. She quickly stood on her tiptoes, holding the pink and white floral handkerchief to Song Yuzhi’s handsome forehead—

Whether this trick was particularly powerful or not, after just two wipes, Qi Lingbo arrived like a storm, followed by Dai Fengchi lying on a stretcher.

“What are you doing?!” Seeing her fiancé standing intimately with her sworn enemy, with skin contact no less, Qi Lingbo felt as if her entire body was burning up, her eyes red with rage as if she could devour someone.

This loud shout immediately stirred up the entire scene—

On one side was the parents’ arrangement, on the other was mutual affection. How should Young Master Song choose?

The disciples excitedly clenched their fists in their hearts, piling on top of each other, squeezing and pushing to watch this drama unfold.

Cai Zhao was overjoyed; this was exactly the effect she wanted.

“Oh my, isn’t this Senior Sister Lingbo? Why have you deigned to come here under this hot sun?” This time it was Cai Zhao’s turn to speak in a coquettish, sarcastic tone.

“Cai Zhao, you shameless little hussy! You’re so indecent, fickle, and brazen! How dare you try to seduce Brother Yuzhi!” Qi Lingbo was so angry she could barely catch her breath.

Cai Zhao smiled weakly: “How can Senior Sister say such things about me? You must have misunderstood. I only see Third Senior Brother as a brother… Oh, I can’t even finish saying such nauseating words.”

She got goosebumps first and decided to tear off the facade, speaking coldly, “Let me be frank with you, Senior Sister. I did this on purpose. You cut off my path, so why should I care about my face? Senior Sister Lingbo, you reap what you sow! This is what you deserve! Hmph, you kick over my bowl and still expect me to eat well? Dream on! Don’t you know I can snatch food from your bowl too?”

Qi Lingbo screamed, “What do you mean I reap what I sow? You’re just blaming others for your shamelessness! I won’t let this matter rest… Ah you…!”

Cai Zhao was tired of arguing with this stupid woman and decided to add more fuel to the fire. She turned around and smiled, wiping Song Yuzhi’s sweat again.

Qi Lingbo was fuming, about to lunge forward and claw at Cai Zhao’s face, but Song Yuzhi blocked her in advance. With her heart shattering, she was about to tearfully question her fiancé’s loyalty when—

“What are you doing?!” The same question, but this time in a thunderous, cold voice.

As the words came, so did the person. Chang Ning arrived, his long robe and wide sleeves fluttering, his figure like a startled swan or lightning, dazzlingly fast, leaping from outside the training ground in an instant.

This aura immediately subdued some people and delighted others—was this a bumper harvest in the melon field? Oh yeah!

Cai Zhao was stunned, “Huh, weren’t you in seclusion? Oh, right, you were supposed to come out today. Haha, haha, congratulations.”

Chang Ning’s face was ashen as he yanked the girl from Song Yuzhi’s arms. “What exactly are you doing?!”

Cai Zhao wanted to explain, but looking at Song Yuzhi, and then at Qi Lingbo, she didn’t know where to start. Finally, she said helplessly, “It’s not what you think. I can explain.”

Qi Lingbo screamed, “What is there to explain? You were seducing my Brother Yuzhi!”

Cai Zhao immediately didn’t want to explain anymore and said with a half-smile, “Indeed, there’s nothing to explain. We’re all fellow disciples, caring for each other, loving each other, like one big family…”

Song Yuzhi narrowed his eyes: “Brother Chang, it seems you’ve fully recovered your strength.”

Chang Ning sneered: “Third Young Master Song, it seems you’ve been quite blessed these past couple of days.”

“Indeed, indeed.”

It seemed as if sparks were flying in the air, and Cai Zhao felt an inexplicable chill down her spine.

Qi Lingbo couldn’t let this go and shouted, “You shameless hussy, do you know what shame is? Seducing one man after another, you’re disgracing our Six Northern Zhen Sects!”

Cai Zhao thought to herself that Qi Lingbo’s mother was even more colorful in her youth, and this was nothing compared to that—but the experience from hundreds of novels told her that this was not the time or place to speak up, and it was better to slip away first.

Qi Lingbo’s words made Song Yuzhi frown: “In the Six Northern Zhen Sects, neither men nor women are forbidden from marrying multiple times. As long as it’s done openly and honestly, what’s wrong with that?”

Chang Ning laughed coldly: “That’s true. There are quite a few romantic men and women in the Song family.”

Qi Lingbo knew she had misspoken, but being put down by her fiancé in front of so many people still made her eyes red with tears.

Dai Fengchi, eager to protect the beauty, immediately shouted, “Third Junior Brother, Lingbo is just a girl. How can you speak to her so harshly…”

“Junior Sister Cai!” An irritated voice suddenly cut in from the side. “Where are you going?”

Ding Zhuo had appeared out of nowhere, standing ramrod straight in the middle, like an unyielding flagpole. Following his voice, everyone turned to look, only to see Cai Zhao, who had just tried to sneak away, stopping awkwardly in her tracks.

“Haha, hehe,” Cai Zhao laughed nervously, trying to change the subject. “Oh, Senior Brother Ding, why are you here? Aren’t you practicing in the Bamboo Breaking Pavilion today?” This senior brother was rarely seen throughout the year; if he wasn’t currently practicing, he was preparing to practice.

Ding Zhuo was so angry he couldn’t utter a word.

Fortunately, Fan Xingjia arrived, panting, and spoke for him, “Senior Brother came to find you, Junior Sister.”

Cai Zhao was puzzled. “What for?”

“For the duel, of course!” Fan Xingjia replied, exasperated.

Cai Zhao felt a chill down her spine. “Wasn’t it supposed to be in ten days…”

“Today is the tenth day!” Ding Zhuo’s face turned iron-blue with anger.

Cai Zhao’s mouth gaped open. It took her a while to remember, and she was genuinely apologetic. She repeatedly said, “I’m so sorry, Senior Brother, I’m truly sorry… Shall we find a place to duel now?”

Chang Ning sneered, “Young Master Ding, there’s no need to be angry. Junior Sister Cai has been busy being ‘close as a family’ with Young Master Song these past few days, so she forgot about her appointment with you.” He glared at Cai Zhao.

Cai Zhao shrank back.

Song Yuzhi was displeased. “Brother Chang, there’s no need to speak so harshly.”

“Fine, let’s talk about something else then,” Chang Ning retorted. “Men with fiancées should be more careful in their actions than ordinary people. Those who don’t firmly reject women other than their fiancées are all philanderers!”

“The engagement was arranged by our elders,” Song Yuzhi couldn’t hold back anymore. “If it’s not suitable, it’s better to end it early rather than misleading each other. These are words I’ve long held in my heart.”

Qi Lingbo, listening nearby, bit her lip and began to tear up.

“Haha, according to Young Master Song’s logic, if you find it unsuitable after marriage, you can just end it anytime?” Chang Ning pulled Cai Zhao closer. “Look, the Song family is full of philanderers. If it were me, once I’ve set my heart on someone, I’d remain faithful until death. Our ashes should even be placed in the same urn!”

Cai Zhao was shocked, frightened, and confused. She didn’t understand what ending things early or sharing an urn had to do with her. After all, her fiancé’s surname was Zhou, neither Song nor Chang.

“Ah well, haha, so the Chang family prefers cremation? The Falling Petal Valley has always practiced burial…” She could only laugh awkwardly.

The most prominent young disciples of the sect were arguing heatedly, creating a chaotic scene. Some were furious, others were jealous, and there was plenty of laughter. The surrounding disciples watched with great interest, whispering and betting among themselves, thoroughly enjoying the spectacle.

Many, many years later, when they were old and gray, they would look back and realize that this was the last joyful moment of their carefree youth.

…

In the distance, a low rumble echoed, deep and far-reaching, like the call of an underground demon.

Everyone was stunned.

Song Yuzhi was the first to react, his face changing dramatically. “That’s the warning horn!”

Fan Xingjia tilted his head to listen carefully, then exclaimed, “Three long, two short blasts. This is bad—enemies are attacking the sect!”

“What?!” Cai Zhao jumped in fright. “Wasn’t it said that the Thousand Waters and Mountains Cliff was impregnable, that no one could break through?”

Chang Ning lowered his eyes, his expression calm. “There’s no truly impenetrable fortress in this world.”

Cai Zhao wasn’t the only one who thought this way. The other disciples also began to panic, having believed, like her, that the Thousand Waters and Mountains Cliff could never be invaded by outside enemies.

Song Yuzhi looked up and realized that six of the seven personal disciples of Master Qi Yunkuo were here squabbling. Knowing the situation was dire, he shouted, “All disciples, listen to my orders! Everyone form into groups of seven and create sword formations!”

As he held the highest prestige among his fellow disciples, everyone obeyed his command.

“Junior Brother, take two groups and warn everyone along the way. Tell the servants and attendants to hide in the back mountains. Then go assist Master Li at the outer gate. Many young disciples have just joined the Red Scale Gate—you must ensure their safety!”

Ding Zhuo saluted crisply and turned to leave.

“Fifth Junior Brother, lead two groups to the Medicine Pavilion. You must protect Master Lei at all costs. If you can’t hold out, abandon the pavilion and retreat immediately to the Hot Spring Pass in the valley. There are formations there for protection!”

Fan Xingjia gritted his teeth, accepted the order, and left with his chest puffed out.

“Second Senior Brother, you…” Song Yuzhi saw that Dai Fengchi was still injured. “You and Junior Sister Lingbo lead a group to the Twin Lotus Palace. Protect the Master’s wife and retreat to the Hot Spring Pass in the valley.”

Dai Fengchi struggled to respond, while Qi Lingbo trembled in fear.

The distant horn blasts grew more urgent, like ghosts crying for lives. The disciples who had formed sword formations became restless, an unspoken sense of impending doom pressing upon them.

Song Yuzhi called out loudly, “The rest of you, follow me to the Twilight Palace. The Master, First Senior Brother, and the sect’s sacred texts are all there!”

The disciples shouted their acknowledgment in unison.

Qi Lingbo, with tears in her eyes, tried to speak several times but couldn’t. Finally, Dai Fengchi pulled her away.

Everyone knew that the Twilight Palace would be the most dangerous place.

Song Yuzhi planted the practice sword he had been using into the ground. He then turned to the weapons rack at the edge of the training ground and took two ornate swords adorned with ancient patterns and inlaid with gold and emerald. One was named Green Rainbow, its sharp blade almost visible through the scabbard. The other was called Bai Rainbow, elegant and serene, leaving no trace even after slaying thousands.

These were originally the precious weapons that Yin Dai had prepared for his two young daughters, sparing no effort. Unfortunately, neither girl had the chance to use them.

Now they were in Song Yuzhi’s hands.

Song Yuzhi strapped Bai Rainbow to his back and offered Green Rainbow to Cai Zhao. “Take this to protect yourself.”

Cai Zhao shook her head, smiling. “Third Senior Brother, don’t be chivalrous at a time like this.” She pulled out the long sword Song Yuzhi had planted in the ground earlier, held it level in front of her, and plucked the blade, making it hum.

She said, “This is a good sword too. Senior Brother should use the weapon you’re most familiar with.” She simply didn’t want to use something from the Yin family.

Song Yuzhi didn’t insist further.

Cai Zhao held the sword in a reverse grip against her arm. She and Song Yuzhi both looked at Chang Ning.

Chang Ning smiled slightly. His right hand made a grasping motion in the air, and a long sword from the weapons rack shot out of its scabbard, landing directly in his hand.

“This is sufficient for self-defense,” he said, lightly turning the blade. “Young Master Song, there’s no need to assign me a task. I’ll adapt as needed. The sect has shown me kindness, so I’ll kill any invader I see.”

Song Yuzhi looked at Cai Zhao, wanting to say something but holding back.

Cai Zhao understood and volunteered enthusiastically, “Third Senior Brother, I’ll go with you to the Twilight Palace.”

However, Chang Ning pulled her to his side and said to Song Yuzhi, “Let her come with me. She hasn’t bloodied her hands yet.”

Song Yuzhi nodded, picked up Green Rainbow, and looked at Cai Zhao one more time. He said softly, “Junior Sister, be careful.” Then he led the remaining disciples away swiftly.

Cai Zhao wanted to follow, but Chang Ning held her back.

She said in a muffled voice, “I know I have no combat experience, but I can’t just stand by and do nothing.”

Chang Ning’s expression remained calm. “Who said you’d be standing by? We just need to go somewhere else first.”

“Where?”

“The Thousand Waters and Mountains Cliff.”
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Cai Zhao was pulled by Chang Ning as they ran straight towards the cliff’s edge. She couldn’t help but ask, “Why are we going there?” With enemies attacking, she thought they should go to crowded areas to fight or to key locations to disrupt the invaders. She didn’t understand why they were heading to the Thousand Waters and Mountains Cliff.

Chang Ning strode forward, his clothes fluttering, “You said it yourself: the Green Palace Sect is impregnable. For two hundred years, no one has ever breached the Thousand Waters and Mountains Cliff. So how did these outsiders manage it?”

Cai Zhao sighed, “I want to go save people.”

Chang Ning’s expression remained calm, “Some people are bound to die. We need to quickly figure out the cause, or else we’ll face endless troubles.”

Hearing him speak so casually about people dying, Cai Zhao felt a chill run down her spine. She couldn’t help but mutter, “Can’t we investigate later?”

Chang Ning suddenly stopped, glaring at the girl, “I think the Twilight Palace is more urgent. Although Master Qi and many experts are there, and Song Yuzhi is leading disciples to assist, I’d rather accompany you there quickly to prevent your beloved from getting scratched and catching a cold from the mountain wind. A beauty saving her hero would make a great story. After all, the Six Northern Sects are one big family. Whether you marry someone surnamed Zhou or Song, it’s all the same. We can always switch engagements later, and then you’ll get your wish…”

“Senior Brother Chang is right. Master is incredibly skilled, and all the other masters have their talents. Besides, the Third Senior Brother made excellent arrangements earlier, so there shouldn’t be any major issues. If we don’t investigate how the enemies invaded, it will truly lead to endless troubles,” Cai Zhao rattled off quickly, denying his implications.

Chang Ning let out a cold snort.

As soon as they left the training ground and reached the central gate, they were hit by the strong smell of blood. More than a dozen bodies lay scattered about, three or four of which were not from the sect. They wore gray, tight-fitting clothes with long scarves wrapped around their heads and grotesque, painted masks covering their faces.

Cai Zhao was confused, but Chang Ning immediately explained, “They’re from the Demonic Cult, no doubt. Judging by their attire, they’re from the Tiangang Killing Camp, though I’m not sure which unit. Hmph, Nie Zhe has been harboring scum all these years. Who knows what kind of trash is attacking us now.”

The two didn’t dare to linger. Along the way, they encountered several groups of sect disciples fighting gray-clad men. Chang Ning would step forward with his sword, taking down one enemy with each strike. His sword moves were sharp, fierce, and precise. At one point, three gray-clad men rushed him at once, but he swept his sword horizontally, instantly slitting all three throats.

Cai Zhao held her sword up and then back against her arm, never getting a chance to swing it.

One of the leading gray-clad men, seeing Chang Ning’s face covered in sores and unable to recognize him, yet noticing his deep internal energy and vicious techniques, asked, “Your moves aren’t from the Six Northern Sects. May I ask who you are?”

“What trash, you dare ask for my name?” Chang Ning laughed loudly. He casually picked up a broken saber, holding the sword in his left hand and the saber in his right. He tossed the saber up, and as it fell, he flicked his finger against the blade, shattering it instantly. With a sweep of his long sleeve, dozens of blade shards flew towards the gray-clad man!

The man saw the flying blades and frantically waved his weapon to block, but he couldn’t defend against them all. He was pierced like a sieve, blood gushing as he died.

This series of moves was smooth and powerful, impressing the watching disciples, who cheered in unison.

The two continued forward, passing a pavilion where many bodies were scattered inside and out, seemingly killed without warning. On a stone stool lay a blood-covered sect disciple, making hoarse cries for help.

The cries were strange, seeming to come directly from the throat.

Cai Zhao, without thinking, leaped into the pavilion. She saw that the disciple’s entire face seemed soaked in blood, the pool already congealing. She pulled the disciple up to look and almost screamed in terror!

The disciple was only about seventeen or eighteen, but from the lower lip down, the entire chin had been cleanly sliced off. The lower half of the face below the upper lip was gone, forming an arc-shaped cut. But the throat and neck were intact, which is why he could still make those hoarse cries.

Cai Zhao’s gaze moved downward, struggling to control her trembling—the disciple’s hands and feet had been cut off, explaining why he couldn’t move.

Cai Zhao had never seen such a horrifying sight up close. She staggered back two steps, her heel hitting something. She turned to look and saw it was a pink-clad maid who had died tragically, her lower face also sliced off in the same arc shape.

She gasped, “Isn’t this Senior Sister Lingbo’s…” This maid was the one she had used to spread rumors to Qi Lingbo. She must have been caught while chasing after Qi Lingbo when the warning horns sounded, unable to escape in time.

Chang Ning also saw the corpses, but he stood motionless outside the pavilion, secretly gripping some blade shards in his hand.

Besides the young disciple and the pink-clad maid, Cai Zhao found two more corpses with their lower jaws sliced off. A cold wind blew, and she felt her hair standing on end.

Before she could turn to call Chang Ning, four gray-clad men with painted masks suddenly sprang out from behind a nearby rockery.

These four were stronger than the previous groups of gray-clad men. Not only were their moves incredibly fast but they were also experienced. Seeing only a young girl in the pavilion, one rushed towards it while the other three attacked Chang Ning.

The three were fierce, but Chang Ning wasn’t afraid. He used his sword in his left hand and palm strikes with his right, exchanging blows with them.

The one rushing towards the pavilion was burly, with a pair of muddy, cruel eyes visible through his mask. He wielded twin moon-and-sun wheels, their blades still dripping with fresh blood. “What a pretty little girl,” he leered. “Your face is perfect. This one’s useless now, so let me fix your face for you. Hahaha…”

Chang Ning saw this and was alarmed. He wanted to rush to the pavilion to help but was entangled with the other three.

Cai Zhao stared at the bits of flesh and bone stuck to the wheel blades. She finally understood how the young disciple, the maid, and the others had been injured like that.

At the same time, she realized that these four were specifically ambushing sect disciples here—leaving one alive but maimed, unable to speak, to lure the sect’s experts into a trap.

The large gray-clad man cackled eerily as he pounced forward.

Cai Zhao raised her sword to meet him. There was a sharp clang as their weapons clashed—the man’s left hand exploded in pain, and the moon wheel flew from his grasp. He staggered back several steps, clutching his right arm as blood gushed between his fingers.

The man was shocked. “Who… who are you?!”

Cai Zhao’s sword moved incredibly fast. In an instant, the tip slashed upward at an angle, piercing through the sun wheel’s handle, then arcing down in a curve.

The man felt a burst of pain as his right arm was severed by a single stroke, blood spraying from the wound.

“Falling Petal Valley, Cai Zhao.” The girl’s face was as calm as still water.

The man’s voice trembled, “What relation are you to Cai Pingxu?”

“A lowly scoundrel like you doesn’t deserve to speak her name.” Cai Zhao stepped forward with her sword, making four lightning-fast butterfly-like strikes to deflect the sun wheel, then a final horizontal slash that sent the man’s head flying.

The headless body twitched on the ground for a few moments before going still.

When she was young, Cai Zhao had asked her aunt if she was afraid the first time she killed someone.

As usual, Cai Pingxu told a story from her past.

Her first kill was an unremarkable bandit. In terms of skill, he wasn’t even fit to shine the shoes of the Demonic Cult members, but he was even more brutal.

That year, Cai Pingxu was not yet fourteen. She was traveling with the Zhou family’s disciples to attend the Six Sects’ Young Talents Competition hosted by Yin Dai. On the way, they passed a farmhouse in the forest and saw an old couple weeping over their granddaughter’s corpse.

Upon inquiring, they learned that the night before, a bandit returning to his hideout felt hungry and broke into the farmhouse demanding food and drink. The area was known for its many bandit lairs, so the old couple didn’t dare refuse. They gave him everything they had, feeding and serving him.

Who would have thought that after the bandit was drunk and full, he took a fancy to their thirteen-year-old granddaughter? Because the girl scratched his skin in her pain, he raped her and then stabbed her to death.

Cai Pingxu was furious beyond words. Her fellow disciples all advised her to just leave some silver for the old couple and move on. The forest was dense with many bandit hideouts, and who knew where that small-time thug was hiding? Seeking revenge for the old couple would be like searching for a needle in a haystack. They argued that responding to Elder Yin’s call to jointly resist the Demonic Cult was more important.

Cai Pingxu couldn’t understand. Why was it only evil when the Demonic Cult killed people? Didn’t it count when ordinary bandits harmed the innocent? So she left a note and slipped away from the main group a few days later, returning alone.

At that time, she was still young and had a poor sense of direction. She didn’t know how many wrong turns she took or how much hardship she endured. She nearly flattened half the forest, turning ten bandit lairs upside down and causing chaos before finally finding that thug.

The terrified bandit leader quickly pushed out the troublemaking subordinate. Cai Pingxu killed the scoundrel without hesitation and then demolished the entire bandit lair—why hadn’t they done this earlier, only handing him over now?

Of course, she also missed the North Chen Young Talents Competition.

Cai Pingxu had thought she would be afraid the first time she killed someone. But when she cut that rapist and murderer in half, not only did she feel no fear, she felt extremely satisfied.

Chang Ning killed the remaining three men and quickly rushed to the pavilion.

Seeing Cai Zhao in a daze, he thought she was frightened after her first kill. He hurriedly said, “Are you scared? The outer gate’s kitchen is nearby. Should I accompany you for a bowl of calming soup?”

Cai Zhao stared at the gray-clad man’s corpse on the ground, blood still spurting from the severed neck.

She shook her head, “I’m not afraid.”

“Auntie, the man who sought refuge with Father is dead. His body is all broken, blood everywhere. Mother couldn’t save him. I’m scared. Auntie, were you not afraid the first time you killed someone?”

“No, I wasn’t,” Cai Pingxu stroked the little girl’s head. “When you uphold justice and protect the weak, what is there to fear?”

Cai Zhao silently recited these twelve words in her heart.

At this moment, she too experienced that sense of satisfaction after eliminating an evil person.

After three years, she finally felt that her aunt hadn’t left her. She had passed on her martial arts skills and courage to Cai Zhao.

The young disciple who had been calling for help earlier had already died from his severe injuries.

Chang Ning checked the breathing of the other corpses and shook his head.

Seeing Cai Zhao’s gloomy expression, he tried to lighten the mood, “When you fought just now, I realized that what you’re using isn’t sword techniques, but saber techniques. Haha, you’ve been keeping that a secret.”

“We’re even then,” Cai Zhao wiped her sword on the gray-clad man’s clothes. “I used to think Senior Brother Chang was left-handed in combat, but today I realized you’re right-handed, aren’t you?”

Chang Ning’s expression didn’t change, his smile growing gentler, “What do you mean by that, Zhao Zhao?”

“Nothing much,” Cai Zhao looked up with a smile. “We’ve only known each other for about ten days. There’s a lot we don’t know about each other, so we can’t talk about keeping secrets.”

Seeing her relaxed and casual demeanor, Chang Ning also smiled, “You’re right, Zhao Zhao.”

After this exchange of subtle jabs, the two didn’t linger any longer and continued on their way.

The Green Palace Sect occupied a vast area with a sparse population. Using the Twilight Palace as a reference point, the training grounds were at its northernmost end, while the Thousand Waters and Mountains Cliff were at its southernmost end. As the two headed away from the palace buildings, they encountered fewer and fewer people. Apart from scattered corpses along the way, even the gray-clad men were nowhere to be seen.

As they ran swiftly, treading on fallen leaves and dust, Chang Ning noticed that Cai Zhao’s lips held a constant smile. He couldn’t help but ask, “Why are you so happy?” Surely killing one evil person wasn’t enough to make her this joyful.

Cai Zhao asked in return, “Do you know that more than twenty years ago, Elder Yin Dai once held a Northern Chen Young Talents Martial Arts Competition?”

This topic seemed to come out of nowhere, and even Chang Ning, who prided himself on his unconventional thinking, couldn’t grasp the girl’s meaning.

“In that competition, Uncle Zhou and Wu Yuanying stood out, evenly matched,” Cai Zhao continued, smiling particularly brightly as she recalled something. “But Aunt Zhixian said that Uncle Zhou should have won. He held back when facing Wu Yuanying.”

“Why is that?”

Cai Zhao’s cheeks flushed pink, her smile radiant, “Because he realized that Elder Yin wanted his beloved disciple and future son-in-law to shine in front of everyone. Uncle Zhou is a true gentleman; how could he steal someone else’s limelight? Alas, Qiu Renjie lost too quickly. He didn’t even get a chance to let him win before the match was over, so Uncle Zhou only subtly gave half a move when facing Wu Yuanying.”

Chang Ning chuckled and asked, “What about your aunt? Was her martial arts not developed at that time?”

Cai Zhao replied, “She was held up by something and couldn’t attend that time.”

“Is this what’s making you smile so much?” Even more than when she ate chicken wonton soup that night.

The girl’s dimples deepened as she patiently explained, “I’m not happy because of this story. I’m happy because I thought of how happy my aunt must have been.”

Chang Ning struggled to understand but nodded anyway.

Cai Zhao paused, then added, “A year later, when it was Chu Guan’s turn to host the Northern Chen Young Talents Competition, my aunt went.”

Chang Ning made a sound of acknowledgment: “Is that the time your aunt broke someone’s treasured sect sword?”

“…That’s right.”

This was something she had only learned from her mother a few days ago.

That year, Cai Pingxu, just sixteen years old, brought along the ever-worried Chang Haosheng on her left, the recently coaxed-back-from-the-Hanging Monastery Ning Xiaofeng on her right, and the naive, insecure Qi Yunke in the middle.

She wanted to reassure Chang Haosheng, cheer up Ning Xiaofeng, and encourage Qi Yunke, so she went all out during the competition—not realizing that after her year of wandering, her skills had far surpassed her peers in the Six Sects.

In the end, Chu Guan’s treasured sword was broken, and resentments were born.

Ning Xiaofeng said that Cai Pingxu later regretted it somewhat. Wu Yuanying was generous and upright, a worthy friend, and it was a pity that the incident had caused everyone to lose face.

…

The two finally arrived at the Thousand Waters and Mountains Cliff.

Seven massive black chain boxes stood at the cliff’s edge. Each box was square on the outside and round on the inside, containing huge chain wheels and powerful iron mechanisms, ready to release or retract iron chains at any moment.

Now, all seven chain boxes had shot out their chains, but the locks had been released, and the chains hung down into the deep chasm below the cliff. Around the chain boxes lay the scattered bodies of cliff guards, as well as some gray-clad men and outer sect disciples who had died fighting each other.

Chang Ning’s wide sleeves fluttered as he leaped to examine the corpses. He alternated between checking the gray-clad men’s bodies and crouching to inspect the wounds on the sect disciples’ corpses. Cai Zhao followed him quietly.

After about fifteen minutes, he concluded, “There’s an insider.”

“You looked at corpses for all this time just to figure that out? I already knew that,” Cai Zhao sighed. “The chains were released from our side of the Thousand Waters and Mountains Cliff, not shot over from the opposite Fengyun Peak. Someone from within the sect is behind this.” It seemed obvious to her.

“Could it be an outer sect disciple who was bribed? Or perhaps someone impersonating a family member visiting their child on the cliff today?” She guessed wildly—the sect had at least two to three hundred people, and if you counted the cooks, gardeners, maids, and servants, the range of potential insiders was vast.

“Strange, very strange,” Chang Ning’s expression grew even more serious.

Cai Zhao dropped her mocking tone: “What exactly is it?”

“Look,” Chang Ning pointed to several sect disciples’ corpses. “This one died from a judge’s pen, this one from a water-parting Emei dagger, and these three from a purple-gold hammer—yet among the Demonic Cult corpses lying here, there are none who used these three weapons.”

Cai Zhao looked them over: “So that means those who used these three weapons killed and then immediately left.”

Chang Ning nodded, then pointed to four or five gray-clad corpses: “Now look at these. Except for one who died by a long sword, the rest were killed by the Great Sorrow Palm and the Vajra Finger—yet among the sect disciples here, none show signs of having practiced the Great Sorrow Palm or Vajra Finger.”

The Great Sorrow Palm and Vajra Finger were both extremely powerful external martial arts. Anyone who practiced these techniques would inevitably develop thick calluses on their palms and fingers.

Cai Zhao pondered for a moment: “It might be Elder Chen and Elder Ouyang. I heard they were both Buddhist disciples before Elder Yin recruited them into the sect after they left their monastic life.” According to Fan Xingjia, these two had a deep blood feud with the Demonic Cult, but the strict rules of the Jialan Temple forbade monks from starting conflicts with the Demonic Cult for personal revenge, so they left their monastic life.

Chang Ning glanced at the girl: “One doesn’t have to be from a Buddhist background to practice the Great Sorrow Palm and Vajra Finger.”

He continued, “What I mean is, both sides didn’t suffer mutual destruction. Instead, both had people who completely withdrew. There was probably a fierce battle, and then the Demonic Cult members fled first, with the sect disciples in pursuit, leaving many corpses behind. But the strange part is—”

“Just say it, stop being cryptic,” Cai Zhao said, her head aching. “Falling Petal Valley is peaceful and prosperous; I’ve never encountered anything like this before.”

“Look at these corpses. They’re either wounded from behind or the side and their swords are still sheathed, indicating they were ambushed before they could even react.” Chang Ning moved away from these six or seven corpses, walked a few steps to the left, and pointed, “Now look at these two. Although they were struck from the front, their swords are only half-drawn, their elbows not even fully extended. Their expressions show utter shock—clearly, they were surprised by ‘their people’ suddenly turning hostile.”

Cai Zhao agreed: “To kill eight cliff guards so quickly, there must be more than one insider.”

Chang Ning nodded, “After swiftly killing the cliff guards, the insiders immediately opened the chain boxes, activated the mechanisms, and shot the chains to the opposite shore—presumably, Fengyun Peak was already under enemy control. However, once these iron mechanism boxes are activated, they make a thunderous noise, which alerted the patrolling disciples nearby…”

“Is the sound of activating the mechanism boxes that loud?” Cai Zhao asked, puzzled.

Chang Ning replied: “You’re underestimating the Thousand Waters and Mountains Cliff. For two hundred years, the Demonic Cult has tried everything but failed to breach it. The Green Palace Sect has its unique strengths.”

“There are checkpoints from the cliff’s edge to the Twilight Palace, with disciples patrolling. If one area is attacked, a warning whistle is immediately blown, and reinforcements arrive from all directions.” He pointed at the disciple who died with his sword half-drawn; sure enough, there was a silver whistle hanging around his neck.

“Even if the cliff guards were ambushed before they could blow their whistles, the tremendous noise from the mechanism boxes would be heard for seven or eight miles. Any patrolling disciple who isn’t deaf could blow their whistle to warn the entire sect.”

Cai Zhao couldn’t help but place her small hand on the cold iron mechanism box, her expression showing awe.

After a moment’s thought, she suddenly said, “Wait, that’s not right. Even if disciples from various areas rushed here after hearing the alarm, by that time, the mechanism boxes would have already been activated, and the invaders would have already climbed up, right?”

Chang Ning smiled, “How long did it take you to cross from Fengyun Peak to the Thousand Waters and Mountains Cliff on the iron chains?”

Cai Zhao was taken aback, remembering the swaying iron chains and the grating sound of metal scraping. “Our family of four rode in a carriage, which took quite some time. But if one used lightness skills, it would probably be much faster, right?”

“Walking normally on the chains takes about half an hour. With lightness skills, you could halve that time,” Chang Ning said quickly. “The mechanisms activate, making a huge noise. A quarter of an hour later, the invaders reach the cliff—but by this time, the sect disciples would have also arrived.”

“Moreover, only the first wave of invaders could reach the cliff within a quarter of an hour. Even if all seven chains were activated simultaneously, allowing seven experts to climb up, if the reinforcing disciples greatly outnumbered them, it would only take one or two people to open the locks on the mechanism boxes. The chains would immediately break, and everyone on them would fall into the abyss.”

Cai Zhao thought carefully and realized he was right. “Yes, and if they were using lightness skills, they couldn’t be too close to each other. The chains sway so much that it would be easy to fall if people were crowded together.”

She extrapolated further, “The first patrolling disciples to arrive would have encountered the first wave of Demonic Cult invaders. The invaders were skilled, so the sect’s disciples were overwhelmed. But as more sect disciples arrived… at least…”

She looked at the chaotic footprints on the ground, “At least forty or fifty people.” The Green Palace Sect is usually organized in groups of seven, so there must have been at least seven or eight groups patrolling around the cliff.

“The Demonic Cult probably had about twenty people,” Chang Ning estimated, considering the time frame.

Cai Zhao continued, “As more and more sect disciples arrived, the Demonic Cult invaders were outnumbered. By this time, the locks on the mechanism boxes had been opened, preventing more invaders from climbing up. Instead of engaging in a prolonged battle, they killed several sect disciples and then fled northward.”

In terms of individual combat ability, the Demonic Cult members were stronger than the sect disciples. Unable to stop them completely, some disciples were sent to sound the alarm horns to warn the entire sect, while the rest gave chase.

“That’s probably what happened,” Chang Ning agreed.

“But what does that matter?” Cai Zhao looked at Chang Ning. “Even if all our deductions are correct, so what?” — Why aren’t we hurrying to aid the Twilight Palace, your pockmarked face, thought.

Chang Ning seemed to sense the girl’s anxiety: “That’s the question. Did the Demonic Cult go to all this trouble just to send twenty-some people into the Green Palace Sect? What could these twenty-odd people accomplish? Hundreds of sect disciples would swarm them and trample them to death.”

Cai Zhao was also bewildered; how could she know?

She looked around anxiously, then suddenly pointed at a corpse, “Didn’t you say this person was killed by an insider’s sneak attack?”

Chang Ning was startled, answered yes, and asked why.

Cai Zhao exclaimed in shock, “This… this is Chu Guan’s sword technique!”

Chang Ning was greatly surprised and bent down to look—the person had been stabbed through the left chest with a long sword, which then exited through the right back, killing them instantly. “Are you sure?”

Cai Zhao nodded vigorously, pointing at the left chest of the corpse, “If you don’t believe me, tear open his clothes and look. Isn’t there a half-spiral wound where the sword tip entered the flesh?”

Chang Ning tore open the chest of the corpse, and it was indeed as she said.

Cai Zhao explained, “This is the thirteenth move of Chu Guan’s sword technique, ‘Gazing at the Moon Through a Round Window,’ created by Xiaoyao Zi, the third-generation head of Chu Guan. My aunt told me about it. When executing this move, you first lower yourself halfway, then thrust upwards at the enemy’s vital point. Because of the upward force, you need to rotate the sword handle as it enters the flesh, which leaves this curved sword mark.”

Chang Ning looked down again and noticed faint traces of saliva near the silver whistle on the corpse’s neck. “This disciple saw his fellow sect member being attacked, so he bit down on the silver whistle before drawing his sword, intending to blow the whistle while defending himself…”

Cai Zhao understood and finished his thought, “The insider feared this disciple would blow the whistle before they could activate the mechanism boxes. To ensure the Demonic Cult members could climb up in time, they hastily used their own sect’s sword technique to kill him with one stroke.”

Chang Ning asked, “Is ‘Gazing at the Moon Through a Round Window’ only known to Chu Guan disciples?”

Cai Zhao felt a chill down her spine: “It should be. Even my aunt only knew its form, not the inner workings or incantations.”

— Within the sect, only the Wu brothers, Wu Gang and Wu Xiong, who were staying to recover from injuries, knew Chu Guan’s sword techniques!

Cai Zhao’s head was spinning, “But all the sect disciples know those two! Why didn’t anyone send a warning message?!”

Chang Ning said gravely, “The Wu brothers must have left immediately after activating the mechanism boxes. Those who saw them are all dead, and the patrolling disciples who arrived later didn’t see them.”

Cai Zhao looked at Chang Ning in panic.

Understanding her concern, Chang Ning grabbed the girl and began sprinting northward.
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On the day of the ceremony, chaos suddenly erupted. Initially, four people from the Chuguan sect died, tarnishing the reputation of the Six Northern Chen Sects.

Afterward, the various sects gradually departed. However, Wu Gang and Wu Xiong, injured by the “Thunderstorm” technique, left on their own. If they had been handed over to Chuguan, they might have sought revenge for Qiu Yuanfeng’s faction. Therefore, Qi Yunke allowed them to recuperate in the sect’s guest quarters.

These guest quarters were located between the Wanshui Qianshan Cliff and the Muwei Palace.

Chang and Cai arrived quickly, only to find the guest quarters deserted, with just a few servants who hadn’t managed to escape hiding around. Cai Zhao dragged a trembling servant from behind a door, demanding to know where the Wu brothers had gone.

The terrified servant, unable to answer, only said that the Wu brothers had left after lunch and hadn’t returned.

Cai Zhao turned to Chang Ning, suggesting, “Since we can’t find out where they’ve gone, let’s shout everywhere, spreading the word that these two are traitors. We’ll ask everyone to be on guard.”

Chang Ning, being a gentleman, was reluctant to shout like a peddler. As he was about to correct the girl’s “brilliant idea,” a young servant crawled out from under a table and timidly said, “… Are you talking about Master Wu and Second Master Wu?”

Cai Zhao exclaimed excitedly, “What do you know? Quick, tell us!”

The young servant didn’t know much, having only overheard snippets while delivering water and coal to the rooms.

He explained, “Steward Wang asked Master Wu if they needed anything besides fresh flowers, fruits, and incense. Master Wu said it was enough. When Steward Wang asked if they wanted an altar table brought, Second Master Wu said it wasn’t necessary, saying, ‘Our eldest senior brother was always generous and easygoing in life, never fussing over details. Just bowing in his direction will suffice.'”

Cai Zhao and Chang Ning exchanged glances, realizing this was the Wu brothers’ final farewell before “taking action.”

“Is that all? Anything else?” Cai Zhao pressed.

The young servant thought hard. “Oh, Steward Wang asked if they wanted to continue receiving medicinal soup, but Second Master Wu said it wasn’t necessary. He said they had almost fully recovered and should be leaving soon. Steward Wang said he’d inform the steward at Fengyun Peak to prepare horses and carriages for them. However, Master Wu said there was no rush, as they had to properly bid farewell to the sect leader before leaving…” The servant now remembered the strange smile on Wu Gang’s face as he said this.

Cai Zhao exclaimed and turned to run.

Feeling regretful, she couldn’t help but blame Chang Ning, “See? I told you we should have gone to Muwei Palace. We’ll have to go there anyway. We should have listened to me from the start!”

Chang Ning, following her at a leisurely pace, calmly said, “If Zhao Zhao is so prescient, she should have spent less time delivering soup and more time capturing the Wu brothers.”

“Are you still hung up on that?”

“People in relationships, regardless of gender, should be more cautious and not casually deliver or drink soup with others. Would Lady Cai approve of your actions?”

Bringing up Cai Pingzhu silenced Cai Zhao, though she fumed inwardly.

Arriving at Muwei Palace, they found the battle had already ended.

Disciples were carrying out corpses, both of gray-robed men with painted masks and sect members.

As Chang and Cai made their way inside, they saw injured disciples supporting each other as they left for treatment. Chang Ning stopped one disciple and asked, “Have all the intruders been killed?”

The disciple replied, “The intruders in Muwei Palace have been eliminated. Master instructed us to clean up while the injured senior brothers sought treatment. About a dozen escaped towards the outer gate, and Senior Brother Song led a group to pursue them.”

Chang Ning deliberately smiled at Cai Zhao, saying, “I told you twenty people couldn’t cause much trouble.”

Just then, they encountered a stretcher carrying Zeng Dalou. Cai Zhao, terrified, rushed over with tears nearly falling: “Senior Brother, what happened? You’re not dead, are you? Are you alright? Wake up!”

Chang Ning could barely suppress his laughter.

Zeng Dalou, almost startled to death by the girl’s shrill cry, tried to sit up but couldn’t. He waved his hand weakly, “Don’t worry, don’t worry. I’m not dead, just injured.”

“You scared me to death!” Cai Zhao clutched her chest, her eyes reddening. “They were carrying out corpses one after another, and suddenly I saw Senior Brother on a stretcher. I thought you were dead too!”

Zeng Dalou smiled bitterly, “My skills were inadequate. I’ve shamed our master.”

Cai Zhao had no time to comfort him and quickly asked, “Senior Brother, have you seen Elders Wu Gang and Wu Xiong?”

Zeng Dalou was puzzled: “They came to bid farewell to Master not long ago, and then the demonic cult intruders burst in…”

“Where are they now?” Chang Ning frowned.

“They were talking in Master’s room…”

Before Zeng Dalou could finish, Cai Zhao had already darted off like a fluttering flower, with Chang Ning following close behind, his wide sleeves and long robe forming a blue shadow.

Zeng Dalou was stunned. “… Chang Ning’s martial arts have improved so much.” This was the first time he had seen Chang Ning display his skills since recovering.

Cai Zhao raced like lightning straight to the side hall of Muwei Palace’s main hall, where Qi Yunke’s room was. The door was open, and through it, they could see him bending over his desk, examining something. Wu Xiong stood four paces behind him, his right hand slightly raised.

Seeing this, Cai Zhao almost tripped in fright, screaming, “Master, watch out behind you! He’s a traitor…”

As soon as Wu Xiong glimpsed Cai Zhao bursting in, he seemed to realize he was about to be exposed. His right hand flashed, and he thrust swiftly towards Qi Yunke’s vital points on his back!

Hearing Cai Zhao’s cry, Qi Yunke instinctively turned and pushed out a palm. In that split second, Wu Xiong’s blade missed its mark, merely piercing Qi Yunke’s left upper arm. Wu Xiong, struck by a powerful palm force, was sent flying back. His internal organs ruptured, and he died, spewing blood.

Qi Yunke staggered back two steps, clutching his left arm.

Cai Zhao rushed in to support him, trembling, “Mas-master, you…”

Before she could utter a fourth word, Chang Ning had arrived, his right hand swiftly sealing the acupoints on Qi Yunke’s left arm.

Before Cai Zhao could react, Qi Yunke had already torn open his left sleeve. Black blood oozed from the wound, and Cai Zhao cried out, “The dagger was poisoned!”

Qi Yunke said gravely, “It’s not serious. The dagger didn’t penetrate deeply, and Chang Ning has sealed my acupoints. I’ll expel the poison shortly.”

Cai Zhao hurriedly helped him to a chaise lounge, where Qi Yunke immediately sat in meditation.

Chang Ning stood nearby, both reserved and proud: “Perhaps I should assist the Sect Leader in expelling the poison.”

Qi Yunke, his face pale, still smiled kindly: “No need. You’ve only recently recovered; you shouldn’t strain your vital energy. Zhao Zhao, go get that bottle from the bookshelf… Zhao Zhao? What’s wrong?” He noticed the girl staring blankly at Wu Xiong’s corpse on the floor.

Cai Zhao asked fearfully, “Wu Xiong is here, but where’s Wu Gang?”

This question startled even Chang Ning. Qi Yunke slapped his leg, exclaiming, “Oh no! Earlier, Yuzi went to pursue the remaining cult members. Wu Gang said he had fully recovered and wanted to help Yuzi—he went with him…”

As Qi Yunke said “Help,” Cai Zhao had already snatched up the fallen dagger and flew out of the room like a petal on the wind, leaving behind the words, “I’m going to find Senior Brother. Master, please take care of your wound…”

By the time Qi Yunke said “went with him,” Chang Ning had also followed Cai Zhao, disappearing through the doorway.

Disciples who rushed in upon hearing the commotion found their Sect Leader sitting dazed on the chaise lounge, his left sleeve torn, revealing a bloody wound, with Wu Xiong’s lifeless body in the corner of the room.

…

In the eastern courtyard of Muwei Palace, the fighting had also nearly concluded. After a fierce pursuit, all the intruders who had attacked the Qingque Sect were killed.

Song Yuzhi effortlessly swept his arm, causing his Bai Rainbow sword to arc gracefully. Blood droplets slid off the blade, leaving a trail of red dew on the white marble tiles. After nearly two hours of battle, even the handsome youth’s jade-like face was speckled with blood.

He sheathed Bai Rainbow on his back and retrieved Blue Rainbow from a corpse. As he prepared to clean it, he noticed Wu Gang leaning against a tree, clutching his chest and gasping for breath, seemingly injured internally.

Around them, disciples were either helping their wounded comrades leave or examining the bodies.

Song Yuzhi hesitated briefly before approaching Wu Gang. He gently said, “Thank you for your assistance, Elder Wu. Please go to the medicine hall for treatment.”

Wu Gang nodded, smiling faintly. “I can walk on my own. Please lead the way, Young Master Song.”

Seeing Wu Gang’s pride and reluctance to accept help, Song Yuzhi let go and turned to lead the way.

Cai Zhao arrived just in time to see Song Yuzhi facing her, with Wu Gang right behind him, raising his right palm to strike—

Her heart leaped to her throat, rendering her speechless. She immediately threw her dagger, sending the poisoned blade flying straight ahead.

Song Yuzhi had just turned to see Cai Zhao running towards him, her expression panicked and fearful. Then… she threw a dagger at him?

He was shocked. Why would Zhao Zhao try to kill him? No, that wasn’t it!

In a flash, he understood something, but it was too late to escape. He could only gather his inner energy to defend against the attack.

In an instant, Cai Zhao’s dagger struck Wu Gang’s shoulder just as Wu Gang’s palms hit Song Yuzhi’s back. Immediately, a surge of powerful inner energy retaliated.

Wu Gang cried out in agony, stumbling backward. He was both struck by Song Yuzhi’s counterattack and wounded by the flying dagger.

Song Yuzhi took the full brunt of two palm strikes, coughing up blood and falling to one knee. Cai Zhao rushed forward to support him.

Chang Ning arrived to find this unpleasant scene.

Chang Ning: …I hate the demonic cult.

Wu Gang lay on the ground, mouth full of blood, laughing maniacally. “You’ve been hit by my Netherworld Frost! If you don’t die, you’ll lose half your life!”

Surrounding disciples, seeing this, drew their swords and encircled him.

Song Yuzhi stood up with Cai Zhao’s help, glaring at Wu Gang. “Qingque Sect treated you both well, and I had no prior grudge with you. Why did you resort to such a despicable act, Elder Wu?”

Raised with proper manners, he still used an honorific title even now. If it were Cai Zhao, she would have cursed his ancestors already.

Wu Gang’s eyes were full of hatred. “I indeed have no grudge with a youngster like you, but I have a great grievance with your maternal grandfather! Haha! Some ‘Number One Sect under Heaven’! What a bunch of hypocrites! If that old dog Yin hadn’t been so selfish back then, if he had been willing to exchange Elder Kaiyang for my elder brother, my brother wouldn’t have ended up in such a half-human, Half-Face-Ghost state!”

Cai Zhao couldn’t help but interject, “It’s understandable that Qingfeng Sect was unwilling to exchange two captured demonic cult leaders for Wu Daxia…”

“Shut your damn mouth!” Wu Gang cursed loudly. “My master and old dog Yin were friends for so many years. If Yin hadn’t wanted to keep Elder Kaiyang to force out a secret, he would have gladly done the favor!”

Cai Zhao: “Uh?”

Years of resentment poured out of Wu Gang, no longer holding back. “Even if old dog Yin was unwilling to exchange for my brother, he could have refused outright. My master wouldn’t have blamed him. But no, he had to accompany my master to negotiate with Elder Yaoguang… Hmph! I thought old dog Yin was righteous, but it turns out he had already questioned Elder Kaiyang and wanted to verify the information with Elder Yaoguang.”

“They barely exchanged a few words before a fight broke out. Old dog Yin escaped unscathed, but my master was fatally wounded!” Wu Gang’s face contorted as he wailed, tears falling. “If my master had lived, my brother wouldn’t have suffered in the demonic cult for over a decade, with no one to help him. My master would have found a way to save my brother…”

“So, your enemies aren’t just Cangqiong Zi and Qiu Yuanfeng, but also the old Sect Leader Yin?” Chang Ning calmly asked.

Wu Gang smiled defiantly. “Correct. We came this time only to kill Qi Yunke and Song Yuzhi. They’re our enemies simply because one is old dog Yin’s successor, and the other is his grandson!”

Cai Zhao interjected again: “But Sect Leader Yin has more than one grandson, right?” Master, you’re so wrong, she thought. You’re a late joiner but counted as Sect Leader Yin’s direct disciple.

At this point, the poison in Wu Gang took effect. He shouted deliriously, “I don’t care! I don’t care! I want all of old dog Yin’s descendants dead! They promised me that as long as…” Before he could finish, black blood gushed from his mouth. After a few convulsions, he died.

The setting sun casts a cold light on everyone, sending a chill through their hearts.
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Song Yuzhi was a tall, handsome young man, while Cai Zhao was still delicate and slender. With one hand on his chest and the other on her shoulder, they resembled a towering cliff leaning on a willow. Despite Wu Gang’s death and their senior brother’s injury, the disciples couldn’t help but exchange glances, silently gossiping about the recent rumors.

Chang Ning: …I hate these orthodox sects too.

He approached Cai Zhao and whispered, “If you keep supporting him like this, you might as well change your engagement.”

Cai Zhao startled, quickly handing Song Yuzhi over to two nearby disciples. She declared righteously that she needed to check on the master, see how severe his injury was, how much blood he had lost, and whether he needed some angelica, red date, and black chicken soup to replenish his blood.

Song Yuzhi, of course, heard Chang Ning’s ‘slander’ and couldn’t bear it any longer. “Is Brother Chang so pleased?”

“Naturally, I’m happy we’ve eliminated all the demonic cultists,” Chang Ning thought Song Yuzhi was truly simple-minded to ask such a stupid question at this moment.

“Are you also happy that Sister Zhao is so devoted to Young Master Zhou?” Song Yuzhi felt Chang Ning was clever on the outside but foolish inside. As men, who couldn’t see his feelings for Cai Zhao? But didn’t he know the biggest problem wasn’t surnamed Song, but Zhou?

Chang Ning indeed stopped smiling.

After the crisis, they counted their losses: thirty-two disciples and twenty-five servants died in the inner sect, while eight disciples and sixteen servants perished in the outer sect. Most were ambushed and killed while fleeing. The losses were substantial. However, those who stayed put were mostly unharmed, so—

Lei Xiuming and Fan Xingjia at the medicine hall waited anxiously all afternoon, from lunchtime until sunset, their stomachs empty but not a single cultist in sight.

In the outer sect, Li Wenxun and others went from relief at seeing Ding Zhuo’s arrival to expressionlessly saying “Thank you for your trouble, nephew. You may leave. When’s dinner?” in just two hours.

Not to mention Yin Sulian and her daughter hiding at Wenquan Pass—they suffered no losses except for a soiled new gold-flecked skirt from fleeing too hastily. Oh, and Miss Qi’s unfortunate maid who died.

In summary, thirty-five cultists attacked this time, with Chang and Cai killing ten of them. At least 70% were skilled fighters, with cultivation levels between sect leaders and their strongest disciples. After scaling the cliff, over ten of them scattered to cause havoc, killing indiscriminately and creating panic in the sect, causing disciples to remain defensive and not venture out.

The cultists’ true target was only Muwei Palace.

In Chuitian Hollow, Qi Yunke’s family and close disciples gathered in Song Yuzhi’s room, along with the ever-present Chang Ning.

As the first target of the Wu brothers’ assassination attempt, the poison on Wu Xiong’s dagger was extremely potent, truly fatal at first blood.

Fortunately, Cai Zhao’s warning came in time. The poisoned blade only pierced Qi Yunke’s arm before Chang Ning sealed the surrounding acupoints. Qi Yunke quickly used his inner power to expel most of the poison. With proper rest, he could slowly eliminate the remaining traces.

Song Yuzhi’s injury, however, was more troublesome.

Lei Xiuming had Song Yuzhi lie down and repeatedly examined his inner energy, shaking his head and sighing dramatically.

Fan Xingjia urged, “Elder Lei, please say something instead of just shaking your head.”

Lei Xiuming finally spoke, sighing, “Yuzhi has been hit by the demonic cult’s Netherworld Frost, damaging his core. Even after recovery, his power will be diminished.”

“Netherworld Frost?” Qi Yunke exclaimed, “Wu Gang practiced that!”

Netherworld Frost was a demonic technique, extremely cold and specifically targeting inner energy. It was known for harming the enemy at great cost to oneself.

Victims would suffer core damage and poison in their meridians, leading to a complete loss of power. Practitioners would have their internal organs corrupted by the cold poison, inevitably dying within a few years. Even among the demonic cult, few practiced this evil technique.

“Wu Gang was determined to die,” Cai Zhao murmured.

Song Yuzhi tried to gather his inner energy, only to find his meridians empty. He couldn’t muster even a trace of energy, and his core felt like a leaky teacup, unable to hold any water poured into it.

“Does this mean Third Junior Brother will lose all his martial arts?” Dai Fengchi blurted out.

His words earned a glare from Lei Xiuming. “Didn’t you hear what I just said? It’s reduced, not completely gone!”

Dai Fengchi shrank back.

Lei Xiuming continued, “Luckily, Yuzhi resisted when struck, and Zhao Zhao’s dagger hit Wu Gang at the right moment, causing a slight delay in his attack—Yuzhi won’t lose all his power.”

Yin Sulian hurriedly asked, “How much of his power will Yuzhi retain after recovery?”

“It’s hard to say,” Lei Xiuming said gravely. “Perhaps two to three-tenths, at most four to five-tenths.”

The room’s occupants showed various expressions—regret, sorrow, disappointment, anxiety, and even secret joy—as their gazes swept over Song Yuzhi.

Having been a prodigy since childhood, Song Yuzhi had never experienced such looks. He felt gloomy and irritated.

“Elder Lei, isn’t there any way for Third Senior Brother to fully recover?” Qi Lingbo wrung her handkerchief anxiously.

Lei Xiuming shook his head again. “With rare medicinal herbs and if a master of the Sect Leader’s caliber helps Yuzhi clear his meridians, he might recover six to seven-tenths of his power.”

A mournful silence fell over the room.

“Wait,” Yin Sulian suddenly spoke up. “I remember your brother-in-law had a cousin named Song Shiye who also suffered from Netherworld Frost but recovered, didn’t he? Isn’t that right, Yunke? Do you remember?”

Song Yuzhi’s eyes lit up.

Qi Yunke thought for a moment. “Yes, that’s right. However…”

He looked around the room. “Shortly after recovering, he went into qi deviation.”

Song Yuzhi raised his voice, “Did Uncle go into qi deviation because of the recovery process, or was it due to his own cultivation mistakes afterward?”

Qi Yunke looked troubled. “Your father didn’t give details back then, so I’m not sure.”

“That’s enough,” Lei Xiuming clapped his hands. “We’ll have Yuzhi’s father come to the sect, and everything will be clear.”

The matter seemed to conclude in a seemingly relaxed atmosphere. Everyone offered a few words of comfort to Song Yuzhi before taking their leave.

Yin Sulian was visibly unsettled, while Qi Lingbo cried, insisting on staying to care for Song Yuzhi. With a glance from Yin Sulian, Dai Fengchi coaxed and persuaded Qi Lingbo to leave.

Qi Yunke, deep in thought, placed his hand on Song Yuzhi’s shoulder and sighed deeply before being helped away by Fan Xingjia. Song Yuzhi had joined the sect at seven and was Qi Yunke’s most carefully nurtured disciple. If Song Yuzhi couldn’t recover, years of effort would be wasted.

Although they had only known each other for over ten days, Cai Zhao also felt sympathy for Song Yuzhi.

Only Chang Ning remained calm. As he stepped out of Chuitian Hollow’s gate, he casually remarked, “Qingque Sect is about to see changes.”

“Shut up! Save your nonsense for when we’re back!” Cai Zhao lowered her voice, knowing Chang Ning’s words were never kind. She quickly pulled his sleeve and headed straight for Qingjing Retreat.

Back in the room, after ensuring no one was around, she turned and said, “Are you the only one who sees the trouble in today’s events? Everyone sees it, but they have the decency to keep it to themselves! Unlike you, spitting out everything like a beggar who can’t save food overnight!”

Chang Ning elegantly swept his sleeve and sat at the table. “Since even Young Miss Cai has figured it out, I’d love to hear the details.”

Cai Zhao also sat down. “If Third Senior Brother can’t recover, the position of Sect Leader will have to change hands. Ah it’s such a pity for Third Senior Brother. He’s upright and highly skilled. How could this happen to him?”

Chang Ning dropped his elegant facade and frowned. “Song Yuzhi is indeed unfortunate. Not only might he lose the Sect Leader position, but his fiancée might also slip away. What, do you want to take the place of the Cai in the Song family?”

“If you can’t speak properly, I’m leaving,” Cai Zhao turned angrily.

Chang Ning exploded, “I haven’t even settled the score about you bringing soup to Song Yuzhi for two days, and now you’re getting angry with me!”

Cai Zhao stood up to leave, but Chang Ning grabbed her sleeve. “Don’t go, I’m not finished!”

“I’ll be dead from anger by the time you finish! Let go of me!” Cai Zhao tried to pull her sleeve free.

As they struggled, the sleeve tore at the elbow with a ripping sound.

Cai Zhao was furious. “You ungrateful Chang! You’re not even fully recovered for a month, and this is how you repay kindness!” She lunged forward with a palm strike, intending to give him a black eye and swollen face.

Chang Ning spun to avoid it. Cai Zhao leaped up with a kick, which Chang Ning deflected, laughing, “Resorting to violence when you can’t win an argument!”

Cai Zhao slapped the table, sending the teapot flying. She swept her palm, and the teapot shot toward Chang Ning like an arrow.

Chang Ning deflected it as usual, but the teapot was full of tea. While his palm wind scattered the shards, his face was splashed with tea.

Now it was Cai Zhao’s turn to laugh heartily.

Chang Ning lunged at Cai Zhao with a dark expression, and they began to grapple at close quarters.

After exchanging over ten moves, Chang Ning’s chest was struck hard by Cai Zhao’s elbow, causing him to stagger back several steps. He angrily said, “I’m holding back, don’t be ungrateful!”

Cai Zhao gritted her teeth: “Hold back your ancestors!”

Chang Ning was at a disadvantage. The girl’s kung fu was strong, and he couldn’t use lethal moves, so he inevitably took hits from time to time.

As they were engrossed in their playful brawl, the door suddenly swung open. They stopped and looked—Ding Zhuo stood coldly at the doorway, holding a tray of medicine.

“Elder Lei asked me to deliver wound medicine,” he said stiffly.

Cai Zhao remembered her broken promise and stepped forward to take the tray, smiling apologetically. “Oh, it’s Fourth Senior Brother. Please come in, have a seat, have some tea… uh…” She noticed the shattered teapot on the floor and laughed awkwardly. “I’ll call for another pot of tea.”

“I never drink tea,” Ding Zhuo said coldly. “Martial artists shouldn’t indulge in any luxuries of food, clothing, or shelter. What tea? Plain water is enough. Junior Sister, you’re talented. It’s best not to indulge in culinary pleasures. Your future is limitless.”

Cai Zhao: …If she could give up good food, she’d have achieved enlightenment long ago.

Chang Ning wanted to laugh.

Knowing Ding Zhuo was displeased, Cai Zhao tried to make amends: “Now that today’s events are over, if Fourth Senior Brother still wants to spar, I’d be happy to oblige!”

Ding Zhuo raised an eyebrow: “Were you injured today?”

“Injured? No, I wasn’t,” Cai Zhao chuckled. “I was lucky today, not even a scratch…”

“—But I was injured,” Ding Zhuo said coldly.

Cai Zhao’s laughter stopped abruptly.

Chang Ning struggled to hold back his laughter.

Cai Zhao now noticed the bandages on Ding Zhuo’s left arm and neck. She said sheepishly, “I thought the outer sect was unharmed.”

Ding Zhuo: “The outer sect was indeed fine, but I encountered two cultists on my way there. I was careless and suffered some flesh wounds.”

“That’s good, that’s good,” Cai Zhao said with relief. “It won’t affect our sparring then.”

“How could it not?!” Ding Zhuo’s eyebrows knitted together in anger. “High-level martial artists must eliminate all external factors when sparring. Fighting while injured is a great insult to martial artists!”

“It’s not that serious, is it?” Cai Zhao was bewildered.

“If I’m injured and I win, people will say you let me win. If I lose, they’ll say your victory was dishonorable—how can that be called sparring?!”

Cai Zhao was at a loss. “Then… what does Senior Brother want to do?”

“Wait until I’m healed,” Ding Zhuo said. “At most six or seven days. Then I’ll issue you a challenge.” He had learned his lesson this time.

Cai Zhao agreed repeatedly.

Before leaving, Ding Zhuo looked back at the mess in the room: “I hope Junior Sister takes good care of herself in the next six or seven days. Try to control your temper and avoid getting into fights—unless you look down on me.”

After Ding Zhuo left, Chang Ning could no longer hold back and burst into laughter.

Cai Zhao: …

Furong, hearing the commotion, came to replace the teapot. As she left, she swept her eyes over the mess in the room, clearly disapproving.

The door closed again.

Cai Zhao sat down, frustrated: “I’ve had bad luck these two days. Everyone’s blaming me.”

Chang Ning, now calmer and friendlier, poured Cai Zhao a cup of tea, smiling. “Don’t be upset, Zhao Zhao. Everyone’s treating you like an adult now. You’re no longer a child, so you should be more mature.”

Cai Zhao scratched her ear. “I was wrong to attack first earlier.”

Chang Ning smiled like a proud father: “Our Zhao Zhao is truly mature.”

After their playful scuffle, they finally had time to talk seriously.

“Don’t you find today’s events suspicious?” Chang Ning walked slowly, holding a tall glass candlestick. His wide robes and elegant movements cast a shadowy silhouette of a refined gentleman on the side wall.

“What… what’s suspicious?” Cai Zhao was a bit distracted by the shadow.

“What was the real purpose of the demonic cult’s attack on the Qingque Sect today?” Chang Ning placed the candlestick on the table, his brow furrowed. “Was it just to avenge the Wu brothers? Since when did the demonic cult become so benevolent?”

Cai Zhao snapped back to attention: “Ah why? Of course, it was to kill my master. The Wu brothers also wanted to kill master, so it was killing two birds with one stone, wasn’t it?”

Chang Ning shook his head slightly: “Then why did the cult want to kill Song Yuzhi?”

“Perhaps that was just the Wu brothers’ idea, and the cult didn’t know about it.”

“Wu Gang learned the Netherworld Frost technique. The cult invested a lot in him, and this whole thing was carefully planned. Although Song Yuzhi is exceptionally talented, he’s not yet the heir apparent. Is it worth putting so much effort into him? If they had the resources, wouldn’t it be more effective to assassinate the leaders of the Six Sects?”

Cai Zhao felt a headache coming on: “You’re just trying to say that the cult had no real reason to kill Third Senior Brother. What’s the big deal?”

“Zhao Zhao, you should learn to think things through,” Chang Ning sat at the table. “The most suspicious part of this incident is that while the cult’s actions were extremely meticulous and clever, their intentions seem too simple and crude.”

“It’s like spending a fortune, going to great lengths, and even sacrificing lives to travel thousands of miles just to buy a piece of silk for clothing. Sure, it’s good fabric, but in the end, it’s just clothing. Is it worth all that?”

“From Luo Yuanrong causing trouble at the ceremony, to the Wu brothers staying to recuperate, the coordination between inside and outside forces for the cult to scale the cliff, and then dividing forces to create a diversion—everything had to be calculated precisely. Especially today—even the timing couldn’t be off by a minute, otherwise there wouldn’t have been enough people to create such a commotion.”

“All this effort just to assassinate Sect Leader Qi? Why not act when Sect Leader Qi was down the mountain in the past few days? It would have been much easier then. But the cult insisted on forcibly attacking Wanshui Qianshan Cliff, breaking into Muwei Palace, engaging in a confrontation, and then attempting an assassination. Isn’t that overkill?”

“Thirty-five high-level fighters—that’s no small force. With the same scheming and manpower, they could have successfully ambushed any of the sect leaders of the Six Northern Chen Sects.”

Cai Zhao tilted her face upward, closing her eyes to recall the day’s events—Wu Xiong drawing his dagger behind Qi Yunke, Wu Xiong striking at Song Yuzhi from close range, four gray-clad men ambushing passersby from behind the pavilion…

“You’re right,” she said, opening her eyes. “The whole affair was meticulously planned. The attempts on Master’s and Third Senior Brother’s lives weren’t just the Wu brothers acting on their own. The groundwork had been laid in advance.”

Chang Ning prompted, “What have you realized?”

“Wu Gang’s dying words made me think that Yin Dai might have offended more than just one or two people,” Cai Zhao explained. “Is it possible that someone from the demonic sect also harbors a grudge against the old Sect Leader Yin and is seeking revenge?”

Chang Ning nodded. “That’s certainly possible. But why didn’t they eliminate Madam Su Lian and her daughter as well? They’re also of Yin’s bloodline.”

“Because this person knows that Madam Su Lian and her daughter are powerless. Without Master and Third Senior Brother to support them, they’ll be easy targets for bullying in the future.”

Chang Ning frowned. “It’s hard to say. The Yin family has many skilled guards, not to mention their influence outside the sect. However, your point has some merit. Eliminating the strong while leaving the mother and daughter to suffer slowly does seem like something the demonic sect would do.”

“In the end, we’re just speculating,” Cai Zhao said, her mouth dry. She poured herself a full cup of tea. “In novels, they say that in situations like this, you should look at who benefits the most from the incident—that’s likely to be the mastermind!”

Chang Ning laughed. “In that case, you’d be the mastermind, Zhao Zhao.”

Cai Zhao nearly spat out her tea, coughing. “Don’t talk nonsense! How could it be me?!”

Chang Ning walked around the table, gently patting her back. “If Song Yuzhi doesn’t recover, Sect Leader Qi will naturally have to choose a new successor. Who do you think it would be? Dai Fengchi, of course.”

“Are you blind?” Cai Zhao wiped her face with the back of her hand. “The position of Sect Leader should go to the most capable. Although Senior Brother Ding is fourth in line, his martial arts are superior to Second Senior Brother’s. It should naturally fall to him.”

“You don’t understand,” Chang Ning smiled. “I know you’ve never thought highly of Dai Fengchi, feeling he doesn’t practice martial arts diligently and just follows Qi Lingbo around. But he wasn’t always like that. Song Yuzhi is exceptionally talented, accomplishing in one day what takes others ten. Even though Dai Fengchi joined earlier and is older, Song Yuzhi surpassed him in just a few short years. That’s when Dai Fengchi lost his motivation to practice diligently.”

“Ding Zhuo is different. His talent is only slightly better than Dai Fengchi’s, but he’s achieved his current level through hard work and perseverance. When Song Yuzhi competed, Dai Fengchi could accept defeat gracefully. But against Ding Zhuo? How could he be content?”

“Add to that Madam Su Lian and the Yin family’s influence fully supporting Dai Fengchi, and it’s far from certain who will become the next Sect Leader.”

Cai Zhao listened, entranced. “…My goodness, I thought whoever had the best martial arts would become Sect Leader.”

Chang Ning shook his head meaningfully. “Do you think it was easy for Sect Leader Qi to become the chosen successor back then? If he had only beaten Qiu Renjie by a small margin, would Yin Dai have given up on the disciple he had personally trained? It was only when he saw that all seven of his disciples combined were no match for Sect Leader Qi that Yin Dai gave up, conveniently finding a new fiancé for his daughter in the process.”

Cai Zhao was stunned for a moment, then asked, “But what does this have to do with me?”

“If Ding Zhuo inherits the position of Sect Leader, you probably wouldn’t have any objections. But what about Dai Fengchi?” Chang Ning raised an eyebrow.

Cai Zhao slammed the table, gritting her teeth. “I’d rather take the position myself! I may not have been as diligent since Aunt passed, but if I put my mind to it, I could easily crush Second Senior Brother into the ground. That’s certainly better than letting someone sit in the Sect Leader’s position who would make things difficult for other sects!”

Chang Ning chuckled. “See? In the end, wouldn’t the position of Sect Leader fall to you?”

Cai Zhao finally realized what he meant and sighed. “But I didn’t try to assassinate Third Senior Brother, nor did I collude with the demonic sect.”

“Of course not. I know that,” Chang Ning said with a slight sneer.

“In any case, I just can’t figure out why the demonic sect would go to such lengths to assassinate Sect Leader Qi and Song Yuzhi within the sect. What’s their ultimate goal?” She fell into deep thought.

After a moment of silence, Cai Zhao suddenly spoke. “You were right.”

Chang Ning was startled. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, you were right,” Cai Zhao said. “I owe you an apology.”

Chang Ning was slightly surprised.

“In today’s events, Third Senior Brother misjudged the situation. When he heard the horn, he assumed that Wanshui Qianshan Cliff would be easy to defend but difficult to attack, so he thought the demonic sect was launching a large-scale offensive. That’s why he made the most conservative defensive arrangements possible.”

Cai Zhao paused. “Who would have thought the demonic sect would disregard their own lives and go straight for Muwei Palace? The third Senior Brother’s arrangement scattered our forces, giving the Wu brothers an opportunity. And I was too clever for my good as well. If I had insisted on going to Muwei Palace with Third Senior Brother, I might have fallen victim to the Wu brothers’ plot too.”

“But you, Brother Chang,” she looked at the tall young man in the dim lamplight, his features blurred behind the glow, leaving her with an impression of calm, assertive confidence.

“You sensed something was wrong from the beginning and insisted on investigating the mystery of the external invasion before making any arrangements—just as you said, some people will always die, but it’s better to eliminate hidden dangers early.”

Chang Ning said softly, “Is Zhao Zhao blaming me for disregarding human life?”

Cai Zhao shook her head. “Aunt used to say that under heaven, those who can accomplish great things are often ruthless—I suppose Brother Chang Shi is that kind of person.”

Although she said this, there was no trace of dejection or regret on her face. Instead, she showed a kind of openness that comes from understanding the situation.

—What if she was soft-hearted? What if she couldn’t accomplish great things? This was who she was.

Chang Ning slowly pressed his hand to his chest, feeling that unfamiliar warm softness again.

At that moment, the aroma of food wafted in from outside.

Cai Zhao’s eyes widened as if her whole being had come alive.

Chang Ning particularly enjoyed her joyful expression and couldn’t help but smile. “Thank heavens the demonic sect didn’t destroy the kitchen. We can finally have dinner.”

Cai Zhao laughed. “No matter what inscrutable plans the demonic sect has, let’s eat first. Surely we can’t be the only ones who are so unlucky. When the demonic sect goes on a rampage, they won’t stop after just one attack. We’ll know their intentions soon enough.”

Perhaps spending too much time with Chang Ning had rubbed off on Cai Zhao, as she seemed to have developed a knack for jinxing things.

The next morning, before Cai Zhao had even rubbed the sleep from her eyes, Fan Xingjia hurried over with bad news.

—All the groups from various sects who had left to return home after the ceremony had been ambushed and killed by the demonic sect!
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Fan Xingjia’s words tumbled out, nearly causing Cai Zhao to faint on the spot.

Chang Ning stepped forward to support her, asking quizzically, “All of them were ambushed? Was Luoying Valley among them? But Madam Cai and Valley Master Cai took separate routes, and even Zhao Zhao didn’t know which paths they took. How could they have been ambushed too?”

Fan Xingjia, out of breath from running, suddenly realized his mistake and hurriedly corrected himself, “No, no, Luoying Valley wasn’t among them. Madam Cai and Master Juexing have already arrived at the Ning family’s stronghold. Master just received a flying message about it. As for Valley Master Cai, no one knows where he went, but Master received a brief note from him this morning saying he’d be back at the inn in Qingque Town in a few days.”

Cai Zhao caught her breath and couldn’t help but scold, “Fifth Senior Brother, are you trying to kill me?!”

Seeing the girl’s face turn pale with fright, Fan Xingjia repeatedly apologized.

Cai Zhao, left with no other choice, said, “Alright, alright. Senior Brother, you came to report with good intentions. Please tell us what’s happening out there.”

Just then, Furong Feicui brought in breakfast. Cai Zhao invited Fan Xingjia to sit down, and the three of them ate while they talked.

In fact, since the downfall of Nie Hengcheng and his die-hard forces, the jianghu had enjoyed a period of relative peace. Both righteous and evil factions maintained their boundaries, with minor frictions continuing but major conflicts rarely occurring. The former sought to consolidate internal unity and maintain sect dignity, while the latter was still recovering from the heavy losses suffered in previous battles.

Even when organizing joint training exercises for new disciples, both sides tried to keep the scale under control.

As a result, for this 200th anniversary of Northern Chen Ancestor’s passing, the righteous sects didn’t exercise much caution against the demonic sect. Whether high-profile like Guangtian Gate or low-key like Xuankong Temple, they all came to Jiuli Mountain openly without concealing their movements.

After being together for over a decade, where was the passion for causing trouble? The most passionate ones had already died in Nie Hengcheng’s era.

Chang Ning sneered, “Indeed, long periods of peace dull one’s vigilance. Even if Nie Zhe is useless, after such a major incident as the massacre of my entire family, the various sects should have remained alert.”

“Complacency, complacency is what erodes resolve the most,” Cai Zhao said. “Oh, that’s also something my aunt used to say.”

Because of this, no one expected the demonic sect to suddenly strike, ambushing the various sects on their return journeys.

Although the demonic sect maintained a fair but not open attitude in their surprise attacks, the extent of damage varied greatly among the sects.

“I must say, Junior Sister Zhao Zhao’s family has the best luck,” Fan Xingjia remarked with feeling. “Especially Madam Cai. The disciples sent to escort them couldn’t keep up at all, constantly getting lost and confused. When they were still a day or two away from the Ning family’s stronghold, Master Juexing told them to return and report on their own. No wonder even the demonic sect couldn’t track Madam Cai’s group.”

Ning Xiaofeng was a daughter born to her parents in their later years and was spoiled from a young age. As a child, she had a falling out with her mother over changing her hairstyle to become a nun. She hadn’t been in the jianghu for long when she met Cai Pingshu and became her sworn sister when marriage didn’t work out.

Cai Pingshu was particularly fond of this beautiful, lively, and endearing little sister, indulging her greatly.

When Ning Xiaofeng admired hair ornaments made of mermaid tears, Cai Pingshu scoured the Southern Sea’s pearl nests. When Ning Xiaofeng wanted snow lotus from icy mountains for her cosmetics, Cai Pingshu would bring her a basketful even through heavy snow.

As a result, Ning Xiaofeng developed an even more willful personality—until after the Battle of Tushan, when Cai Pingshu’s meridians were severely damaged, leaving her bedridden. Ning Xiaofeng seemed to grow up overnight, transforming into a capable and considerate Valley Master’s wife.

After staying in Luoying Valley for over a decade, this rare outing led Ning Xiaofeng to revert to her youthful habits, going wherever her heart desired.

One day, she’d see a lively town and take her children there for food and fun. The next day, she’d spot a beautiful lake and go boating with her husband for a few days. Later, upon hearing from locals at an inn about the unparalleled flavors of braised pigeon and plum wine in a nearby city, she’d take a detour of several days just to satisfy her palate…

Cai Pingchun indulged his wife’s every whim, Cai Zhao was glad for the delayed arrival at her master’s place, and little Cai, well, he had no say in the matter. As a result, the Cai family’s journey from Luoying Valley to Jiuli Mountain took three times longer than usual.

After the ceremony, on the way to the Ning family, Ning Xiaofeng unsurprisingly fell back into her old habits.

Unlike the other groups of escorting disciples who lost contact due to the demonic sect’s ambushes and injuries, those escorting the Cai family simply got lost following Ning Xiaofeng’s meandering path, barely managing to find their way back to the main road.

At this point, Chang Ning glanced at Cai Zhao, his eyes full of meaning.

Cai Zhao, puzzled by his look, turned to apologize to Fan Xingjia, “It’s all because of my mother’s whims that our fellow disciples had to take such unnecessary detours. Please, Senior Brother Fan, convey my apologies to Uncle Master Li.”

“No need, no need,” Fan Xingjia waved his hand. “Thanks to your mother, that group of disciples was the luckiest of all.”

While the other groups of disciples returned battered, injured, or even dead, those who followed Ning Xiaofeng came back with rosy cheeks and oily mouths, carrying bags full of local specialties. Apart from getting slightly lost for a few days, it was like a sightseeing trip for them.

Chang Ning pondered, “Why didn’t the demonic sect directly attack the Ning family and catch them all at once?”

Cai Zhao gave him a look, “You think my mother’s mechanisms and formations came from nowhere? They were all taught by my maternal grandfather. The Ning family’s hideout is even more secure than your Chang family’s.”

At least people knew the Chang family was in a certain mountain, but the Ning family’s location was spread across several towns and cities in a hilly forest area, all looking similar, with different entrances each time.

As for Cai Pingchun’s group, they were secretly investigating the Chang family massacre, so naturally, their whereabouts were concealed. Even Qi Yunke didn’t know where they were on any given day.

Fan Xingjia concluded, “Don’t worry, Junior Sister. The Cai family is completely safe.”

“Just lucky, just lucky,” Cai Zhao said, somewhat embarrassed. She then showed appropriate concern for the other sects, “I think the demonic sect was just annoyed by our grand ceremony for the Ancestor’s anniversary and wanted to make a statement without putting in too much effort.”

Fan Xingjia shook his head, “No, they were serious about it.”

The sect that suffered the worst ambush was Guangtian Gate.

After being mocked by Qiu Yuanfeng at the ceremony, Song Shijun decided to restore Guangtian Gate’s reputation.

Along his journey, he visited local strongmen and influential figures, always eager to form brotherly bonds over drinks and incidentally boost the local entertainment industry.

These local strongmen were far beneath the status of the Six Sects of Beichen, as different as candlelight from the moon. Having received such respect and hospitality, after three cups of wine and a couple of risqué songs, they felt Song Shijun was the world’s greatest hero who truly valued talent. With such a big brother looking out for them, what regrets could they have in life?

So those with promising nephews or disciples sent them to join the Guangtian Gate, and those without joined themselves.

Song Shijun had already brought many people to Jiuli Mountain, and after recruiting allies along the way, when they stumbled into the demonic sect’s ambush, both sides were quite embarrassed.

The demonic sect, facing this sea of people, felt their ambush was about to burst.

Song Shijun felt his image of brilliance and martial prowess was tarnished by carelessly walking into an ambush with his large entourage.

He was a bit angry.

After a fierce battle, the ambushed party surprisingly drove away the ambushers.

Although there were casualties, the numbers weren’t outrageous. Song Shijun put on another show of care and comfort, doubling the effect.

Except for young master Song Mao’s two broken toes from a meteor hammer, it was a happy ending for all.

Cai Zhao smiled, “That sounds like good news.”

“Does Song Yu know about this?” Chang Ning asked.

Fan Xingjia replied, “Fourth Senior Brother has gone to inform Third Senior Brother. Since Guangtian Gate is largely unharmed, Sect Leader Song should arrive soon after receiving the pigeon message.”

Next to be ambushed were Taichu Temple and Xuankong Nunnery.

Taichu Temple, having just suffered a setback, seemed an ideal target with its scattered morale. However, the news of Wu Yuanying’s tragic death spread like wildfire. Before the sects even left the mountain, jianghu folks had learned most of the story.

The once generous and heroic young man had been tortured for over a decade in the demonic sect’s dark dungeon. Anyone with a conscience would be moved, especially those who admired Wu Yuanying’s chivalry and reputation.

Though individually weak, these people could cause trouble when united.

They thought, that although Cangqiong Zi Qiu Yuanfeng was dead, his beloved disciples and confidants were still alive. They should at least take revenge on them for Wu Yuanying.

So Taichu Temple’s group faced constant harassment from leaving Qingque Town, ranging from verbal abuse to being pelted with dirty water, rotten fruit, and rotten eggs. Some even resorted to arson, poisoning, and physical attacks.

As the saying goes, the son pays for the father’s debts, so naturally, the disciples pay for the master’s debts.

No one would speak up for Taichu Temple against these overt and covert acts of revenge.

After suffering several setbacks, even the gentle Wang Yuanjing had to assert his authority and tighten discipline among the disciples.

They couldn’t stay at inns anymore, unable to bear the constant mockery. So Wang Yuanjing ordered the disciples to travel by night and camp in the wilderness, always staying alert.

Unexpectedly, this helped them avoid the demonic sect’s ambush. When the pursuers caught up, Taichu Temple was well-rested and managed to escape smoothly. A blessing in disguise, perhaps.

Xuankong Nunnery faced a similar situation.

Abbess Jingyuan was known for her cautious nature, and she had been uneasy since Wu Yuanying’s incident.

On their return journey, she chose to travel by water even at greater expense. The demonic sect members lying in wait on the original route were left empty-handed and had to pursue them to Xuankong Nunnery arduously. By then, Abbess Jingyuan, having caught wind of the danger, had her disciples form a defensive formation to await the attackers. They too were well-rested and managed to escape.

Siqin Gate and Changchun Temple were ambushed later.

Unlike Ning Xiaofeng and Song Shijun who wandered about causing unexpected events, or Taichu Temple and Xuankong Nunnery who were overly cautious, these two sects traveled home routinely, seemingly the easiest targets for an ambush.

However, these two sects were located at opposite ends of a vast plain, with hundreds of miles of open visibility. Not only were there no high mountains, but even small hills were rare, making it difficult for the demonic sect to set up an ambush.

In the end, they had to set up their ambush near the sects’ home bases, where the terrain finally became less flat.

When Siqin Gate and Changchun Temple suddenly encountered the ambush, they fought while retreating, eventually withdrawing into their sects.

The demonic sect members, blinded by bloodlust, pursued them relentlessly, even entering the sects’ territories, where they were ultimately surrounded.

In the end, the demonic sect members were annihilated, but both sects suffered significant damage to their buildings and courtyards.

Siqin Gate’s ancestral temple was destroyed, and Yang Heying cried bitterly while holding a pile of ancestral tablets, even more heartbroken than a newborn beaten by a midwife.

Changchun Temple’s sutra library, treasure hall, and monks’ quarters were mostly burned down. Abbot Fakong injured his shoulder and back while rescuing scriptures and inhaled a lot of smoke.

“Buildings can be rebuilt. It’s good that people are safe. They’ll recover slowly,” Cai Zhao said with relief. She didn’t care much about Yang Heying, but Abbot Fakong was so kind and benevolent. At his age, she hoped nothing serious had happened to him.

Chang Ning frowned slightly and looked at Fan Xingjia, “Aren’t you missing one sect?”

Fan Xingjia turned his face away awkwardly.

Cai Zhao was startled and asked, “What about Peiqiong Manor? How are Uncle Zhou and Aunt Zhixian?” After hearing so much about the others’ close calls, she had let her guard down.

Fan Xingjia scratched his neck, seeming unsure how to explain.

“I had a feeling that the Zhou family’s journey would be the most dangerous,” Chang Ning said slowly. “Manor Lord Zhou wouldn’t be paranoid without reason, nor would he wander about aimlessly. Peiqiong Manor also lacks geographical advantages. On the contrary, their return route is full of beautiful scenery, perfect for setting up multiple ambushes.”

Hearing this, Cai Zhao became more anxious. She grabbed Fan Xingjia and shook him, “Tell us already!”

Dizzy from the shaking, Fan Xingjia hurriedly said, “The casualties… the casualties were severe. Lady Zhou and the two young masters are all seriously injured, very seriously. Even Manor Lord Zhou suffered internal injuries. In the end, only they escaped with their lives. Almost all the accompanying disciples and followers died. They say the lake water was dyed red.”

This was the most successful attack in the demonic sect’s campaign against the six sects.

Cai Zhao was speechless for a long time, filled with worry. “I… I want to go to Peiqiong Manor to see Uncle Zhou and Aunt Zhixian.”

Fan Xingjia quickly replied, “Don’t worry, Master also said he wants to visit Manor Lord Zhou. We can go together then.”

After Fan Xingjia left, Cai Zhao turned to see Chang Ning sitting gracefully in his original spot, quietly watching her.

She sighed and asked, “What do you want to say?”

Chang Ning: “Can I say ‘Actually, your visit won’t make Zhou Manor Lord’s injuries heal any faster’?”

Cai Zhao frowned, “No, you can’t. I didn’t hear that.”

Chang Ning: “Then can I say ‘Are you using this as an excuse to see Zhou Yuqi’?”

Cai Zhao suppressed her anger, “No, you can’t. I didn’t hear that either.”

Chang Ning: “Then let me try another. Don’t you think the demonic sect’s method of ambushing the various sects is very similar to how they attacked the Qingque Sect yesterday?”

“I don’t!” Cai Zhao said irritably. “I haven’t even settled accounts with you yet! How did you describe it to me earlier? Oh, ‘The demonic sect is divided into factions with frequent internal conflicts, no longer as strong as when Nie Hengcheng was alive,’ and ‘The demonic sect is disorganized, Nie Zhe is mediocre, they don’t have much capability left’—Aren’t these your words? Huh!”

“A ‘not strong, incapable, factional, internally conflicted’ demonic sect could turn the Six Sects of Beichen, plus a temple and a nunnery, upside down. If the demonic sect becomes strong, capable, and united in the future, will we have any chance of survival?!”

“So actually, you were praising the demonic sect while appearing to criticize them?” Cai Zhao was furious. “Can we still trust your words in the future?!”

Chang Ning, unperturbed by the girl’s sarcasm, smiled as usual. “The current demonic sect is indeed divided into factions with frequent internal conflicts, no longer in its prime. What we’ve seen might be all of Nie Zhe’s resources.”

“No, why would he use all his resources for something that harms others without benefiting himself?” He tilted his head in thought.

“It’s not entirely without benefit to him,” Cai Zhao found the logic quite clear. “Didn’t you always say Nie Zhe couldn’t command respect in the demonic sect? Now that he’s pulled off such a big operation, maybe everyone will be so pleased that they’ll remove the ‘acting’ from his ‘Acting Sect Leader’ title.”

Chang Ning nodded slowly, “…That’s possible.”

“By the way, you mentioned earlier that the demonic sect’s method of ambushing the various sects was similar to how they attacked the Qingque Sect yesterday. How are they similar?” Cai Zhao asked.

“They both involve brilliant strategies with poor execution,” Chang Ning said.

Cai Zhao was taken aback.

Chang Ning continued slowly, “Their sudden attack on the various sects after the ceremony was a good strategy. However, the executors seemed incapable of adapting to changing circumstances, rigidly sticking to the predetermined plan. In the end, only Peiqiong Manor, which traveled home routinely, was successfully ambushed.”

“Yesterday was the same. The strategy was ingenious, even calculating the timing perfectly. But when it came to implementation, many flaws emerged.”

“Why didn’t Sect Leader Qi and Song Yu die? Because you warned them in time.” He looked at the girl, his gaze deep. “What was the flaw? You, me, we were the flaws.”

“The original plan didn’t account for a disciple like you, with considerable skill and concern for the Sect Leader. Nor did it account for a recently recovered patient like me.”

“But we didn’t suddenly become this way. You had already displayed your skills during the ceremony, and I had shown my abilities in the outer sect days before.” The young man’s expression was impassive. “Yet the executors didn’t adapt at all, failing to factor us in, ultimately leading to failure.”

“As I said, brilliant strategy, poor execution. Like an exceptionally intelligent strategist paired with an incompetent lord.”

Cai Zhao quietly looked at Chang Ning for a while, then suddenly said, “My father has arrived. Come with me to see him.”

Chang Ning blinked, “Don’t you have any questions for me?”

Cai Zhao glanced out the window, “My aunt used to say, ‘Ask less, listen more.'”

Because sometimes what you ask for might not be the truth—especially when you’re dealing with someone you can’t figure out.

When Cai Pingshu said this, her usually calm eyes seemed to shimmer.
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In the following days, Cai Zhao became particularly well-behaved. She spent her time either hiding in the Qingjing Study waiting for Cai Pingchun’s return or staring at the pigeon coop.

Indeed, the coop of messenger pigeons given to her by Master Juexing would finally prove useful.

Upon hearing about the attacks on various sects, Cai Zhao immediately began writing letters, skipping meals in the process. Changning stood by, grinding ink and cutting paper for her, occasionally glancing at the letter contents, which earned him glares from the girl.

The first letter was destined for Peiqiong Manor.

She inquired about the health of Zhou Zhizhen, Zhou Zhixian, and others, asking if their injuries were serious and if they needed any medicine. She emphasized that Luoying Valley had an abundance of various healing medicines. She even attached two vials of wound medicine to the pigeon’s leg. If not for fear of weighing down the plump little pigeon, she would have sent the entire medicine box left by Ning Xiaofeng.

Changning quipped, “Is it because you like Master Zhou and Miss Zhou that you’ve grown fond of Zhou Yuqi? Or is it because you’re worried about Zhou Yuqi that you’re showing such care for Master Zhou and Miss Zhou?”

Cai Zhao retorted, “… I could splash this freshly ground ink on your face.”

The second letter was for Changchun Temple.

She first wished Master Fakong well, inquiring about his burn injuries and noting that old skin doesn’t heal easily. She included two vials of burn ointment produced by Luoying Valley, claiming it could revive even cooked shrimp. She also asked if the thick smoke he had inhaled had cleared from his lungs, enclosing a recipe for a detoxifying lung tonic. She warned that if the lung injury wasn’t treated properly, the old monk might only be able to tap the wooden fish instead of chanting sutras.

Changning asked, “Did Luoying Valley have a previous grudge with Master Fakong?”

Cai Zhao replied, “Not at all. The old monk is very kind.”

Changning prodded, “So Zhao Zhao wants to comfort Master Fakong?”

Cai Zhao affirmed, “Naturally.”

Changning muttered, “… May the Master live as long as the Southern Mountain. Amitabha.”

She initially intended to write a third letter to Ning Xiaofeng but crumpled it up, realizing that even she couldn’t find the entrance to Ning Family Fortress without utmost concentration, let alone a pigeon.

She then considered writing to Master Jingyuan at Xuankong Nunnery. However, recalling her great-aunt’s eternally frosty face, she couldn’t squeeze out a single word. In the end, she simply attached two vials of wound medicine as a gesture of concern.

After sending the letters, Cai Zhao could hardly resist sleeping by the pigeon coop, eagerly awaiting replies and Cai Pingchun’s return.

During this frustratingly tedious wait, Sect Leader Qi Yunke’s condition suddenly worsened. Initially, everyone thought he had only minor injuries that would heal with rest and the expulsion of residual poison. Unexpectedly, his condition suddenly deteriorated. One morning, Qi Yunke vomited several mouthfuls of black blood and became bedridden, drifting in and out of consciousness.

Cai Zhao visited him three times, but on two occasions, she could only see Qi Yunke lying in his bed, eyes tightly shut and face sallow.

Zeng Dalou rushed about, either managing sect affairs, seeking medical treatment, or handling matters on Qi Yunke’s behalf. He barely had time to exchange words with Cai Zhao before hurrying off again.

When Qi Yunke finally regained consciousness, all the disciples gathered to visit him, including Song Yuzhi, who had to be supported by others.

Lei Xiuming furrowed his brow, growing more perplexed as he took Qi Yunke’s pulse. He muttered, “Why has the poison suddenly become so potent? I’ve managed to suppress it for now, but I don’t understand why it keeps recurring.”

Qi Yunke, however, seemed more at ease. He smiled weakly and said, “It was my carelessness while practicing my cultivation. I made a mistake and didn’t expel the remaining poison in time. Thanks to Brother Lei’s skillful treatment, I’m much better now. I just need more rest.”

Lei Xiuming could only acquiesce.

With her husband in grave danger, Yin Sulian weighed whether it was more impressive to be the sect leader’s wife or the sect leader’s mother-in-law. She finally displayed unprecedented thoughtfulness, serving tea and attending to Qi Yunke with uncharacteristic gentleness, causing the disciples to shudder in discomfort.

Unfortunately, Qi Yunke was not at all appreciative. He muttered something coldly, which infuriated Yin Sulian, causing her to storm off angrily.

Cai Zhao watched this drama unfold with an amused smile. As she turned to leave, she noticed Song Yuzhi standing behind a pillar with a peculiar expression.

A fleeting sense of unease passed through her mind, but she quickly dismissed it and returned to guard the pigeon coop, waiting for news.

In the following days, the messenger pigeons gradually returned.

Peiqiong Manor had indeed suffered heavy casualties, with very few escaping the Evil Cult’s ambush. Fortunately, the four members of the Zhou family were not severely injured and would recover with time and care. Zhou Zhizhen decided to provide for the elderly mothers and widows of the deceased disciples.

At Changchun Temple, most had only suffered flesh wounds. Only Master Fakong was in poorer condition, given his advanced age. In terms of seniority and years, he was of the same generation as the Three Elders of Qingfeng. This journey had first seen the passing of his lifelong companion, Master Fahai, and then an ambush upon his return. The old monk was struggling to cope.

Xuankong Nunnery, as usual, sent a long stack of sermons, which Cai Zhao couldn’t be bothered to read.

Just as she tossed aside Master Jingyuan’s admonishing letter, Furong arrived with news—Cai Pingchun had finally returned.

Cai Pingchun arrived in Qingque Town as night fell. Not wishing to spend the night on Mount Jiuli, he checked into the Joy Inn in town.

Despite its ordinary yet confident name, the inn wasn’t the largest in town but was certainly the most expensive.

Walking along the stone-paved streets of Qingque Town, Cai Zhao noticed the considerable foot traffic. “The festival is over, yet there are still so many people in town. Are they returning customers for the shops?”

Changning looked up and observed, “These people all seem to be martial artists. I wonder what they’re doing in Qingque Town.”

Both found it strange, but being unfamiliar with Qingque Town, they couldn’t tell if these people were regulars or strangers, or if their presence was normal or unusual. Unable to make sense of it, they put it out of their minds.

Entering the Joy Inn, they saw the consumptive-looking innkeeper standing expressionlessly behind the counter. He merely raised an eyebrow at Cai Zhao and Changning, pointed to the “Heaven Suite No. 1” bamboo sign hanging behind him, and then listlessly called for a waiter to show them the way.

Changning chuckled, “Now I’m certain that Zhao Zhao must have a grudge against this innkeeper.”

“When we first came to Mount Jiuli, my family stayed at this inn,” Cai Zhao explained resignedly. “It’s such a small, rundown place with only us as guests, yet the room rate was exorbitant, and the innkeeper had such a long face. So I gave him a little suggestion.”

“What suggestion?”

“I said, ‘Innkeeper, why don’t you open a funeral parlor instead?'”

Changning burst out laughing.

…

After half a month apart, Cai Zhao noticed her father had grown darker and thinner. Feeling distressed, she wanted nothing more than to immediately start brewing a nutritious soup for him.

Cai Pingchun also looked his daughter up and down, noticing the young girl had grown taller and seemed more mature. He smiled and said, “It seems the cooks at Qingque Sect are quite good, having fed our Zhao Zhao so well. Indeed, sending her away to be raised was the right decision. In just a few days, she looks much more sensible.”

He then turned his attention to Changning.

Although the young man’s face was still covered in poisonous sores, he appeared calm and composed, his eyes gleaming with intelligence. Cai Pingchun asked, “Nephew Chang, have you recovered?”

Changning bowed respectfully and replied, “There’s still some residual poison that hasn’t been cleared.”

Cai Pingchun frowned slightly but said nothing.

Cai Zhao also furrowed her brow.

Since entering the room, Changning hadn’t uttered a single bizarre comment. His behavior was elegant and refined, his demeanor graceful—he seemed even more like a young master from a noble family than Song Yuzhi.

The father and daughter, not having seen each other for a long time, naturally had much to discuss. After chatting about various topics for a while, they eventually turned to the matter of the Qingque Sect being invaded and the ambushes set by the Evil Cult against various sects.

Cai Zhao voiced her earlier confusion: “Changning said the Evil Cult isn’t as powerful as before, so why are they still so vicious?”

Cai Pingchun replied, “With so many villains in the world, how can we guess their thoughts? There’s no point in trying to figure out their motives. After everyone recovers, we’ll let the master lead us to confront Cult Leader Nie Zhe at Youming Huangdao. We’ve been at peace for so many years; if Cult Leader Nie is eager to stir up trouble again, the Six Northern Sects will naturally oblige.”

His words were simple, but they hinted at the bloodshed to come.

Cai Zhao couldn’t help but shudder.

Changning also found it quite interesting. Cai Pingchun appeared gentle and low-key, but his nature was unexpectedly decisive.

“Uncle Cai,” Changning stepped forward and bowed respectfully, his posture elegant. “Forgive my rudeness, but I wonder if you’ve uncovered any clues about my family’s case during your journey?”

Cai Pingchun pondered for a moment. “The Chang Family Fortress is now in ruins. I searched it thoroughly and investigated the surrounding area. I can confirm that it was indeed the work of the Evil Cult.”

Cai Zhao quipped, “Father, Brother Chang already said it was the Evil Cult. You were gone for half a month just to find that out?”

Cai Pingchun ruffled his daughter’s hair. “Silly girl, what do you know?”

Turning to Changning, he continued, “I initially thought someone might be taking advantage of the situation, using the Evil Cult’s name to commit atrocities. But after thorough investigation—the markings at the foot of the mountain, the hidden lines in the grass, the stake holes around the ambush site, even the remnants of the battle in the ruins—all bear the hallmarks of Lu Chengnan. Hmph, it’s the Tiangang Dishagying again.”

Cai Zhao’s mind raced. “Lu? Could he be one of the four disciples of Nie, Heng, Cheng, Zhao, Chen, Han, and Lu?”

“Correct,” Cai Pingchun nodded. “He’s Nie Hengcheng’s fourth disciple. He usually kept a low profile, so he wasn’t well-known in the martial arts world. In reality, he was a man of many talents—proficient in internal martial arts, mechanisms, formations, astrology, geography, tracking, and assassination. He trained all the members of the Tiangang Dishagying.”

Cai Zhao listened in horror. “So this man killed Brother Chang’s entire family!”

“No, he’s already dead, even earlier than Nie Hengcheng,” Cai Pingchun explained. “Years ago, when we were tracking down the leaders of the Tiangang Dishagying, we found them in mourning, faces covered in tears and snot—they were burning incense and paper money to commemorate Lu Chengnan.”

“… So even the Evil Cult has human emotions,” Cai Zhao said sheepishly.

Cai Pingchun smiled at his daughter. “Members of the Evil Cult are human too, with their desires and emotions. Lu Chengnan was highly respected among the younger generation in the Evil Cult, but no one knows exactly how he died. Some say he died from cultivation gone wrong, others claim he was killed by a trap set by our Six Northern Sects, and there are even rumors that his two senior fellow disciples conspired to kill him out of jealousy…”

“In any case, Lu Chengnan’s death was like cutting off one of Nie Hengcheng’s arms. If he were still alive, your aunt wouldn’t have found it so easy to locate Nie Hengcheng and challenge him when he was alone.”

“Sounds like he was quite formidable,” Cai Zhao sighed. “What kind of people are in the Evil Cult?”

Changning glanced at the girl but said nothing.

“Even today, the Tiangang Dishagying still trains according to Lu Chengnan’s methods. I recognized it from the traces left at the Chang Family Fortress,” Cai Pingchun continued. “In recent years, the Guangtian Gate and Siqi Gate have become more aggressive, extending their reach and expanding their influence. Understandably, the Evil Cult would want to teach them a lesson.”

“But why did they have to annihilate the Chang family? Since Nie Hengcheng’s death, Brother Chang has hardly been involved in martial arts affairs.” He couldn’t understand it.

Changning remained silent.

Hearing the words “Guangtian Gate,” Cai Zhao immediately thought of Song Yuzhi and hurriedly asked, “Father, my third senior brother… Song Yuzhi, the son of Master Song, was afflicted by the Netherworld Chill. He’s lost most of his martial arts abilities. Have you heard of any treatment for this kind of injury?”

Changning took a deep breath, suppressing his jealousy, and continued to maintain his gentle and respectful demeanor.

Damn it!

“Netherworld Chill? I don’t know of a cure,” Cai Pingchun hesitated. “No… it should be treatable.”

Cai Zhao’s eyes lit up. “How does Father know it can be treated?”

“Your aunt once had a brother named Shi Tieqiao…”

Changning interjected, “The second eldest of the Shi brothers?”

Cai Pingchun nodded, “Yes, that’s him. He was once afflicted by the Netherworld Chill, but somehow your aunt managed to cure him. I don’t know the details of how she did it.”

“So… how exactly did he recover?” Cai Zhao asked, perplexed. “Does anyone know?”

Changning couldn’t help but feel a hint of schadenfreude: “There aren’t many who practice the Netherworld Chill technique, so naturally, there aren’t many who’ve been afflicted by it. How could anyone know the cure?”

To prevent the girl from fixating on Song Yuzhi’s injury, Changning quickly changed the subject. “If I may be so bold, Uncle Cai, I’d like to ask about something.”

“Go ahead,” Cai Pingchun replied.

Changning inquired, “Before Wu Gang’s death, he mentioned that Old Sect Leader Yin refused to exchange Elder Kaiyang for Hero Wu Yuanying to force him to reveal a secret. Does Uncle Cai know what this secret might be?”

Cai Zhao was startled, remembering this as well. She couldn’t help but mutter, “I’ve always wondered about this. Why not ask the master directly? He must know Old Sect Leader Yin’s intentions.”

Changning maintained his act, smiling sympathetically. “I fear this matter might not be very honorable. It would be unfair to force Sect Leader Qi to speak of it…”

Cai Pingchun nodded. “Nephew Chang is right. This matter is indeed not very honorable.”

“Ah,” Cai Zhao exclaimed in surprise.

Twenty years ago, although the Evil Cult was at its peak, the Six Northern Sects were not pushovers.

The Three Elders of Qingfeng were in their prime; the Twin Heroes of Chu each had their strengths; Peiqiong Manor, Guangtian Gate, and Siqi Gate all had numerous disciples and formidable experts; even Luoying Valley had top-tier martial artists like Cai Changfeng. Among the younger generation, there were rising stars like Zhou Zhizhen, Song Shijun, and Wu Yuanying, not to mention rare talents like Cai Pingshu.

For a long time, the righteous and evil factions were evenly matched, and neither dared to declare war lightly.

“Suddenly one day, Old Sect Leader Yin sensed something was amiss,” Cai Pingchun continued. “He had previously fought with Nie Hengcheng and, while not evenly matched, he wasn’t completely outclassed. At their level of martial arts, significant improvements were rare. However, for some unknown reason, Nie Hengcheng’s power suddenly increased dramatically.”

“The first time, Old Sect Leader Yin barely escaped unscathed after exchanging moves with him.”

“The second time they met, Old Sect Leader Yin couldn’t last a hundred moves against Nie Hengcheng.”

“By the third encounter, if not for the sacrifice of his fellow disciples Cheng Hao and Wang Dingchuan, Old Sect Leader Yin might have lost his life on the spot.”

Cai Zhao’s mouth gaped open. “Father, how do you know this so clearly? Old Sect Leader Yin wouldn’t go around talking about his defeats.”

“One of Uncle Wang Dingchuan’s disciples told your aunt,” Cai Pingchun said calmly. “Your aunt saved his life.”

This was news to Changning as well. Shocked, he suddenly realized something. “If Nie Hengcheng suddenly gained such power, the balance between the two sides must have been disrupted.”

“So, this is why Nie Hengcheng suddenly became aggressive? As his fears grew, he allowed the Evil Cult members to run rampant, aiming to eradicate the Six Northern Sects and unify the world under his rule.”

Cai Pingchun nodded and continued, “Old Sect Leader Yin, being quite perceptive, naturally deduced that Nie Hengcheng must have had some fortuitous encounter, obtaining an incredibly powerful martial art technique.”

“So he captured Elder Kaiyang to force Nie Hengcheng to reveal what kind of fortuitous encounter he had?!” Cai Zhao clapped her hands.

Cai Pingchun explained, “Both Elder Kaiyang and Elder Yaoguang were personally recruited by Nie Hengcheng and had been his confidants for ten years. If they didn’t know, no one would.”

“Did they eventually reveal it?” the young Miss Cai asked anxiously.

Changning maintained his composed demeanor, his eyes gentle. “If they had, your aunt wouldn’t have needed to risk her life to kill Nie Hengcheng.”

Cai Pingchun smiled. “Nephew Chang is correct.”

Cai Zhao narrowed her eyes at Changning, her gaze conveying one word: Fake.
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As they returned to Qingque Sect, lanterns were already lit. Chang Ning and Cai Zhao had just caught the last iron chain pulley at Wanshui Qianshan Cliff before nightfall. Soon, the gates would close, blocking the path. Without a pass, no one could cross the cliff at night.

Cai Zhao skipped ahead, hands clasped behind her back. Noticing her cheerful demeanor, Chang Ning asked, “What were you and your father discussing earlier?” He recalled being invited to drink tea in the inn’s main hall, only to end up with half a bowl of cold well water.

Smiling, Cai Zhao turned back and replied, “Father said he’d come to the mountain to see Master early tomorrow morning.”

Chang Ning was skeptical. “That’s all he said?” He had drunk half a bowl of cold water, after all.

Cai Zhao continued, “Father also mentioned that with the current situation, the jianghu would likely face turmoil again. He told me to quickly return to Luoying Valley and hide if things looked bad. Amitabha, how wise!”

Chang Ning chuckled, “Valley Master Cai is truly honest. I thought you might follow your aunt’s path of chivalry and refuse to retreat. Well, it’s good you’re not like her.”

“Not all younger generations are like their elders,” Cai Zhao smiled. “You’re not much like the great hero Chang either.”

Chang Ning’s pupils suddenly constricted. “What did you say?”

Cai Zhao turned around, hopping backward. “Just what I said.”

Chang Ning stopped, his face darkening.

Noticing a large lake nearby, Cai Zhao looked around. “You’ve chosen a good spot. It’s deserted here, perfect for a chat.”

“Zhao Zhao, if you have something to say, go ahead,” said the young man in flowing robes, standing by the water like a banished immortal… or perhaps a demon masquerading as one.

Cai Zhao’s eyes glimmered. “Brother Chang, you’re not good at pretending. Since leaving Jiuli Mountain, you’ve put on an act of being ill-tempered, driving away everyone who cared for you, genuinely or not. This way, no one would notice anything amiss about you.”

Chang Ning asked, “What’s amiss about me?”

“At first, I thought your irritability was due to your childhood illness,” Cai Zhao explained. “But as we spent more time together, I realized you’re not just moody, but also reckless and impulsive. When seeking revenge on those who bullied you, you disregard everything else, prioritizing your satisfaction.”

“The great hero Chang has been righteous and kind-hearted for decades. Even if he doted on his sickly son, he would have taught him proper behavior. The real Brother Chang wouldn’t act as recklessly as you do. Am I right, ‘Brother Chang’?” Cai Zhao stared at him.

Chang Ning smirked. “Well said. But you forget, I’m no longer the Chang Ning I used to be. After my family’s tragedy and massacre, couldn’t my heart have changed dramatically?”

Cai Zhao nodded. “I considered that too, but while one’s heart can change, combat experience can’t appear out of thin air.”

She continued, “That day at Wanshui Qianshan Cliff, you deduced the victims’ fates and the Demonic Sect’s strategy just by examining a dozen corpses. Such skills aren’t developed in isolation; they require witnessing numerous deaths and engaging in many battles.”

“The great hero Chang’s son was frail for over a decade, only recently recovering. He’d be busy catching up on training, not gaining such ‘experience.’ Even my father probably noticed something off. How could your strength be almost fully restored while your face remains covered in poisonous sores?”

“And then there’s your ‘Chang family swordsmanship.’ I don’t use a sword because I’m only accustomed to my knife, which I often forget to bring, so I make do with any sword at hand. But why do you, Brother Chang, use your left hand instead of your dominant right?”

Chang Ning remained silent, then asked, “What does Zhao Zhao think is the reason?”

“Because your right-hand technique is too powerful. If you unleashed it while using a sword, it might raise suspicions,” Cai Zhao explained. “Even if young Chang were a prodigy, he’s only been practicing martial arts for two or three years. Wouldn’t it be strange if ‘Brother Chang’ could wield a sword with the force of wind and thunder?”

“Coupled with your hot temper that can’t tolerate bullying and your proud disregard for consequences—’ Brother Chang,’ your previous life must have been one of great honor and privilege.” The girl smiled knowingly.

Chang Ning didn’t smile. “So, who does Zhao Zhao think I am?”

Cai Zhao replied lightly, “I don’t know. As my father said, how could one guess such a thing?”

Chang Ning gazed at her quietly. “Then why hasn’t Zhao Zhao reported this to Sect Leader Qi to have me captured and interrogated?”

Cai Zhao sighed, “Although you might be an impostor, many of the secrets you’ve revealed are true, and your ‘Willow Catkin Sword Technique’ is genuine.”

“Especially the stories about my aunt’s youth—I can’t imagine why the great hero Chang would share such detailed accounts unless he wanted to. Moreover, with his skills, if he were coerced, he could easily have sabotaged the inner cultivation methods while teaching them.”

The girl paused, her gaze fixed on Chang Ning. “For the great hero Chang to wholeheartedly teach his family martial arts and gradually reveal his past over a long period—I believe you must be someone he deeply trusts.”

After a long silence, ‘Chang Ning’ exhaled deeply. “I underestimated you, Zhao Zhao.”

Cai Zhao replied sincerely, “You weren’t very guarded around me.”

The young man pondered for a moment. “Do you want to know who I am?”

“Tell me if you want to, don’t if you don’t. You haven’t decided how to explain it yet, have you?” Cai Zhao stared at him intently. “For now, I only want to know one thing—is the great hero Chang’s son still alive?”

The young man spoke very slowly, “He’s alive, but you might as well consider him dead.”

Cai Zhao’s heart skipped a beat. “What do you mean?”

The young man shook his head. “Two or three years ago, when he finally showed signs of recovery, the great hero Chang joyfully began teaching him inner cultivation techniques. But when Madam Chang saw this, she became hysterical, fearing her son would follow in the footsteps of her father and brothers. One day, while young Chang was in seclusion, Madam Chang burst in, screaming and trying to stop him from practicing. This caused him to lose control of his inner energy, destroying his meridians and rendering him incapable of martial arts for life.”

“He was unconscious for days, and when he awoke, he had lost all his memories. After much deliberation, the great hero Chang decided this might be for the best. He sent his son away with a loyal servant, to live in anonymity in the countryside, erasing the existence of Chang Ning.”

The young man looked up at the moon. “A few months later, the Demonic Sect massacred the Chang family. The great hero Chang found some solace in this, believing that Heaven had shown mercy by sparing Chang Ning’s life, allowing him to live as an ordinary person, raising a family like anyone else.”

Cai Zhao’s expression darkened. “Such a major event as the Chang family’s massacre… Didn’t the old servant say anything?”

“Even if he did, nothing could be done,” the young man replied. “Before departing, the great hero Chang repeatedly instructed the old servant never to think of the jianghu or the Chang family again, not even if he died. The servant’s only duty was to take care of his son, and that would be enough to repay his debt. The old servant swore a blood oath to comply.”

Cai Zhao sighed deeply. “Perhaps it’s for the best. High positions bring danger; being an ordinary wealthy man might not be so bad.”

After a moment of silence, the young man couldn’t help but ask, “Don’t you want to know who I am?”

Cai Zhao smiled, her small face both charming and innocent. “Are the words from your mouth necessarily true?” One who could impersonate another could just as easily lie.

“Is it wise for you not to expose me?” The young man was still surprised.

As Cai Zhao began walking again, she replied, “Whether it’s wise or not, this is how it is. After all, the great hero Chang trusts you, and Master personally entrusted you to me. What would I, a new disciple of barely half a month, know about such matters?”

The young man strode forward, blocking the girl’s path. “I thought you were intent on emulating Lady Cai.”

Young Miss Cai’s face darkened. “My father doesn’t want me to be like my aunt… My mother says nice things, but I know her heart agrees with Father. Although Aunt is the person I admire most, I’m afraid I can’t be like her.”

She looked up. “Tomorrow, I’ll move to Chunling Cottage. ‘Brother Chang’… I’ll still call you that. Take care of yourself.” With those words, she walked away without looking back.

Chang Ning watched her retreating figure for a long time, unmoving. Logically, he should have felt relieved, yet an inexplicable gloom settled over him.

…

Perhaps due to the reassurance of seeing her father, Cai Zhao fell asleep quickly that night.

However, she dreamed.

In her dream, her aunt was young, just as her mother had described: rosy-cheeked, radiant, with ever-smiling eyes full of life and fearlessness. She whispered in her little niece’s ear, “Little Zhao Zhao, don’t be afraid of the dark. Monsters will always be driven away, and it will always get bright again…”

The little girl cried inconsolably, shouting, “Auntie, don’t leave me scared!”

Then she woke up.

Cai Zhao sat up, drenched in cold sweat, the outside world shrouded in nightmare-like darkness.

She stared blankly into space—why was she afraid?

Her father had returned, her mother and brother were safely staying with the Ning family, and everyone was safe.

Even if the jianghu outside was in chaos, they could simply close off Luoying Valley, and it wouldn’t concern their family at all.

Defiantly, she lay back down, determined to sleep even if she couldn’t. She was no longer a child; being scared and sleepless by a nightmare was embarrassing.

After drifting in and out of sleep for over half an hour, the inky sky began to lighten. Suddenly, a commotion erupted outside. Half-asleep, Cai Zhao heard Furong’s startled cry, Feicui’s calm rebuke, and a flurry of panicked footsteps.

Then came the sound of Chang Ning pushing open his door, his voice incredulous as he asked, “What nonsense are you talking about? What do you mean he’s gone?”

Soon after, she was roused and informed—Cai Pingchun had disappeared.

…

A long line of people filed through the pitch-black abyss, the iron chains swaying as they held aloft their torches.

Given the gravity of the situation, even Qi Yunke, still recovering from poison, was carried down the mountain on a lounge chair.

In the darkness, flickering flames cast an unreal light on every face. Zeng Dalou’s busy urgency, Dai Fengchi’s schadenfreude, Song Yuzhi’s anxiety, and Fan Xingjia’s surprise all seemed like actors taking the stage in full makeup.

Cai Zhao couldn’t see anyone clearly, and couldn’t distinguish between them. Only Chang Ning, supporting her, felt real. His arm was warm and strong, his muscles firm, grounding her.

Arriving at the Yuelai Inn, they found it surrounded by torch-bearing Qingque Sect disciples, with unfamiliar faces Cai Zhao had seen during the day forming an outer circle.

A trembling, terrified old farmer was pushed to the front.

This farmer supplied fresh food to the Yuelai Inn. Though business was slow, the innkeeper and staff still needed to eat, so he delivered fresh fish, meat, and vegetables every day before dawn.

Today, he had knocked for a long time with no response, yet light seeped through the door crack, indicating someone was inside. Having delivered to this inn for years, he knew of an always-unlocked door.

Carrying his pole, he went around to that door, passed through the kitchen into the main hall, and saw blood-soaked corpses strewn about. Terrified, he immediately reported to the sect’s managers.

The inn’s main door stood open, the counter overturned. Pen, ink, paper, account books, and copper keys lay scattered. The innkeeper’s body lay face-down among fallen room number plaques, next to an extinguished brazier.

Everyone rushed upstairs to search for Cai Pingchun, discovering five more bodies along the way.

On the second floor, in room number one, the furniture and bedding were neat and clean, teacups arranged in a plum blossom pattern as if no one had ever stayed there.

Cai Zhao hurried to check the bed. The quilt was neatly folded, showing no signs of use.

The room was eerily empty, unrecognizable as the place where father and daughter had laughed and talked not long ago. There were no signs of a struggle; clearly, someone had meticulously cleaned up.

Everyone exchanged bewildered glances as an uncanny atmosphere permeated the room.

“Where has my father gone?” Cai Zhao mumbled to herself.

Zeng Dalou comforted her, “Don’t worry, let’s keep looking.”

Qi Yunke, supported by others, stood nearby, coughing softly.

Exiting room number one, they found the first waiter’s body curled up by the door.

The second waiter’s body lay sprawled over the stair railing.

Midway down the stairs, the third waiter lay face-down on the steps.

In the main hall, two bodies were curled up on opposite sides. The one on the left, corpulent and clutching a kitchen knife, was poised to strike an enemy—the cook.

“How many people worked at this inn?” Zeng Dalou asked.

A disciple answered, “One innkeeper, one cook, four waiters… They’re all here.”

“How many guests were staying?”

This time, Cai Zhao answered, “Tonight, only my father was staying here.”

Another unsettling silence fell.

“First, examine the bodies,” Qi Yunke said, needing to sit down and rest as his body weakened.

Zeng Dalou complied.

Cai Zhao felt unsteady as if half her strength had been drained. She relied entirely on Chang Ning’s support.

Descending the stairs in a daze, she forcefully pushed Chang Ning away, feigning composure as she leaned against a pillar in the main hall. Her whole body felt cold, hands and feet trembling uncontrollably.

The innkeeper’s body was turned over, revealing his familiar sallow face. Everyone gasped in shock—there was a bloody hole in his chest. His heart had been ripped out, hanging by a few bloody strands outside his body, his limbs limp and lifeless.

Zeng Dalou started, then ordered, “Turn over the other bodies as well.”

The disciples complied immediately—indeed, the other five victims also had bloody holes in their chests, their hearts hanging outside their bodies, and their limbs broken.

Dai Fengchi cried out, “This is the Thousand Flowers and Leaves Grappling Technique of Luoying Valley!”

Everyone was shocked, their gazes turning to Cai Zhao.

The Thousand Flowers and Leaves Grappling Technique was Luoying Valley’s ultimate skill, comprising twenty-one moves. The first twenty were for subduing enemies, but only the last, “Plucking Flowers and Leaves,” was lethal.

This move first broke the opponent’s limbs before striking the heart. Those with profound skill could rip out a person’s heart; even those with less power could pierce the chest cavity and kill.

Due to its brutality, many valley masters were reluctant to use it.

However, eighteen years ago, during the Tushan battle, Cai Pingchu lost all her martial arts skills, and Luoying Valley teetered on the brink. To intimidate evil forces, Cai Pingchun used “Plucking Flowers and Leaves” to kill dozens in the battle at Qingluo River, staining the riverbank with blood and terrifying all who witnessed it.

“Second Senior Brother is jumping to conclusions. How can you determine it’s Luoying Valley’s technique from just one wound?” Fan Xingjia said, noticing Cai Zhao’s pale face by the pillar and feeling pity for her.

Dai Fengchi replied arrogantly, “What do you know? Look at the wound locations and the force used. All six were killed instantly, and except for the innkeeper’s slight resistance, the other five had no chance to fight back. Such a powerful move can only be ‘Plucking Flowers and Leaves’!”

“Second Senior Brother is mistaken,” Song Yuzhi suddenly interjected. “The Heart-Plucking Technique of the Guangmen Sect is equally powerful.”

Dai Fengchi was taken aback but quickly retorted, “The Heart-Plucking Technique only takes the heart, but ‘Plucking Flowers and Leaves’ also breaks the victim’s limbs. Look, aren’t all six bodies’ limbs broken?”

Everyone looked and saw that it was indeed so.

Chang Ning spoke coldly, “I don’t know Luoying Valley’s techniques, yet I could still break Second Senior Brother’s limbs and rip out your heart. Would you like to try?”

Dai Fengchi choked, “Are you threatening me?!”

“I wouldn’t dare. I’m merely informing Second Senior Brother that there are many techniques. With sufficient skill, one can kill in any way desired,” Chang Ning said calmly.

Dai Fengchi fell silent in anger.

“Everyone, look at the ground. What’s that?” Fan Xingjia spoke again.

Following his gesture, they saw that near the overturned counter, the innkeeper’s bloodstained fingertip had drawn a short vertical line on the floor beneath his body.

“A vertical line? What could it mean?” Zeng Dalou wondered, perplexed.

Fan Xingjia bent down to examine it. “Perhaps it’s an unfinished character. But which one?”

Dai Fengchi spoke up again, “Maybe it’s not a vertical line, but a short horizontal one.”

“A horizontal line?” Fan Xingjia asked, confused.

Cai Zhao’s voice was cold, “The character for ‘Luo’ in Luoying Valley starts with a horizontal stroke.”

She turned to Dai Fengchi, “Second Senior Brother, if you have something to say, say it outright. Hinting at things is cowardly, and no one understands you anyway.”

Provoked, Dai Fengchi exploded, “Fine, I’ll speak plainly! The situation is clear. Last night, a waiter accidentally stumbled upon your father doing something suspicious in his room. Startled, the waiter made a noise. Your father, upon discovering this, killed the waiter and then eliminated everyone in the inn to keep his secret safe!”

“I don’t think so,” Chang Ning mocked. “After all, Young Master Dai has seen through the mystery, hasn’t he? This attempt at silencing witnesses was utterly ineffective.”

Dai Fengchi retorted, “Perhaps in his haste, Valley Master Cai didn’t think it through carefully.”

“If an idiot like you can figure it out, it’s not a matter of haste but of complete brainlessness,” Chang Ning sneered. “Since Valley Master Cai certainly has a brain, the situation couldn’t have been as you describe.”

Dai Fengchi’s face reddened.

“Second Senior Brother,” Cai Zhao suddenly smiled, “You know that the Six Northern Sects have been repeatedly attacked by the Demonic Sect recently, right?”

Dai Fengchi flinched, “Y-yes, I know. So what?!”

“I’ve been wondering, for the Demonic Sect to succeed so often, could they have an insider within the Six Sects?” Cai Zhao’s expression hardened as she glared at him. “Second Senior Brother, are you that insider for the Demonic Sect?!”

“What nonsense are you spouting?! Don’t you dare slander me!” Dai Fengchi was so agitated he nearly jumped.

Cai Zhao stepped forward, pressing on, “Years ago, Old Sect Leader Yin said that the Six Northern Sects are like branches of the same tree, limbs of the same body. As long as we remain united without suspicion, the Demonic Sect can never defeat us.”

“But look at this now. Second Senior Brother, you first concluded it was Luoying Valley’s technique based solely on the wounds. Then, from a mere blood stain on the ground, you accused my father of some nefarious deed—ha! Second Senior Brother, your talent is wasted here; you should be telling stories at a teahouse for a few copper coins!”

Dai Fengchi was left speechless, sweat beading on his forehead.

Cai Zhao took another step, her presence overwhelming. “My father was away for half a month. He could have conducted secret business anytime, anywhere. Why would he rush back to Qingque Town, openly stay at an inn, and then hurriedly engage in covert activities before the staff even went to bed—is he both mad and stupid?!”

“Second Senior Brother, are you trying to sow discord among the Six Sects? Are you truly not a mole from the Demonic Sect?! How else could you so hastily accuse my father with such absurd reasoning!”

Dai Fengchi was drenched in sweat, veins bulging in his neck.

Zeng Dalou spoke gravely, “Fengchi, you’re in the wrong this time. Zhao Zhao is already anxious and worried about her missing father. As her senior, you should be comforting her, not spouting such nonsense! Fengchi, apologize to Zhao Zhao!”

Reluctantly, with the disdainful gazes of the other disciples upon him, Dai Fengchi bowed to Cai Zhao and apologized.

“It’s fine,” Cai Zhao waved her hand. “We’re all set siblings. Second Senior Brother, just don’t take it to heart.”

She continued, “To dispel Second Senior Brother’s doubts, everyone can examine these six bodies closely. The chest wounds are all slightly angled, indicating that the attacker stood facing the victims.”

When two people face each other, and one strikes the other’s chest, the wound can’t be perfectly vertical. It will always be slightly angled due to the use of either the left or right hand.

“Second Senior Brother is young and inexperienced, clearly unfamiliar with the Thousand Flowers and Leaves Grappling Technique. You should ask Outer Sect Elder Li or Medicine Pavilion Elder Lei. They’ll tell you that ‘Plucking Flowers and Leaves’ is performed with a sideways palm strike. The wound from this move would be perfectly straight!”

The girl’s contemptuous tone cut like a knife, leaving Dai Fengchi utterly humiliated, unable to even lift his head.

The disciples in the hall let out soft hisses, expressing their disapproval of Dai Fengchi.

No one knew that despite Cai Zhao’s composed exterior, her heart was in turmoil.

She suddenly recalled her earlier dream.

“Little Zhao Zhao, don’t be afraid, dawn will always come…” Her aunt’s voice, both gentle and brave, echoed in her mind. As a child, no matter how dark the night or how terrifying the nightmare was, hearing her aunt’s voice had always dispelled her fears.

Three years ago, when her aunt passed away, she felt as if half her world had collapsed.

Now, with her father missing and her mother unable to help, she had to face the monsters alone and wait for the dawn.

“I’m cold,” she suddenly said. “Let’s light the brazier.”

Volume Two – Audacious Sun Chapter 35
Only two small pieces of charcoal remained in the bamboo basket near the fire pit, huddling together in isolation.

Cai Zhao sat on a small stool by the fire, absentmindedly tossing scattered bamboo cards into the flames to stoke the weak fire.

Meanwhile, Qi Yunke had ordered another thorough inspection of the Tian-numbered room. Despite being deliberately cleaned, there were no signs of a struggle. The floorboards, wall tiles, tables, chairs, and bed frame showed no evidence of being moved or replaced.

With no leads, Zeng Dalou instructed the disciples to search the entire Yuelai Inn once more. Yet again, they found nothing.

At this point, everyone couldn’t help but wonder if Cai Pingchun had indeed left the inn of his own accord.

Qi Yunke coughed lightly, his brow furrowed. “Could Pingchun have encountered something extremely urgent, forcing him to leave immediately? Otherwise, given Xiaochun’s skills, who could have overpowered him without a trace?”

Cai Zhao seemed not to hear, spreading her fingers and bowing her head to warm herself by the fire.

As daylight began to break, the unsuccessful search party had no choice but to return to the compound. Just before leaving, Cai Zhao burned the last bamboo card, and the flames gradually weakened as the cold crept into the room.

On the journey back, Cai Zhao noticed many unfamiliar faces among the group. She had seen some of them in town just yesterday.

These newcomers moved in unison, their breathing measured and deep. They remained silent and vigilant like gray sand slowly seeping in unnoticed.

“Who are these people?” Cai Zhao asked.

Fan Xingjia answered quietly, “I don’t know them either. A few days ago, Master said that the demons have been increasingly active lately, with grand ambitions. He feared the martial arts world would soon become turbulent. So he instructed Senior Brother to use his token to recruit some help from outside and told me to prepare the guest quarters quickly.”

“Help?” Cai Zhao questioned skeptically. “Are they all disciples of our sect?”

Fan Xingjia first said he didn’t know, then leaned in closer and whispered, “But I don’t think so. I’ve seen the inner and outer disciples before. These people are gloomy and barely speak. They look eerie.”

At that moment, Zeng Dalou approached. “What are you two whispering about?”

Fan Xingjia relayed Cai Zhao’s question. Zeng Dalou smiled and lowered his voice mysteriously, “As the leader of the Six Major Sects, Master can’t rely solely on his public forces. He must keep some hidden cards up his sleeve.”

Seeing the girl blink her big eyes in partial understanding, Zeng Dalou continued, “In the past, Sect Leader Yin nurtured many talented individuals. Master’s group is still quite small in comparison.”

Chang Ning turned his face away, a faint mocking smile on his lips.

Cai Zhao asked, “Did Senior Brother know about Master’s secret forces in the sect all along?”

Zeng Dalou hesitated, then replied sheepishly, “I only found out recently. Ah my martial skills are lacking, so Master probably didn’t want me to take risks.”

Cai Zhao fell silent.

Suddenly, Chang Ning pointed to the distance. “Who are those people over there?”

The group looked up to see Song Yuzhi surrounded by a group of martial artists. They were all alert and steady, dressed in scarlet robes embroidered with golden sun emblems.

Zeng Dalou sighed and explained, “Those are people from Guangtian Gate. Master Song has learned about Yuzhi’s injury. He sent a letter saying he fears another demon attack, so he’ll come after arranging Guangtian Gate’s defenses, which might take a few days. These guards were sent ahead to serve Yuzhi.”

“Serve?” Chang Ning’s tone was playful.

Zeng Dalou, also irritated, sighed, “I think Master Song is displeased. What’s the point? Even though Yuzhi’s powers are diminished, the Qingque Sect wouldn’t let anything happen to him. Why send Guangtian Gate’s people?”

After he walked away, Fan Xingjia dared to speak, “If I were Master Song, I’d be angry too. He has three sons, and Third Brother Yuzhi is the most promising. Elder Brother Xiuzhi has average talent, and Elder Brother Maozhi’s temper… well, no need to elaborate. Now his most talented son, entrusted to our sect, might lose all his martial arts skills. I bet Master Song will have a big fight with Master when he comes!”

Chang Ning, clearly enjoying the drama, smiled with feigned sincerity, “Weapons have no eyes. Our sect didn’t intentionally harm Young Master Song. Let’s hope Master Song doesn’t harbor any grudges against Sect Leader Qi.”

Fan Xingjia was moved by this sentiment. “I hope it turns out as Brother Chang says.”

Finally reaching Qingjing Study, daylight had fully broken. Before leaving, Fan Xingjia tried to comfort Cai Zhao, “Sister, don’t worry too much. Your father might have truly encountered some urgent matter that forced him to leave quickly. Just wait a while; Master will surely have an explanation.”

Cai Zhao remained silent, but Chang Ning smiled and thanked Fan Xingjia for his concern, then eagerly saw him out.

Once inside, Chang Ning’s smile vanished. “Zhaozao, let’s rest well during the day to regain our strength. When everyone goes for dinner in the evening, we’ll go down the mountain.”

Cai Zhao seemed not to understand. “Down the mountain? Didn’t we just come up? The inn has been thoroughly searched, so there likely won’t be any more clues. Why go down?”

Chang Ning, seeing the girl’s innocent expression, grew more anxious. “Can’t you see? Something’s not right with the sect. I have a bad feeling. We should leave early. Once we’re away, we can slowly investigate your father’s whereabouts.”

To his surprise, Cai Zhao remained unmoved. She slowly sat down and poured herself a cup of cold tea. “Didn’t you hear what they said? My father might have left on his own for some important matter.”

Chang Ning studied her for a moment. “Are you wary of me?”

Cai Zhao stared back at him silently.

Chang Ning conceded, sighing, “Don’t be suspicious of me. I would never harm you or your family.”

Cai Zhao slowly turned her head back. “You’re right. I shouldn’t doubt everyone.”

She continued, “So, tell me, do you also think my father left on his own?”

Chang Ning smiled scornfully. “If Valley Master Cai left of his own accord, then who cleaned the entire room so thoroughly?”

A faint smile appeared on Cai Zhao’s lips. “It seems this person is a fool. If they wanted others to believe my father left on his own, they should have left the bed half-slept in and a half-empty teacup. Making everything so clean only raises suspicion.”

Chang Ning raised an eyebrow. “What are you trying to say?”

Cai Zhao spoke slowly. “Usually, I listen to you. This time, please hear me out, Brother Chang.”

Chang Ning arched his brow. “I’m all ears.”

Cai Zhao set down her teacup. “First, I don’t believe my father encountered something so urgent that he left on his own. In our family, only my aunt is completely passionate. My mother is about half passionate, while my father is probably only two or three-tenths passionate, reserved only for close family and a few old friends.”

“My mother and Xiaoyao are now in a safe place, and I’m here at Qingque Sect. Our family is complete, so my father has no truly urgent matters. Extremely urgent? HAh even if the jianghu turned upside down or Luoying Valley burned to the ground, my father wouldn’t be in a rush. To say something you might not like to hear, even if someone lured him with clues about the Chang family incident, he would never leave without saying a word to me.”

Chang Ning was surprised, his thoughts racing. “So, Valley Master Cai did indeed meet with misfortune!”

“Is there anyone in this world who could subdue my father without giving him a chance to fight back?” Cai Zhao countered.

Chang Ning immediately denied it. “I’ve witnessed your father’s skills. I dare not say he’s reached the pinnacle, but he rarely meets his match in this world. In a fight, it wouldn’t be hard to kill or injure him, but to render him completely powerless? Even if Nie Hengcheng were reborn, he couldn’t manage it.”

“Yes, that’s what I think too,” Cai Zhao said, gazing at the sunlight streaming through the window cracks.

Chang Ning continued, “Then there’s only one possibility: the person was someone your father knew very well and even trusted, who struck when he was off guard.” He glanced at the girl and added acidly, “But the people your father knows well are surely people you know well too. I’m afraid if I say the wrong thing, you might turn against me, so I’d better not mention any names.”

Cai Zhao glanced at him. “Who do you want to mention?”

“During the ceremony, I observed that your father was distant with everyone. Even with Sect Leader Qi, he was respectful but not close. Only with Master Zhou did he treat him like an elder brother,” Chang Ning said, deciding to speak his mind.

Cai Zhao thought for a moment. “That’s natural. My father grew up in Peiqiong Manor, and Uncle Zhou is truly like a brother to him. But isn’t Uncle Zhou seriously injured?”

“If we haven’t seen it with our own eyes, it could be a deception.”

Cai Zhao smiled and changed the subject. “Did you notice a very faint fragrance in the Tian-numbered room?”

Chang Ning frowned.

“Luoying Valley is full of flowers and leaves. My mother loves to make and blend fragrances, so I’ve been accustomed to them since childhood,” Cai Zhao explained. “That scent was so faint that even I took a while to notice it. Perhaps it doesn’t need to be someone my father knows well or trusts deeply. Just an acquaintance could secretly release a sedative while talking to him and then capture him easily.”

“But my father must have noticed eventually. Before losing consciousness, he probably overturned the teapot, brazier, or fire pit, making a mess of the room. That’s why those people had to thoroughly clean the entire room. And because they were afraid of complications, they rushed to silence him, forgetting to leave traces of my father having rested there.”

Chang Ning was half-convinced, half-skeptical. “You speak as if you witnessed it yourself.”

“Not only did my father know those people, but the innkeeper must have known them too,” Cai Zhao added.

Chang Ning sensed something unusual in the girl’s tone. “What have you noticed?”

Cai Zhao asked, “Did you notice the wall behind the innkeeper? There used to be many bamboo tags hanging on red strings.”

Chang Ning recalled the scene from yesterday’s visit to the inn. It was indeed so.

Cai Zhao continued, “These are used for running an inn. Each small bamboo tag is inscribed with a room number and hung on the wall. When a room is rented out or reserved, its tag is flipped over, making it clear how many vacant rooms are left.”

Chang Ning suddenly remembered, “Yesterday, the tag for your father’s room wasn’t flipped over. Could there be some hidden meaning?” He recalled the innkeeper pointing to the Tian-numbered room.

“No, that was just because the innkeeper was lazy.”

Chang Ning: …

“These bamboo tags need to be sun-dried, then shade-dried, then oiled, then shade-dried again… This way, when hung on the wall, exposed daily to alcohol fumes and constant traffic, they don’t easily grow mold. More particular innkeepers might even go through several rounds of drying and oiling,” Cai Zhao explained in detail.

Chang Ning smiled. “How do you know all this?”

“Because when I was eight, I vowed to open an inn someday.”

“Didn’t you want to open a restaurant when you were little?” Chang Ning couldn’t help but ask.

“Opening a restaurant was my dream at six. Later, I realized that an inn offers both food and lodging, so running an inn is better,” Cai Zhao answered seriously.

Chang Ning: …

“Bamboo tags prepared this way aren’t easily damaged,” Cai Zhao concluded.

Chang Ning suddenly remembered the girl burning bamboo tags earlier and had a flash of insight. “Was it that fire pit? Did you find clues on the bamboo tags on the ground?”

Cai Zhao tilted her head slightly as if recalling something. “When we entered, the fire pit was already cold. It had been burning all night, and everything inside was ash. But I could still see small, charred bamboo fragments mixed with the charcoal ashes.”

She tapped the table lightly. “I believe the innkeeper threw those in just before he died.”

Chang Ning listened, barely breathing.

Cai Zhao continued, “I’ve stayed at that inn before and remember some details. The inn had about twenty rooms, numbered using the characters for heaven, earth, mystery, yellow, sun, moon, Qian, Kun, plus fu, lu, and show.”

“The innkeeper was quite whimsical in assigning room numbers. There were three ‘heaven’ rooms, but only one ‘earth’ room. Two each for ‘mystery’ and ‘yellow’. Five ‘kun’ rooms, but only one ‘qi’ room, which was used for storage.”

“Earlier, I pretended to warm myself while burning the bamboo tags one by one to avoid drawing attention. After burning them all…” Her eyes brightened. “I discovered that indeed, one tag was missing.”

Chang Ning tensed. “Which one?”

“Moon Room Number Three.”

The girl’s delicate face flushed slightly. “I remember clearly that although the innkeeper assigned room numbers randomly, he didn’t skip numbers. Moon rooms two and four were there, but number three was missing—the innkeeper must have thrown it into the fire himself.”

“Moon Room Three?” Chang Ning was puzzled. “What does this mean?”

Cai Zhao dipped her finger in the cold tea and wrote ‘三’ (three) on the table, with ‘月’ (moon) below it.

Chang Ning exclaimed, “Third month? Is someone’s name or birthday related to the third month? Ah… the innkeeper’s blood writing…” He finally understood!

Cai Zhao nodded, looking into his eyes. “It’s the vertical stroke the innkeeper drew on the ground.”

Then she drew a short vertical stroke in the middle of the ‘三’ character.

It formed the character ‘青’ (qing)!

Chang Ning’s brow darkened. “So, it was someone from Qingque Sect.”

Cai Zhao watched the dust motes dancing in the light and spoke slowly. “Do you remember what that fool Dai Fengchi said this morning? He said my father was caught revealing secrets by a servant and killed his way out from the door to silence him.”

“He was half right. Someone did kill their way out from the Tian-numbered room, but it wasn’t my father. It was the real culprit.”

“Soon after we left yesterday, it got dark. My father once told me that the innkeeper had suffered severe internal injuries when he was young, making him particularly sensitive to cold. He would always light a fire at night for warmth. Last night, I believe he did the same, lighting the fire pit early.”

“Around midnight, with only two small pieces of charcoal left in the basket, the innkeeper was probably about to go to bed. Just then, a guest arrived—someone from the sect whom the innkeeper recognized, so he had to stay up to attend to them. That person…” Cai Zhao shook her head. “No, those people. He must have had accomplices.”

“One stayed downstairs in the lobby while the other went upstairs to see my father—they couldn’t kill the innkeeper and servant beforehand, as it would have raised my father’s suspicions.”

“When the person attacked my father in the room, it made a noise. The servant ran upstairs to check, and the accomplice downstairs caught him. At this point, the attacker came out of the room and, right at the doorway, face-to-face, ripped out the servant’s heart!”

Chang Ning suddenly understood. “That’s why the wounds on the body were slightly slanted.”

“Exactly,” Cai Zhao said. “The ‘Plucking Flowers and Leaves’ technique is formidable because it can accurately extract a person’s heart and liver even in intense combat. But if the servant and innkeeper were restrained, anyone with enough brutal skill could break through the chest and dig out the heart. Elder Chen’s Great Compassion Hand or Elder Ouyang’s Vajra Finger could both accomplish this.”

“The innkeeper had once escaped death, and when he saw the servant killed upstairs, he immediately realized he couldn’t escape either. So, while the attackers were distracted, he first plucked the ‘Moon Room Three’ tag and threw it into the fire pit. Then, during the fight, he knocked over the counter, ink and brushes, account books, and all the bamboo tags on the wall…”

“They killed the servant, killed the cook who came to investigate, and finally subdued the innkeeper. They might have broken his limbs before digging out his heart face-to-face—or it could have been the other way around. With his last breath, the innkeeper drew a short vertical stroke on the ground. The attackers didn’t understand its meaning and thought it was just a random scratch made in his final agony, so they paid it no attention.”

“That’s all I have to say.”

Cai Zhao slowly stood up, her gaze calm yet determined. “Therefore, I will not leave Jiuli Mountain. You don’t need to try to persuade me; I know what I must do.”

Of course, she could flee back to Luoying Valley, then seek help from all directions and safely wait for news.

But no.

At fifteen, Cai Pingxu had already made a name for himself throughout the world.

At fifteen, she only wanted to protect her family.

Before today, all the decisions in her life had been made by her parents and aunt.

This was the first time she had chosen her path.

“Aunt would approve of me,” she said, lifting her young face as if looking to the heavens. “Aunt will watch over me from above.”
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The next morning, in Qingjing Study…

Cai Zhao was writing furiously, her characters as tiny as mosquito legs, covering a small scroll densely.

Chang Ning was grinding ink beside her, going around and around.

“…Didn’t you say you didn’t want to beg for help everywhere and just wait for news?” he couldn’t help asking.

“First, I’m not begging everywhere. I’ve only asked three places: Uncle Zhou, Master Fakong, and Reverend Jingyuan,” Cai Zhao replied without stopping her brush.

“Second, I’m not just waiting for news. I need people outside to know my situation—Father is missing, his fate unknown, Mother is far away and can’t help even if she comes. I’m just a lonely little girl; any trouble I face is the sect’s responsibility.”

The inkstone was drying out. Chang Ning added some clear water with a gilded small spoon and continued grinding. “Do you think those three will come to your rescue immediately after seeing your letters?”

“They’ll come, but not immediately,” Cai Zhao said, putting down her brush to shake her aching fingers. “I still have Master here, after all, and they have their troubles. Especially Uncle Zhou—not only are he and his family seriously injured, but he also has a lot of casualties to compensate for. Ah Aunt was right: it’s better to rely on yourself than others.”

Chang Ning hesitated for a moment before asking, “Who do you suspect?”

Cai Zhao picked up her brush again. “Since it was someone from the Qingque Sect who my father knew, it could be Master, Senior Brother, Elder Li, Elder Lei, or even Brother Fan. But what I don’t understand is…”

She frowned, her delicate brows furrowed in confusion. “What’s the purpose of capturing my father? Luoying Valley ranks last among the Six Sects, and the Cai family isn’t that significant in the martial arts world. Even if the Demon Sect’s leader wanted to establish his authority, it wouldn’t be my father’s turn.”

After thinking for a long time, she still had no clue.

She finished the last scroll, inserted it into a small bamboo tube tied to a carrier pigeon’s leg, and handed it to Furong to release. At the same time, she pretended to receive another pigeon from Cuiyu and took out a “secret letter.”

Outside, the sun was high. Cai Zhao left with the “secret letter,” turning back at the door to say, “Brother Chang, you’d better not come this time. I’m afraid someone already suspects you.”

Chang Ning replied calmly, “I’m worried about you. Let them suspect if they want. If things go wrong, we’ll just leave.”

Cai Zhao had no choice but to let him follow.

Given the current situation, the sensible approach would be to observe secretly and wait for the hidden culprit in the Qingque Sect to make another move—they surely wouldn’t stop at just capturing Cai Pingchun after all their elaborate planning.

However, Cai Zhao was determined not to wait—after all, it was her father at stake!

If the enemy wouldn’t move, she would make the first move.

In the courtyard of Muwei Palace, Qi Yunke’s room still reeked of strong medicinal soup. The bitter, turbid smell made Cai Zhao inexplicably uncomfortable, like a young beast instinctively bristling upon sensing a natural predator, even without recognizing it.

Zeng Dalou and Fan Xingjia stood on either side of the sickbed, with several inner and outer sect managers reporting accounts.

When Qi Yunke heard Cai Zhao’s report clearly, he was shocked: “Zhaozao, what did you say?! Someone saw the murderer who killed the innkeeper and servant last night?”

Zeng Dalou dropped his brush with a clatter, Fan Xingjia almost jumped in shock, and the managers nearly dropped their jaws in astonishment.

Cai Zhao put on a ‘delighted face’: “Yes, I just received a secret letter. Someone saw them last night.”

Zeng Dalou came to his senses and was about to ask the managers to leave, but Cai Zhao said, “No need. I’ll need the help of the uncles later.”

Qi Yunke hurriedly asked, “Zhaozao, please explain clearly. What exactly happened?”

“Early this morning, when my family’s steward and servants arrived after hearing the news, someone deliberately bumped into them on the street and slipped a note into their clothes,” the young girl said, her cheeks flushed with excitement and joy.

Chang Ning resisted the urge to smirk.

“The note said that this person had retired from the jianghu for many years and no longer wished to be involved in its affairs. However, out of respect for my aunt’s reputation, they came to report this information,” Cai Zhao continued, showing ‘joy mixed with a hint of embarrassment.’ “They said that they only learned about the Yuelai Inn bloodbath this morning and realized that what they saw last night was the real culprit.”

Zeng Dalou skeptically said, “Could it be someone trying to extort money?”

Qi Yunke raised his left hand. “Eh, Dalou, don’t interrupt. Zhaozao, continue. What did that person see?”

“They said that around midnight last night when they were at a street corner, they saw the innkeeper instructing the servant to close the main door when suddenly several people entered the inn. Because of the distance, they couldn’t see their faces clearly, but both the innkeeper and the servant seemed to recognize these people. The servant even bowed repeatedly before fastening the door panels one by one.”

Cai Zhao looked at Qi Yunke. “Master, think about it. It’s one thing for the innkeeper to recognize them, as he used to be in the jianghu, but even the servant knew them. They must be people from Qingque Town. And the servant bowed repeatedly—could they be from our sect?”

“Don’t talk nonsense,” Qi Yunke reprimanded the girl in a low voice, glancing at the managers.

Zeng Dalou hesitated. “Just one note like this—leaving aside its authenticity—could it be a plot by the Demon Sect to sow discord?”

Cai Zhao pouted, her face showing a ‘desperate attempt at any solution’ and on the verge of tears. “Master, Senior Brother, I know this sounds unreliable, but even if it’s a long shot, you should investigate the people in town and the sect. Is anyone behaving suspiciously or suddenly wealthy? We might catch the Demon Sect’s spies! We’ve been ambushed repeatedly lately; it’s time to close the doors and thoroughly investigate. Better late than never, right?”

This time, Zeng Dalou had no objections. Stroking his short beard, he said, “With so many newcomers recently, an investigation would be good. If there’s a problem, we’ll correct it; if not, we’ll work harder.”

Fan Xingjia lowered his head and couldn’t help interjecting, “Could someone have disguised themselves as sect members, causing Valley Master Cai to be deceived?”

Chang Ning scoffed lightly, “On the day of the ceremony, from seven or eight zhang away, Madam Cai could spot that Luo Yuanrong was in disguise at a glance. I don’t think Valley Master Cai would be so easily fooled.”

Cai Zhao quickly added, “That’s right! Although my father’s eyes aren’t as sharp as my mother’s, anyone within five steps of him couldn’t hide whether they were in disguise or not. So, those who could make my father lower his guard must be people he knows!”

Qi Yunke pondered for a moment, seemingly making a decision. “Alright, let’s investigate.”

The little girl seemed overjoyed upon hearing this. “Thank you, Master, thank you, Senior Brother. I’ll go back and wait for news!”

As Chang Ning and Cai Zhao were about to leave, Qi Yunke suddenly spoke, “Ning’er, have your wounds and poison fully healed?”

Cai Zhao stumbled, almost tripping.

Chang Ning turned around nonchalantly, smiling. “Almost.”

Qi Yunke looked at him for a while. “…That’s good.”

The two returned to Qingjing Study and hurriedly ate lunch.

Cai Zhao took out the medicine box Ning Xiaofeng had given her and pulled out a hidden compartment at the bottom. It contained bottles and jars of various colors, powder brushes, powder puffs, and powder skins of different sizes, and even assorted fake beards, sideburns, and Adam’s apples.

Chang Ning’s veins pulsed slightly as he watched. He couldn’t help asking, “You came to Qingque Sect to become a disciple. Why did your mother prepare these things for you?”

Cai Zhao replied, “My aunt said, wherever there are people, there’s jianghu. My mother said when in the jianghu, one must be prepared for trouble.”

Chang Ning: …

Cai Zhao worked quickly, first selecting two suitable powder skins and soaking them in warm water. Then she took out an apricot-colored porcelain bottle and poured several drops of a liquid smelling of fresh grass into the water. The powder skins immediately became thin, soft, and sticky.

She squeezed the water out of one powder skin and applied it to her face, then used the mirror to apply various touches and adjustments. Finally, she fixed her hair and put on the sect robes Furong had procured—a white, silver-trimmed, tight-sleeved long robe with a blue embroidered waistband. In an instant, she transformed into a Qingque Sect disciple with ordinary features and a small stature.

“Luckily, many newcomers arrived yesterday. Otherwise, the cliff-guarding disciples of Fengyun Peak have sharp eyes. If they saw a face they’d never seen before, they’d surely ask who I am,” Cai Zhao said, having Cuiyu hold up a flower-shaped mirror as she practiced walking like a man.

Chang Ning asked, “Then why don’t you just disguise yourself as a sect disciple? Say, disguise yourself as A’Gua or one of the others?”

Cai Zhao frowned. “Sorry, my skills are limited. This is the best I can do.” Disguising oneself as a familiar person was much harder than disguising oneself as a stranger!

After reluctantly helping Chang Ning disguise himself and change clothes, Cai Zhao indicated they could leave.

To conceal their tracks, the two not only didn’t leave through the door but climbed over the walls of the house one after another.

The afternoon sunlight was lazy. Disciples who had finished their tasks often liked to go down the mountain to wander at this time. Mingling with groups of three to five people crossing the iron chain bridge, Cai Zhao saw Song Yu in the distance. Due to his unhealed injuries, he could no longer cross the cliff easily and was escorted by two Guangtian Gate guards.

She suddenly remembered that the first time she saw him was also on the iron chain. At that time, the handsome young man had walked as if floating on air, proud and aloof, immediately catching everyone’s eye. Now he was in such a state.

At this moment, a nearby disciple whispered, “Hasn’t Brother Song’s injury healed yet?”

Another replied, “Looking at his condition, it seems not.”

“Then why is he out? He should be resting properly.”

“I heard that more people from the Song family have arrived, a full twenty top-tier experts. They were personally selected by Sect Leader Song from the guardians of Guangtian Gate’s Golden Light Sacred Hall. With such a lineup, the gate-keeping uncle wouldn’t dare let them in casually, so Brother Song came to receive them personally.”

“Guangtian Gate is indeed powerful, sending such extraordinary people.”

“Sect Leader Song’s most promising son has ended up like this. Do you think Brother Song can recover?”

“I don’t know. If he can’t recover, wouldn’t he become useless like Cai Pingxu?”

“Haha, speak a little louder if you dare. If you dare to gossip about Lady Cai, let Little Sister Cai hear you and see if she doesn’t beat you into a leaky pot! She’s neither injured nor poisoned, and she has that mad dog Chang Ning by her side. Hmph!”

“Sigh, Little Sister Cai is also pitiful, so young and all alone, not knowing where her father is. She must be very worried.”

“Instead of feeling sorry for her, you’d better feel sorry for yourself. Little Sister Cai is strong enough to beat eighteen of you. Elder Li has already said that starting next month, he’s going to increase our training!”

Like all students worldwide, the disciples groaned when they heard about additional classes.

Cai Zhao listened silently, her heart filled with mixed emotions.

After landing at Fengyun Peak, she spotted Song Yu and his group walking ahead during her descent. She instinctively wanted to approach them but stopped after a few steps, remembering she was in disguise.

As she smiled bitterly, someone suddenly brushed past her, grabbing her wrist and dragging her behind a boulder.

Chang Ning’s gaze was dark. “Where were you trying to go just now?”

Cai Zhao frowned. “Why do you sound like Old Wu the Cooper?”

Chang Ning couldn’t help but ask, “Who’s Old Wu the Cooper?”

“He’s the most successful cooper in Luoying Town. His wife left him to come to town.”

“Pretty boys are never any good!” Chang Ning scoffed.

Cai Zhao was surprised. “No, it wasn’t a pretty boy. It was a talented female teacher with a beautiful voice.”

Chang Ning’s face turned green.

” Old Wu’s wife is quite nice—virtuous, capable, and kind to neighbors. My aunt says she might have just discovered her true self. My aunt even asked my mother to arrange a new match for Old Wu.”

After her reflections, Cai Zhao spoke earnestly to Chang Ning, “Brother Chang, you should work on your temper. Otherwise, your future wife might eventually ‘discover her true self’ too.”

Chang Ning felt like his whole body was glowing green.

Suddenly, a commotion arose as another group of disciples came down the mountain.

The two quickly hid themselves among the trees and rocks.

“Who should we catch?” Chang Ning eyed the passing crowd like a predator eyeing plump rabbits.

Cai Zhao replied, “There are now three types of people in our sect: the original members, those who just arrived yesterday, and those from Guangtian Gate. Which group do you think we should target?”

“The ones from Guangtian Gate,” Chang Ning answered without hesitation.

“Alright, then let’s first catch a few who just arrived yesterday. Senior Apprentice Fan always says they look creepy.”

Chang Ning thought, “Then why did you even ask me?” He glanced sideways at the girl, his knuckles cracking.

Ignoring his reaction, Cai Zhao continued, “We can’t grab them here, right? Should we wait until they’re down the mountain?”

Chang Ning replied darkly, “Since you want to stir things up, don’t hold back. We’ll catch a few today, and a few more tomorrow. If we can get any information, great. If not, we’ll kill them and dump them in the mountains. The wild beasts will be well-fed next year. Isn’t that good?”

“Killing people indiscriminately isn’t right. What if they’re good people with unfortunate appearances?” Cai Zhao still had her principles.

Chang Ning rolled his eyes. “Then we’ll knock them out and put them on a barge heading south. They won’t be back for at least ten days or half a month.” Of course, he meant to injure them severely enough to require a long recovery time.

“That’s a good idea,” Cai Zhao said cheerfully, turning her gaze back to the crowd. “But who should we grab?”

Chang Ning replied, “Naturally, the ones with the best kung fu.”

He picked up a piece of bark from the ground and threw it with a flick of his wrist. The bark traced an arc in the air, hitting a large tree opposite the group with a sudden “thwack.”

The unexpected noise revealed the differences among the people.

Some were confused, unaware of what had happened. Others immediately went on guard, looking around warily. A few even rushed towards the tree, guided by the sound. However, only two remained particularly calm, neither panicking nor acting hastily, but instead glancing suspiciously towards where Chang Ning and Cai Zhao were hiding.

At that moment, a fat rabbit suddenly darted out from the bushes, disappearing in a flash before everyone’s eyes.

The group relaxed and laughed.

Chang Ning turned to the girl, his face expressionless. “Let’s take those two.”

Cai Zhao agreed.

It was market day in Qingque Town, and villagers from the surrounding area were streaming in to buy and sell goods, thoroughly enjoying themselves. Chang Ning and Cai Zhao followed the two targets at a distance, surprisingly to a brothel—

The brothel was called ‘Little Xuan Pavilion.’

Not only was the name elegant but the building itself was also decorated with tasteful beauty.

If it weren’t for the men and courtesans entering and leaving arm in arm, Cai Zhao wouldn’t have dared to believe it was a brothel.

“There’s a brothel in Qingque Town?” She was somewhat stunned.

Chang Ning suppressed a laugh. “Isn’t there one in Luoying Town?”

Cai Zhao thought for a moment. “There almost was, but my mother ruined the plan.”

“Was your mother afraid the courtesans would seduce your father?”

“No, she was afraid they’d seduce my aunt.”

Chang Ning was once again at a loss for words, unsure how many times this had happened today.

Seeing the two men enter the brothel, Cai Zhao swallowed and wanted to follow, but Chang Ning sternly stopped her.

In the end, they could only sit and wait by the window on the second floor of a tavern diagonally across from the brothel. To avoid missing anything, Cai Zhao hired a few children to keep watch around the brothel, specifically looking for customers leaving without being seen off by madams, pimps, or courtesans.

Noticing Chang Ning’s confusion, Cai Zhao patiently explained, “Most brothels have more than one door. Only about half the visitors enter openly. Those who are married, in relationships, or have reputations as righteous heroes often can’t bear to lose face, so the brothel lets them use side or back doors.”

“Also, if those two are there as customers, as long as they don’t skip out on payment, the establishment will see them off warmly, hoping for repeat business.”

Chang Ning frowned. “How do you know all this?”

“The ways of business are endless. Learning is a vast ocean, you know.”

Chang Ning inexplicably felt like an old father, letting out a long sigh.

Cai Zhao asked curiously, “What’s wrong?”

Chang Ning sighed, “Nothing. I just hope that when you grow up, you’ll be more upright and follow the rules.” The girl’s knowledge of these unorthodox matters was already surpassing his own. The famous sects of today were truly beyond words.

Cai Zhao was puzzled. “Huh?”

About a cup of tea later, a child below the tavern began waving a red cloth frantically.

Seeing this, Cai Zhao immediately dragged Chang Ning downstairs to follow. They saw two unfamiliar men leaving the brothel’s front door and quickly slipping into a small alley.

Chang Ning was stunned. “That’s not them. It must be different people.” The clothes and appearances were completely different. He was about to tease the girl for making a mistake when he felt a tug on his sleeve, pulling him along.

“No, it’s those two! They’ve disguised themselves!” Cai Zhao said gravely. “Why would they change their appearance for no reason? Something’s fishy! We need to follow them quickly!”
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Despite Cai Zhao’s complaints about Qingque Town’s lack of prosperity, it far surpassed Luoying Town in size and population. With nearly 2,000 permanent residents across almost 100 households, it was significantly larger. Chang Ning and Cai Zhao carefully followed the two suspects from a distance until they disappeared into a quiet alley.

This was an ordinary alley, one of at least ten similar ones in Qingque Town. On either side were double-leaf doors, indicating six households. The saying “the best place to hide is in plain sight” seemed apt, as the suspicious individuals had chosen to settle here. The question was, which door had they entered?

Chang Ning suggested setting fire to the alley to flush everyone out and identify the suspicious household. Cai Zhao, of course, disagreed, but his idea inspired another plan. She bought 40 red-dyed boiled eggs and recruited a pair of quick-witted street children, about ten years old, to go door-to-door with a basket.

The children were to say they had just moved to the neighboring alley and that their aunt had given birth to a son. They were offering red eggs to celebrate with their new neighbors. Chang Ning and Cai Zhao observed from a discreet angle.

Chang Ning asked doubtfully, “How will this reveal anything?”

Cai Zhao explained quietly, “Senior Fan mentioned that local custom requires giving an even number of red eggs for good luck. I’ve instructed them to give an odd number to each household.”

Sure enough, of the six households, one kindly reminded the children about the local custom after receiving an odd number of eggs. Another family even returned one egg to make it an even number. Two other households hesitated at their doors, seemingly unsure about the odd number.

Only one household, where a middle-aged man dressed as a steward answered, showed no reaction. This man’s demeanor was cold, his words impatient, and his movements swift and powerful, clearly a trained fighter. He took the eggs without comment, tossed the children a silver coin, and quickly shut the door.

“That’s the one,” even Chang Ning could tell now.

The next steps were simple. Chang Ning and Cai Zhao leaped into the neighboring house, swiftly incapacitating anyone they encountered. From there, they observed the suspicious residence over the wall. The courtyard’s plants showed signs of neglect, and five or six armed guards in fine clothes patrolled the area.

Ideally, infiltration would occur at night, but with the short winter days, dusk was already falling. As the smell of dinner wafted from nearby homes, a group of guards approached for a shift change. The current guards eagerly went to meet them.

Seizing this moment, Chang Ning and Cai Zhao slipped into a blind spot by the courtyard wall. They quickly moved on, with Chang Ning following Cai Zhao’s lead, despite his lack of fear of discovery.

The compound had front and back courtyards. Cai Zhao, familiar with such layouts, noticed two connected side rooms near the main building in the middle courtyard. She pulled Chang Ning inside.

Once inside, Cai Zhao was stunned. These rooms, typically for servants, were luxuriously furnished. Even the tablecloth in the central hall was fine silk, with expensive jade porcelain tea sets on display. Was this extravagance a sign of the captors’ wealth, or did it have another meaning?

As Cai Zhao’s mind raced, Chang Ning heard a faint noise outside. Without a word, he pulled her into a hidden alcove near the back room, concealing them behind thick curtains while leaving a small gap to observe.

Soon, the door opened, and a young man in fine clothes entered, accompanied by an odd metallic sound.

The youth, about fourteen, was of average build with delicate features. However, he looked exhausted and irritated, with pale skin and red eyes. Despite his expensive clothes and invaluable jade crown, he wore a dejected expression, reminiscent of a desperate gambler with no way out.

He curled up at the table, staring blankly into space. Two guards entered, one saying, “Young Master Qian, please extend your feet.”

Qian shuddered, the metallic sound recurring. “Can’t I rest a bit after just eating?”

The guard replied, “You can rest once we’ve secured the locks, young master.”

Resignedly, Qian stretched out his feet, revealing dark iron shackles on his ankles. The guards attached thick chains from the wall to the shackles, locked them, and carefully pocketed the key.

Cai Zhao and Chang Ning exchanged knowing glances, their suspicions confirmed. This “Young Master Qian” was an important prisoner, kept in luxurious surroundings as a deception.

After the guards left, Qian sighed heavily. The door soon opened again, startling him.

Three men entered: a sharp-eyed man with powerful internal energy and a hawk-like nose, a handsome young man in his late teens, and a short, middle-aged man with downcast eyes. Cai Zhao recognized the last one as an accountant she had seen earlier in Qi Yunke’s room.

Qian looked at the hawk-nosed man excitedly: “Are you trying to work me to death? Even a mule needs rest. You know how little energy I have left. The one from half a month ago nearly drained all my power, and yet you’re back again!”

“That was half a month ago,” the hawk-nosed man sneered. “We’ve been feeding you well and giving you the best medicine. Surely you’ve recovered some energy by now. Don’t try to fool us.”

Qian deflated, slumping in his chair.

The hawk-nosed man continued, “Rest assured, Young Master Qian, we don’t want to exhaust you completely. This one will only take five days. Please work your magic again.”

Qian looked up wearily: “Who is it this time?”

The handsome young man stepped forward: “Me.”

Qian sighed, “I wasn’t asking about you. I meant, who’s the unfortunate target this time? Don’t give me another painting. Remember how the last one turned out? I’ve told you, I need the actual person, and they must be alive!”

This exchange revealed information that led Cai Zhao to a terrifying conclusion, one she could barely bring herself to consider. She turned to see Chang Ning also wearing an expression of shock.

The hawk-nosed man smiled, “We must thank Old Chen for luring him down the mountain. Otherwise, Young Master Qian would have no one to work on.”

Chen the steward bowed, “My martial arts are weak. It was thanks to the ‘Bewildering Needle’ that I could capture him so easily.”

“Well said. Chen, your discretion will be rewarded,” the handsome young man replied.

At the hawk-nosed man’s command, two more men entered, carrying a heavy sack that appeared to contain a person. Chang Ning and Cai Zhao recognized these men as the ones they had followed all afternoon.

They placed the sack on a nearby chaise lounge and slowly revealed an unconscious, delicate face…

Cai Zhao covered her mouth, feeling Chang Ning’s hand tighten on her shoulder. She looked up to see his jaw clenched—the person in the sack was Fan Xingjia.

The hawk-nosed man instructed the two men, “Once we’re done here, accompany Little Gong back to the mountain. Old Chen is from the outer court and can’t reach that far. If Little Gong shows any inconsistencies in behavior, you must correct him immediately.”

The men bowed and left.

Young Master Qian approached the chaise lounge and examined Fan Xingjia, puzzled. “This person has delicate hands and feet, and a fragile bone structure. He doesn’t seem like a strong martial artist. Why do you want to change into him?”

The hawk-nosed man laughed triumphantly, “You needn’t worry about that. Little Gong, sit down properly. Young Master Qian will perform his ‘grand human transformation’ for us. Ha ha ha!”

The handsome young man smiled and sat at the table.

Young Master Qian took scissors from a nearby cabinet and carefully cut open the sack. He began to ‘feel’—Fan Xingjia’s skull, the back of his head, ears, forehead, nose bridge, cheeks, neck, and downward…

It was like a butcher caressing livestock before slaughter, or a bone-setter giving a client a thorough massage, carefully following the muscle lines.

The scene was indescribably eerie, making Cai Zhao nauseous.

While Young Master Qian ‘worked’, the hawk-nosed man turned to Chen: “Old Chen, this Fan boy is Qi Yunke’s direct disciple. Do we need to replace him?”

Chen replied quietly, “We must. He became suspicious as soon as our people arrived on the mountain. Moreover, he manages daily affairs and often interacts with others. At noon today, the Cai girl spouted nonsense in front of Qi Yunke. While others were half-believing, I noticed this fanboy took it to heart. Fortunately, I was cautious and sneaked into the guest quarters after lunch. Sure enough, I caught him secretly searching through our people’s luggage.”

The hawk-nosed man tensed, “Did he find anything?”

“Not yet. I lured him away,” Chen said. “However, if we keep him around, he’ll eventually find a flaw. This boy may seem carefree, but he’s very observant. He noticed that the warrior Li Debiao, who had just arrived, practiced the Scorpion Finger technique. Heh, that’s not something our righteous sects practice.”

The hawk-nosed man sighed, “I told them to bring only swords and daggers up the mountain, leaving behind all those vicious poison darts, sickles, and hooks. I didn’t expect we’d still be exposed. These Qingque Sect disciples have keen eyes indeed.”

By now, Young Master Qian had finished examining Fan Xingjia’s arms and hands, even lingering on his fingertips. He began to feel Fan’s chest—watching a man touch another man-made Cai Zhao’s skin crawl.

No wonder she couldn’t get into those male romance novels from the bookstore. She didn’t have a taste for it. But as a tolerant connoisseur, she didn’t mind if others enjoyed it.

Little Gong grew impatient: “It’s getting late. Please hurry, Young Master Qian. This boy isn’t married, doesn’t even have a lover, and doesn’t focus on martial arts practice. He won’t be taking his clothes off to train regularly.”

Young Master Qian turned back: “Can you stop interrupting? The Body Transformation Technique isn’t something to be rushed. Don’t martial artists choose disciples based on talent and potential? Everyone’s muscles, meridians, bones, and dantian are different. Even joints have slight variations. That’s why some people are suited for swords, others for sabers, and some for meteor hammers…”

The hawk-nosed man interjected: “Don’t be upset, Young Master Qian. Little Gong has a point. This is just an emergency measure; it doesn’t need to be perfect. Please proceed quickly.” Though polite, his words carried an unmistakable threat.

Resigned, Young Master Qian took out a foot-long black sandalwood box from the cabinet. Opening it on the table revealed a dazzling array of silver needles—hundreds of them, varying in length and thickness.

Cai Zhao had never seen so many silver needles. They came in all shapes and sizes, with flat round tips, wedge-shaped ends, tapered bodies, and even some shaped like slender pyramids.

Young Master Qian selected seventeen or eighteen needles of various types, coating each with a strange-smelling oil. He then stood behind Little Gong and instructed him to remove his upper garment.

Once ready, he concentrated, suddenly thrusting the needles into specific points on Little Gong’s head, neck, shoulders, back, spine, and waist in one continuous motion. He then quickly moved to Little Gong’s front, inserting needles into his forehead, cheeks, and neck.

Though Young Master Qian didn’t seem particularly skilled in martial arts, his needle technique was incredibly fast, his fingers blurring with speed.

After inserting the needles, he immediately placed his hands on Little Gong’s Baihui acupoint at the top of his head and began channeling his energy.

This technique was bizarre. Young Master Qian showed no signs of energy release except for a bead of cold sweat on his forehead. Little Gong, however, began steaming, with wisps of white vapor rising from the needle points, like a poorly covered steamer.

The vapor blurred Little Gong’s features. Cai Zhao thought she saw his appearance and body changing—some areas of skin and flesh swelling slightly, others sinking, even his shoulders broadening by a few inches.

Little Gong had a slender waist, which visibly thickened under Young Master Qian’s technique.

The room fell silent as everyone stared at the strange transformation occurring on Little Gong’s body. It was like witnessing a skin-changing demon from an old ghost story come to life, peeling off bloody human skin to deceive people.

Cai Zhao felt a chill run down her spine.

After what seemed like an eternity, Young Master Qian whispered, “It’s done.”

He appeared utterly exhausted, staggering back a few steps before collapsing onto the chaise lounge behind him.

The white vapor around Little Gong slowly dissipated, revealing a terrifyingly familiar outline—Fan Xingjia!

He excitedly touched his face, pulling out a small silver mirror from his waist pouch to examine himself: “It changed! Ha ha ha, it changed! This is fascinating…”

Seeing this excited and eerie unfamiliar expression on Fan Xingjia’s face made Cai Zhao feel as if a million ants were crawling over her pillow—utterly uncomfortable.

The hawk-nosed man approached Little Gong and examined him, smiling: “Excellent work, Young Master Qian. It’s perfect—even a wife sleeping next to him wouldn’t notice the difference! Ha ha ha ha! Old Chen, this must be your first time seeing this. Come take a look.”

Chen the steward bent down to examine Little Gong’s face closely, marveling: “It’s identical, truly identical. This is miraculous craftsmanship. I always thought the legends of the ‘Thousand Faces Sect’ were exaggerated, but now I see they were true.”

He straightened up and looked at the hawk-nosed man curiously. “With such an incredible technique, how were they wiped out by the allied orthodox and unorthodox sects ninety years ago?”

The hawk-nosed man smiled mysteriously: “It’s precisely because the technique was too powerful that they couldn’t be allowed to continue. Think about it—if this sect had flourished, who in the martial world could sleep soundly? Wouldn’t everyone fear waking up next to a different person, or having their closest disciples replaced during a meal?”

Chen understood, his gaze sliding towards Young Master Qian. He then said loudly: “Thank you for your assistance, Young Master Qian. When we achieve our great ambition, we will surely reward you generously.”

Cai Zhao inwardly scoffed—YeAh right. Generous reward? You’re burning incense with a stick of candy, fooling no one! The day of your “great ambition” will likely be this Young Master Qian’s death day.

But Young Master Qian seemed oblivious to this, merely waving his hand tiredly: “No need for formalities. As I said, this transformation will only last five days at most before reverting.”

Little Gong laughed: “Don’t worry. Within five days, ‘I’ will fall into a deep ravine, leaving no trace of my body. Then our people won’t have to be on edge anymore. Ha ha ha ha…”

“Is it the ravine below Wanshui Qianshan?” Chen hesitated. “That place is extremely dangerous. Will there be any issues?”

The hawk-nosed man smiled: “Old Chen has a compassionate heart. He’s worried about you, Little Gong. You should thank him.”

Little Gong hurriedly expressed his thanks, then continued: “Don’t worry, you two. I may not be good at much, but I’ve practiced the Spider-Climb Technique since childhood. I can cling to wind-blown, sun-baked cliff faces, even smooth mirrors. After a couple of hours, I’ll slowly climb back up.”

Chen nodded: “In that case, let’s dispose of Fan Xingjia to avoid future trouble.”

Cai Zhao’s heart sank.

Young Master Qian also seemed surprised: “At least keep him for a few more hours to study his speech and gait. Becoming another person isn’t just about looking alike.”

Little Gong dismissed this casually: “This boy goes down the mountain to make purchases every few days. I’ve been secretly observing him in town at least seven or eight times, each time for an hour. I know his mannerisms well.” His tone implied that Fan Xingjia no longer held any value.

“You’ve been planning to replace this person for a while?” Young Master Qian asked, surprised.

Little Gong boasted, “Not just him. We have brothers of similar build secretly observing all the important figures in the Qingque Sect. If the situation changes, we can replace them immediately!”

Young Master Qian let out a dissatisfied hum.

The hawk-nosed man smiled, “Of course, we’d still need Young Master Qian’s skills.”

Hearing this, Cai Zhao felt her palms grow cold and clammy.

Sensing her distress, Chang Ning gently squeezed her hand—his palm dry and warm.

Cai Zhao held his thumb in her palm, a childlike gesture seeking trust and support.

Chang Ning quietly observed the girl for a moment before turning back. He was now familiar with the warmth rising in his chest. He knew that regardless of the demons or ghosts outside, he would always protect this girl.

As the four talked, Little Gong drew a blade from his boot and approached Fan Xingjia with a sinister grin.

Young Master Qian objected, “This is my room. If you splatter blood everywhere, I won’t be able to live here.”

The hawk-nosed man patted Little Gong’s shoulder, “I’ll do it.” He walked towards the chaise lounge, gathering energy in his palm.

Cai Zhao couldn’t stand by and watch Fan Xingjia be killed. She had already gathered energy in her palm when Little Gong drew his blade, determined to save Fan Xingjia’s life no matter what. Just as she was about to leap out, she felt a heavy pressure on her shoulder, halting her movement.

Chang Ning had already sprung into action like an arrow released from a fully drawn bow. His wide sleeves traced a stunning arc through the air as he delivered a powerful palm strike to the hawk-nosed man’s chest. Using all his current strength in that single blow, he sent the hawk-nosed man flying into the wall, coughing blood.

The four men were completely caught off guard, unaware that others had been hiding in the room. They were all stunned by the sudden attack.

Little Gong, enraged by the hawk-nosed man’s severe injury, charged at Chang Ning with his knife. However, his martial arts were far inferior to the hawk-nosed man’s, and his fate was predictable.

Young Master Qian, terrified, crouched on the ground, shaking.

Chen the steward reacted the quickest. He knew the hawk-nosed man’s martial arts were among the best in this house, yet he was defeated by a single palm strike from this sudden intruder. Though the attacker had the advantage of surprise, his martial prowess was undeniable. Engaging in combat would be suicide, so Chen decided to call for help instead.

He grabbed the teapot from the table and kicked open the nearest window, smashing the teapot outside. Just as he was about to cry for help, he felt a tug on his collar and was dragged back inside like a dead dog, thrown to the ground.

Fighting through the pain of his broken bones, he saw a small-framed sect disciple standing beside him. ‘He’ turned his palms inward in the air, and the two window shutters closed rapidly as if pulled by invisible hands.

Chen didn’t recognize this person, but he knew that technique—on the day of the grand ceremony, a plain-looking girl had used the same move to snatch a child from Luo Yuanrong’s hands from several zhang away.

He pointed at Cai Zhao in shock: “You, you’re Cai—Ah!” His scream was cut short as a short knife, the one Little Gong had been holding, was thrust into his throat.

Cai Zhao turned to look. The hawk-nosed man lay by the wall, his face covered in blood and his neck broken—clearly, Chang Ning had finished him off. Young Master Qian was still clinging to the bed leg, shaking like a sieve. Only Little Gong, lying on the ground, still clung to life.

However, the sound of the teapot shattering on the stone slab outside had alerted the nearby guards. Fortunately, the hawk-nosed man had earlier sent the guards far away for the “body transformation” procedure, but they would arrive soon.

Chang Ning stepped on Little Gong’s head and said coldly, “Besides this place, do you have any other hideouts? Tell the truth, and I’ll give you a quick death.”

Unexpectedly, Little Gong remained defiant, laughing through his pain: “Your Qingque Sect has already been infiltrated like a sieve. Your sect’s destruction is imminent. Are you still trying to act tough with me? Ha ha ha…” He mistook Chang Ning for a sect disciple based on his robes.

Chang Ning said no more. He swiftly kicked Little Gong onto his back and stomped on his spine, leaving him to die a slow, painful death.

Cai Zhao was deeply shocked.

By now, voices outside were drawing near—the guards had arrived.

Chang Ning tucked Fan Xingjia under his arm. Cai Zhao reached out to pull Young Master Qian, intending to take him along.

Young Master Qian quickly showed the shackles on his feet: “I-I-I can’t leave! My feet are chained!”

Cai Zhao turned to search the hawk-nosed man’s body, but Young Master Qian kindly reminded her: “The key isn’t on him—it’s their rule that the person with the key can’t stay with me.”

Cai Zhao returned, gripping the iron shackles and channeling her energy to break them, but they didn’t budge. She then looked for a sword to cut them.

Chang Ning glanced at the door: “These chains probably contain some star iron. Ordinary swords won’t cut them. Don’t waste your energy; you’ll just hurt your hands. If we cut off his feet, we can take him with us.”

Young Master Qian nearly fainted in fear, tears, and snot streaming down his face as he begged them not to.

Cai Zhao, of course, couldn’t do such a thing. She regretted not bringing a blade with her.

The chaotic voices and footsteps were now at the door. Cai Zhao had to give up.

She grabbed Young Master Qian’s neck and took out a fragrant pill from her waist pouch, forcing it into his mouth and closing his jaw to make him swallow.

Young Master Qian panicked: “Y-y-you, what did you make me eat… Help! Ah!”

Before he could finish, Cai Zhao knocked him out with a swift chop.

Cai Zhao stood up, ready to rush out with Chang Ning.

However, Chang Ning handed Fan Xingjia to her and said quietly, “I’ll draw them away. You leave from the back.” Earlier, while hiding behind the alcove, they had noticed a small window on the side, likely for ventilation in the bathroom.

Cai Zhao knew Chang Ning’s abilities… and his limits. It wouldn’t be difficult for him alone to escape the encirclement, so she took Fan Xingjia without a word and hid behind the alcove. Before entering, she noticed that Little Gong, lying on the ground, seemed to have stopped breathing, and his body was slightly distorted.

Just then, the room’s main door was violently kicked open. Chang Ning laughed and rushed towards it, unsurprisingly followed by a chorus of pained cries…

Taking advantage of the chaos at the front door, Cai Zhao carried Fan Xingjia out through the side window and quickly leaped out of the compound. After leaving the alley, she turned into a corner and put Fan Xingjia down, suddenly noticing something glinting on the back of his neck.

She carefully examined his collar and slowly pulled out an extremely fine gold needle from the third vertebra of his neck.

The gold needle trembled slightly, emitting a faint familiar scent along with the smell of blood.

A thought flashed through her mind as the fog began to clear. Cai Zhao put the gold needle in her waist pouch.

She was beginning to understand.

At this moment, the sect disciples patrolling the town had heard the commotion in the alley and were rushing over, blowing silver whistles. Leading them was Zhuang Shu, the senior disciple of Master Li Wenxun.

Cai Zhao looked down and saw that Fan Xingjia, with the gold needle removed, was groaning and about to wake up.

After a brief consideration, she placed Fan Xingjia at the entrance of the alley and quickly retreated. Only after seeing Zhuang Shu and his disciples discover Fan Xingjia did she swiftly depart.

She then ran at full speed, almost sprinting from the west end of town to the east before stopping to catch her breath, leaning on a signpost outside a restaurant. At that moment, she saw a group of people in crimson robes approaching, with Song Yu at the center.

Cai Zhao initially wanted to avoid them but suddenly remembered something urgent she needed to confirm with Song Yu. She glanced at a coarse pottery teapot on a small table by the restaurant entrance, meant for passing laborers to quench their thirst.

In a flash, she snatched it.

Hiding in an alley corner behind the shop where wastewater was dumped, Cai Zhao quickly wiped her face with a cloth dampened by the tea. She removed her fake skin and Adam’s apple, tossing them into the waste bucket, then let down her hair and rearranged it. Finally, she took off her outer sect robe, revealing the light red dress underneath—she had transformed back into the beloved Junior Sister Cai.

“Senior Brother, Senior Brother, wait a moment…” Little Sister Cai ran towards them, out of breath.

The guards surrounding Song Yu tensed, hands on their sword hilts, but relaxed when they saw it was just a sweaty young girl. Song Yu hurriedly went to meet her, and they all wore expressions of understanding.

Song Yu supported the girl’s arm and asked quietly, “Zhao Zhao, what’s wrong? Is someone chasing you?”

Cai Zhao had no time to explain this now and urgently said, “Senior Brother, I need to talk to you about something. Can we… speak privately?”

The girl’s eyes were bright, like two burning flames, both excited and anxious.

Song Yu felt his heart race just looking at her. He turned and gave some instructions to his guards, who immediately stepped back seven or eight paces, understanding… and then strained their ears to listen.

At this deserted street corner, Cai Zhao got straight to the point: “Senior Brother, those Guangtian Gate people who came yesterday weren’t sent by your father, but by you, right?”

Song Yu raised an eyebrow, his eyes showing appreciation. He admitted directly, “That’s correct.”

“Why did Senior Brother suddenly call for a large group of guards to come up the mountain? Even if you’re still recovering from your injuries, why do you need such precautions in your sect?” Cai Zhao asked.

Song Yu remained silent, pondering.

The girl didn’t seem to expect an answer and continued, “Because Senior Brother sensed something was wrong, a kind of wrongness that couldn’t be spoken of. Am I right?”

Song Yu suddenly looked up, his gaze intense.

Cai Zhao spoke earnestly, word by word: “Senior Brother, my father’s fate is unknown, and I’m at a crucial point in investigating something. I hope you can tell me, what exactly did you find strange these past few days?”

Song Yu hesitated internally, but looking at the girl’s determined eyes, he finally opened his mouth and said what he hadn’t told anyone until now—”I noticed that something was wrong with Master.”

Volume Two – Audacious Sun Chapter 38
Song Yuzhi joined the Qingque Sect at seven years old. From the age of eight, Qi Yunke personally taught him martial arts. Although Zeng Dalou and Dai Fengchi had entered the sect earlier, they had mediocre talents. Zeng soon abandoned cultivation to focus on mundane affairs, while Dai grew up close to Yin Sulian.

Throughout his childhood, Song Yuzhi witnessed the daily lives of Qi Yunke and Yin Sulian. As most people would expect, Qi Yunke was very accommodating towards Yin Sulian. Whenever the couple argued about Yin Sulian’s public behavior or her spoiling of their daughter, Qi Yunke would readily reconcile with her if she showed any vulnerability. Sometimes, even if he appeared cold initially, he would soon make amends. Then, inevitably, they would argue again.

Although Song Yuzhi never voiced his opinion about this situation, he strongly disapproved of it from a young age. In his view, Yin Sulian’s actions had already crossed the line for the leader of a sect.

He remembered one year when Qi Lingbo took a fancy to a newly admitted disciple’s dagger. Truthfully, the dagger was exquisitely crafted, but it was also a family heirloom. Qi Lingbo, spoiled from childhood, always wanted to possess whatever caught her eye. Song Yuzhi reported this to Qi Yunke several times. Despite reprimands and persuasion, Qi Lingbo would cry and act pitifully in front of her father, but then, with Dai Fengchi’s help, she would continue to harass the disciple.

Eventually, the disciple tearfully “gifted” the dagger to Qi Lingbo. Qi Yunke initially intended to punish his daughter severely, but due to Yin Sulian’s unreasonable interference, the matter was dropped. This angered the twelve-year-old Song Yuzhi so much that he couldn’t eat.

Furious, he said nothing but beat Dai Fengchi, who was older than him, half to death in front of Qi Lingbo. No one could stop him, not even Yin Sulian’s outburst. Frightened, Qi Lingbo quickly returned the dagger. From then on, she feared Song Yuzhi more than her father.

Later, when Song Yuzhi returned to Guangtian Gate to visit his family, he told Song Shijun about this incident. His usually unreliable father surprisingly offered some sensible words:

Qi Yunke had grown up in poverty, raised with great difficulty by his widowed mother. To secure an outer disciple position for her son, she worked day and night, begging everywhere. Finally, she managed to get a recommendation letter from a renowned local hero and scraped together enough money for travel expenses.

Unfortunately, Qi Yunke made no progress in his first few years at the sect. His mother died in poverty and illness, filled with regret. Just two years later, Cai Pingshu accidentally discovered Qi Yunke’s “Heavenly Fire Dragon” aptitude. With her encouragement, Qi Yunke finally broke through his limitations and soared to great heights.

Song Shijun asked his son to put himself in Qi Yunke’s shoes. How would a lowly outer disciple, after countless nights of disappointment and sleeplessness, have imagined Sect Leader Yin Dai and his daughter Yin Sulian? They must have seemed like celestial beings on cloud nine to him.

Then, Song Shijun told his son to understand Qi Yunke. He had sent his young son to Mount Jiuli because he trusted Qi Yunke’s character. While Qi might be weak and pedantic, he was undoubtedly kind-hearted and wouldn’t play favorites.

Indeed, Qi Yunke cared for Song Yuzhi more than his flesh and blood, teaching him everything he knew.

However, this time was different. When Yin Sulian tried to reconcile with her husband, Qi Yunke remained cold and showed no intention of seeking her out. Song Yuzhi patiently waited for several days. Yin Sulian sent supplements to Muweixiong twice more but was still turned away.

This aroused his suspicion.

After hearing Song Yuzhi’s account, Cai Zhao let out a long sigh of relief. “Thank you, Third Senior Brother, for clearing up my confusion.”

Song Yuzhi had harbored doubts for several days but was concerned about Cai Zhao’s situation. He hesitated, “Junior Sister… what have you discovered?” Before the girl could answer, he quickly added, “If you’d rather not say, there’s no need to force yourself.”

Looking at her considerate senior brother, Cai Zhao nearly shed tears of gratitude. After spending so much time with the sarcastic and half-mad Chang Ning, she had almost forgotten that kind of people existed in the world.

She playfully slapped Song Yuzhi’s arm and said heartily, “What are you saying, Third Senior Brother? You were willing to share your doubts with me, so how could I keep secrets from you? After this current situation, I’ll come back and tell you everything…”

“What are you two doing?!” Chang Ning’s wide sleeves fluttered as he approached like a dark cloud from afar.

He had also removed his disguise.

Seeing the newcomer, the guards of Guangtian Gate immediately placed their hands on their sword hilts, ready for action.

Upon seeing Chang Ning, Song Yuzhi raised his hand, signaling the guards to stand down.

Chang Ning’s expression was extremely unpleasant, with the poisonous sores on his face emanating a black aura as if he had been poisoned again.

Cai Zhao was happy to see Chang Ning had escaped safely. “You’re here so quickly! I thought we’d have to wait another half hour.” Before infiltrating the compound, they had agreed to meet at the tea pavilion on the corner of the east end of town if they got separated.

Chang Ning sneered, “It seems I should have come later to avoid interrupting your conversation with Young Master Song.”

Song Yuzhi detected the jealousy in his words and frowned.

In most situations, Chang Ning’s words could infuriate anyone, but unfortunately for him, he was dealing with Miss Cai.

Cai Zhao smiled brightly. “Don’t worry about interrupting. When we return to the sect, I’ll have plenty of time to talk with the Third Senior Brother. No one will be interrupting then.”

Song Yuzhi couldn’t help but laugh out loud.

“How can you say such things?! Have you no shame?!” Chang Ning was so angry his chest heaved violently. For the girl’s safety, he had been prepared to risk his life, only to witness such an outrageous scene!

As he was about to strongly condemn Miss Cai’s faithlessness, a sudden roar came from the tea pavilion across the street.

Everyone instinctively turned to look.

“How can you say such things?! Have you no shame?!” At the tea pavilion, a burly owner with tears in his eyes shouted at his middle-aged wife, “I’ve been working day and night for this family, even risking my life. Who knew that as soon as I lit the stove in the back kitchen and came out, I’d see you flirting with some pretty boy… Have you no shame?!”

Chang Ning: …

Cai Zhao: …

Song Yuzhi: …

The guards: This is too damn coincidental.

They all turned their heads in unison, their gazes intensely focused on Song Yuzhi’s left arm, where Cai Zhao’s small hand rested.

Chang Ning’s eyes were practically shooting flames.

Cai Zhao quickly withdrew her hand, although she didn’t understand why she should feel guilty.

“Alright, alright, I’ve finished talking with Third Senior Brother. Let’s hurry and leave,” she said, knowing that continuing the conversation would lead nowhere good. “Third Senior Brother, please go about your business. We’ll meet again… Farewell!”

Then she grabbed Chang Ning’s sleeve and was about to leave. Before departing, she hesitated and turned back, “Third Senior Brother, have you heard of the ‘Thousand Faces Sect’?” Seeing Song Yuzhi’s pupils contract, she added, “I think your suspicions aren’t unfounded.”

With that, she ran away as fast as she could before Chang Ning could react as if fleeing from debt collectors.

Song Yuzhi stood motionless.

A moment later, he bowed respectfully towards the direction they had disappeared, bidding them farewell.

…

Cai Zhao dragged Chang Ning to the restaurant where she had stolen the teapot. They requested the top floor room with windows on three sides and left the door wide open before sitting down.

Chang Ning elegantly adjusted his sleeves. “You’re quite cautious, choosing a room like this to avoid eavesdroppers. It’s a pity you ran so quickly earlier. Otherwise, we could have invited Young Master Song to join us.”

Cai Zhao paused in pouring tea and glared at Chang Ning. “We’ve found my father, so stop arguing! It would’ve been ridiculous to chat with Third Senior Brother while desperately escaping.”

Heaven knows, Chang Ning hadn’t cared about anyone’s feelings since he was five. Thanks to Miss Cai, he’d recently relearned this skill. Seeing the girl’s patience wearing thin, he could only snort softly, indicating he’d let the matter drop.

Cai Zhao quickly recounted Song Yuzhi’s suspicions.

Chang Ning’s expression changed slightly. “So, Sect Leader Qi has already been…” He stopped abruptly as three or four waiters approached with large plates of food.

The waiters, having received a generous tip, efficiently served all the dishes. Cai Zhao then instructed them not to return unless called.

Once the waiters disappeared down the stairs, Cai Zhao lowered her voice. “So, I wanted to ask about this… ‘body-switching technique.’ What’s the Thousand Faces Sect? I’ve never heard of it.”

Chang Ning gathered his thoughts. “It’s not surprising you haven’t heard of it. Even if one occasionally… peruses ancient texts in the Nine Provinces, they’d only know that such a sect once existed.”

Cai Zhao seemed not to notice his odd pause, listening intently.

Somewhat relieved, Chang Ning continued, “According to the texts, records of this body-switching technique date back to two hundred years ago. During the great battle between the Northern Chen Ancestor and various demonic forces, there was reportedly a man with extraordinary abilities. He possessed the power of natural transformation, capable of altering a person’s appearance and physique imperceptibly, leaving no trace. After the Ancestor’s demise, Northern Chen split into six branches, and this talented individual went into seclusion. His name was never heard again in the martial world. Due to the passage of time, later generations regarded this as a mere legend. I was shocked to see the true form of that Thousand Faces young master earlier. I hadn’t expected anyone from that sect to still be alive.”

Cai Zhao listened, entranced. “How incredible! Why hasn’t Aunt ever mentioned this?”

Chang Ning continued, “About seventy or eighty years later, a descendant of this gifted individual suddenly appeared in the martial world. He established the Thousand Faces Sect, recruiting disciples and building forces. The sect then flourished for a time, but as they say, what goes up must come down…”

Cai Zhao scoffed, “It’s not just about rising and falling. The Thousand Faces Sect couldn’t last long. Their specialty was essentially becoming someone else – in other words, deception! How could a sect based on trickery expect to reach great heights? Even evil cults work hard to cultivate their skills, devise schemes, and expand their territories through murder and arson.”

“Zhao Zhao, your words are a bit crude,” Chang Ning said, habitually piling food into her bowl. “The Thousand Faces Sect caused havoc in the martial world for nearly twenty years. Later, a sect leader nicknamed ‘Thousand Faces Demon Butcher’ emerged. It’s said his family met with disaster when he was young, and all his relatives were brutally killed.”

Cai Zhao felt a chill.

Chang Ning continued, “While the Demon Butcher’s background was indeed pitiful, his revenge was excessively brutal. He implicated many innocents – killing infants, young children learning to speak, and even servants who cooked and tended fires. How could the righteous sects stand by? So, he had to lead his entire sect to seek refuge with the evil cults. Initially, the evil cults valued the Thousand Faces Sect, but as that hook-nosed man said today, the bigger their sect grew, the more others became wary. So…”

“So the evil cults destroyed the Thousand Faces Sect?!” Cai Zhao asked tensely.

Chang Ning smiled. “No, the evil cults didn’t make a move. After all, they had recruited them; it wouldn’t make sense to turn on them without reason. They simply leaked information about the sect’s hiding place and the surrounding traps and formations.”

Cai Zhao was surprised. “…The righteous sects took action?”

Chang Ning nodded. “That day, under the pretext of celebration and rewards, the evil cults gathered all the Thousand Faces Sect disciples at their hideout. Then, the six Northern Chen sects sent their best fighters, along with almost all renowned martial artists of the time… In short, blood flowed like a river, and no one from the Thousand Faces Sect survived.”

Cai Zhao felt this was too tragic and shook her head slightly. “They should have just severely punished the evildoers, not completely eradicated them…”

Chang Ning smiled meaningfully. “No, if it was just about punishment, they wouldn’t have needed to eliminate everyone.”

Cai Zhao froze. “…They… they wanted to completely eradicate the sect’s techniques?”

“Correct,” Chang Ning said. “As long as someone knew their techniques, no one could sleep soundly.”

It was, at its core, a massacre carried out with the tacit agreement of both righteous and evil factions.

Cai Zhao was stunned for a while, then murmured, “No wonder there’s no mention of this in our family’s ancestral records. I suppose other major sects wouldn’t record such things either. Even Aunt might not know about it.”

Collaborating with evil cults and destroying an entire sect out of fear were hardly glorious deeds.

Perhaps even the evil cults were happy not to mention it. So, everyone worked together to erase all traces of the sect’s existence, burying this history in the river of time.

“We’ve talked so much, but how do we counter this technique?” she finally remembered their ultimate goal. “Acupoints can be unblocked, but how do we expose someone who’s been transformed by the Thousand Faces Sect?”

Chang Ning spread his hands. “I don’t know either.”

He added, “Few people have even heard of this technique, so how would anyone know how to counter it?”

Cai Zhao mused, “We should have captured that Thousand Faces young master. We didn’t make much commotion, but Senior Brother Zhuang discovered the drugged Senior Brother Fan. They’ll probably search the surrounding alleys soon. How will that person evade questioning?”

“How to evade? It’s simple,” Chang Ning looked out the window towards the west side of town. “Burn it all down.”

Cai Zhao was shocked and rushed to the window. Indeed, fierce flames and thick smoke were rising from the western part of town. She exclaimed, “They’re setting fire to houses?”

“Burning it all leaves no traces. Once things calm down, they’ll find another residence to hide in,” Chang Ning poured himself a drink. “We won’t know where to look for them next.”

“Those people, are they from the evil cults?” Cai Zhao sat back at the table. “How many people have they replaced? Did they kidnap my father to replace him with an impostor?”

“For now, your father should be safe,” Chang Ning piled more food on her plate. “Remember, that Thousand Faces young master said his last transformation was half a month ago, but your father only disappeared yesterday.”

He continued, “Besides, do you know how difficult it is to impersonate someone?”

Cai Zhao guessed about accents, handwriting, and habitual movements, all of which Chang Ning dismissed. “It’s about martial arts. Especially for someone of your father’s skill level – where would the evil cults find a comparably skilled expert to impersonate him? …Damn it!”

He suddenly put down his chopsticks. “Now I understand why they attacked Sect Leader Qi! Only if he was injured would an impostor be able to avoid demonstrating his skills!”

Cai Zhao had a sudden realization.

Chang Ning slammed his chopsticks on the table. “Originally, Sect Leader Qi was supposed to be ‘seriously injured,’ but he was only lightly wounded because someone intervened. That’s why the impostor later had to claim ‘the poison hasn’t cleared, and the injury has worsened’!”

After thinking for a moment, he added, “Perhaps they originally planned to replace Song Yuzhi! Hey, could Song Yuzhi already be an impostor?”

Cai Zhao replied irritably, “If Song Yuzhi were fake, wouldn’t everyone at Guangtian Gate be blind? I’ve heard that among the returning protectors, two watched Song Yuzhi grow up, and two spent seven or eight years with him at the Qingque Sect!”

Chang Ning made a disappointed sound.

“I don’t think they’ve replaced that many people,” Cai Zhao said thoughtfully.

“From what the Thousand Faces young master said, the longer the impersonation, the more energy it consumes. Replacing Senior Brother Fan for just a few days left him exhausted. For someone in an important position, they’d need to maintain the disguise for at least a few months. Moreover, I think they must have multiple ‘Thousand Faces young masters’.” She reasoned that if replacing people were easy, they would have replaced Manager Chen or bribed him instead of all the formalities.

Chang Ning considered this and agreed.

Cai Zhao took out a handkerchief-wrapped golden needle from her pocket. “This was taken from the back of Senior Brother Fan’s neck. Do you recognize it? Manager Chen called it the ‘Soul-Confusing Needle’.”

Chang Ning examined the needle. “Yes, that’s it. It’s a trivial tool of unorthodox sects.”

“Trivial? It seems powerful. Senior Brother Fan didn’t wake up even with all the commotion we caused nearby.”

“It is trivial,” Chang Ning tossed the needle aside disdainfully. “The Soul-Confusing Needle’s power lies not in the needle itself, but in the drug it’s soaked in. It renders a person unconscious immediately when inserted into an acupoint. However, it has a major flaw – the drug has an extremely strong odor that lingers. Unless you have no sense of smell, you can detect it from two or three zhang away.”

“To use the needle, one must carry a small, odor-proof syringe. The moment it’s opened, the scent disperses instantly, alerting everyone nearby. In other words, the Soul-Confusing Needle can only be used for sneak attacks, striking vital points with lightning speed. But if you can sneak attack, why not just use a poisoned blade or needle without any smell? This tool is only used when they want to capture someone alive. Given the effort they’ve expended to capture them, I believe your father and Sect Leader Qi are likely still alive.”

Cai Zhao stared blankly for a moment before saying, “No wonder I always liked the bitter medicinal smell in Master’s room. Now I realize it was probably used to mask the Soul-Confusing Needle’s scent.”

“We’ve learned a lot today, but we face two challenges. First, how many people have been replaced? Second, how do we counter this body-switching technique? To answer these questions, we need to interrogate that Thousand Faces young master. However, after today’s events, who knows where they’ve moved him.”

Chang Ning tapped his wine cup with a chopstick, looking every bit the elegant, carefree drinker.

“I know,” Cai Zhao suddenly said.

Chang Ning stopped tapping, thinking he’d misheard. “What did you say?”

Cai Zhao: “I said, I might know the general area where the Thousand Faces young master is.”

Chang Ning’s eyes were clear, untouched by alcohol. “…What pill did the young master take earlier?”

Cai Zhao smiled wryly. “Like the Soul-Confusing Needle, it’s another rather useless thing.”

She looked at the sky outside the window. “It’s almost time. Let’s go buy a hunting dog.”

…

Qingque Town backed onto the majestic and treacherous Mount Jiuli, surrounded by dense, vast forests.

Where there are forests, there’s abundant wildlife.

Where there’s wildlife, there are hunters.

Where there are hunters, there are hunting dogs.

Thus, Cai Zhao easily found a hunter’s shop at the edge of town. She spent all the gold and silver in her purse to buy a small, keen-scented hunting dog. In a secluded spot, she took out a small wax ball from her pocket, crushed it, and smeared the oil inside onto a handkerchief. She then let the dog sniff it.

As night fell, Chang Ning and Cai Zhao strolled through town with the dog, appearing quite refined to onlookers.

Cai Zhao explained in a low voice as they walked.

“The thing the Thousand Faces young master ate is called the ‘Hidden Fragrance Pill,’ made by my mother.”

“In her youth, my mother loved fragrances. Well, many girls do. But who has time to burn incense when traveling? Pouring perfume directly on oneself leads to embarrassing sweating during fights. So, my mother wondered if there was a pill that could make the body naturally emit fragrance. Unfortunately, she couldn’t figure it out until the Battle of Mount Tu.”

“After settling in Luoying Valley, she finally had the leisure to perfect the ‘Hidden Fragrance Pill.’ Those who take it begin to emit a fragrance after half an hour. Alas, it’s time-consuming and expensive to make, and the scent isn’t even pleasant. Aunt joked that it smells like cheap perfume used by a flirtatious innkeeper to attract customers, left for three years, rained on, and then doused with vinegar.”

“Mother was so angry she threw away the entire box of pills. Aunt said it was a waste and retrieved them to experiment. We fed them to chickens, ducks, pigs, dogs, horses… and naturally, people too.”

“The fragrance lasts longer on humans, about two hours. It’s shorter for animals. After that, the scent disappears completely. Later, Father said that while the fragrance might not smell good, it could be used for tracking. But in practice, it proved quite useless.”

Chang Ning was intrigued. “How so?”

Cai Zhao sighed, “Anyone with internal energy can easily expel the drug’s effects once they notice it.”

Chang Ning chuckled, “Well, nothing’s perfect.”

He then stopped and turned to the girl. “How confident are you? Do you think the Thousand Faces young master won’t expel the fragrance?”

Cai Zhao tilted her head and counted on her fingers: “First, the young master’s martial skills are weak, and he just expended a lot of energy using the ‘body-switching technique.’ Even if he had some energy left, it’s probably depleted now.”

“But he could ask others to help him expel it,” Chang Ning questioned.

“True,” Cai Zhao said, “But secondly, this young master loves beauty and was already wearing perfume. They’re in a hurry to hide after setting the fire, so they might not notice the Hidden Fragrance Pill’s scent. We can take a gamble.”

Chang Ning nodded, then smiled with a hint of warmth.

“We don’t need to gamble. That young master isn’t willing to be imprisoned,” he said. “You might not have noticed, but when he was groping Fan Xing, he slipped a paper ball into his palm. After completing the technique and collapsing next to Fan Xing, he quickly retrieved the paper when he heard they were going to kill Fan Xing and hid it in his sleeve.”

Cai Zhao’s eyes widened. “You mean…” She found men touching men unsightly, so she hadn’t paid close attention.

“I guess that paper ball had some plea for help written on it,” Chang Ning said.

For the first time in two days, Cai Zhao showed a genuinely relieved smile.

…

Qingque Town had two main gates: the South Gate and the East Gate, with Mount Jiuli to the west and north.

Chang Ning and Cai Zhao first took the hunting dog to both gates, confirming that the group hadn’t left Qingque Town—they were still inside.

Then they walked through all the residential areas, including the recently burned alley, in case the group had doubled back.

But they found nothing.

So they wandered through taverns, teahouses, and restaurants. These places were full of alcohol and food smells, but the ‘Hidden Fragrance Pill’ had a unique scent. Cai Zhao had tested it in Luoying Town’s busy market, and the hunting dog could distinguish it.

Still, there was no trace.

As the two-hour mark approached and the pill was about to lose effect, Cai Zhao grew anxious.

Chang Ning suddenly said, “Let’s check Mount Jiuli.”

Cai Zhao was stunned.

At first, she thought Chang Ning was being absurd. Only a madman would voluntarily walk into danger. Even if Qi Yunke had been replaced, there were many skilled martial artists among the inner and outer disciples, and hundreds of disciples weren’t pushovers. A fake who only dared to hide in the sick room couldn’t control everything. But then why did they need to replace Fan Xing?

But then she reconsidered—what if?

So they hurried to the northwest. As soon as they reached the foot of Mount Jiuli, the hunting dog began barking fiercely. Well-trained hunting dogs instinctively rush towards their prey’s location. If Chang Ning hadn’t held the leash tightly, the dog would have raced up the mountain.

A chill ran down Cai Zhao’s spine as she looked fearfully at Chang Ning.

Chang Ning scooped up the dog and said in a low voice, “Quickly, up the mountain.”

Using their internal energy, they flew through the forest like birds, startling sleeping fowl as they raced up the mountain.

Reaching Windy Cloud Peak, Chang Ning quickly set down the dog.

It immediately ran towards the cliff, barking incessantly.

The dog’s barking attracted the attention of the disciples guarding Windy Cloud Peak.

It was late, and the iron chains should have been locked away, but earlier, Song Yuzhi had instructed them to let Cai Zhao cross if she came, to avoid any accidents.

Song Yuzhi’s authority in the Qingque Sect was second only to Qi Yunke’s, and his fairness even surpassed him. The guards naturally obeyed.

So, in the deep night at Windy Cloud Peak, the horn sounded again. After seeing the correct flag signals and recognizing Chang Ning and Cai Zhao, the disciples on the other side quickly released the iron chains.

Chang Ning and Cai Zhao swiftly crossed with the dog. As soon as they landed on Thousand Mountains and Rivers Cliff, the dog in Chang Ning’s arms struggled free and raced away—Chang Ning followed with a quick step.

A young disciple by the chain box smiled and asked, “Did Junior Sister buy a dog for company?”

Cai Zhao smiled awkwardly, “Haha, yes.”

“The dog seems well-behaved. Junior Sister will need to take good care of it,” the disciple thought, assuming Cai Zhao had bought the dog to comfort herself over her father’s disappearance. How young and naive.

Cai Zhao hurried after Chang Ning. Not far along, she found Chang Ning and the dog near a bush.

The dog was sniffing and circling the bush but could no longer determine the direction.

Chang Ning stood nearby, frowning.

Cai Zhao looked up at the sky.

It was the first hour of the Zi period, with the moon directly overhead. The pill’s effect had worn off.
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As the sun gradually sank, a gray-blue mist enveloped the mountains.

Chang Ning lay on his yellow pear wood bed, adorned with delicate gauze curtains. His jet-black, thick hair spread across half the bed, undulating like luxurious, heavy silk. He gazed silently at the patterns on the canopy, where elegant cyan bamboo branches were embroidered alongside clusters of small red flowers. In the distance, a small golden toad seemed to leap.

The jade-cut curtains, embroidered with lotus-fallen needles, bore patterns drawn by Cai Zhao.

Chang Ning’s lips curled slightly—he knew the young girl secretly cursed him, but he pretended not to know.

Rising and dressing, he briefly groomed himself. The face in the mirror was covered in poisonous sores, its features blurred.

He couldn’t help but smile. The girl had often expressed disgust at his face, yet she always stayed by his side, caring for him attentively these days.

If others tried to bully him, she would protect him; if he tried to bully others, she would stop him. Whenever he saw the girl’s anxious and fiery demeanor, he found it indescribably amusing.

She was tough on the outside but soft-hearted. Even if she discovered his secrets in the future, she wouldn’t stay angry for long.

Since she treated him so well, he would treat her well in return.

Sitting at the table, he spread paper and took up a brush. Closing his eyes in concentration, he searched through the forest of memories in his mind. Finally, on an inconspicuous small tree, he found a mottled leaf fragment:

“…In the second month of the Guiyou year, Sect Leader Nie heard that Elder Yaoguang Zuo Qianqiu had conspired with Yin, the bandit of the Qingque Sect, and Chu Guan Canghuan. Grieved, he ordered his subordinates to rescue Elder Kaiyang. Alas, they failed on the brink of success, losing many brave warriors. Elder Kaiyang also perished. The northern bandits were heavily guarded; let this be a warning to future generations.”

Below was a rough sketch: a pointed shadow stretched on rocky ground under the setting sun.

Beside it, a small note read: “This is the beginning. Three li east, then turn and go four li. Repeat twice. Upon reaching a shallow stream, head north. It’s not far from there.”

Chang Ning carefully reproduced the sketch from his memory, examined it twice, then folded it and tucked it into his robe.

He then pushed open the door and stepped out.

The evening breeze was refreshingly cool, especially invigorating as it caressed his face.

Cai Zhao’s door remained tightly shut; she was still sound asleep.

Chang Ning wanted to see the girl’s sleeping face before leaving, but he found Feicui standing guard at Cai Zhao’s door, cold as ice, hand on her sword.

Furong smiled apologetically. “The young miss hasn’t awakened yet. This… um, perhaps you should wait, young master…”

Chang Ning wasn’t angry; the two maids were loyal and reliable—a blessing for Cai Zhao.

He said gently, “Just open the window. Let me take a quick look.”

This was acceptable, so Furong quietly opened the window halfway.

Behind the cyan gauze curtains, the girl slept peacefully, her breathing even, her cheeks flushed, like a porcelain doll.

Chang Ning watched for a moment, unconsciously smiling.

“I’ll be back soon. Take good care of Zhao Zhao,” he said.

Then, sweeping up his long sleeves, he vanished into the gray-blue twilight like the wind.

The wind was cold and the dew damp, but knowing the girl was sleeping soundly filled his heart with indescribable warmth.

Since Cai Pingchun’s disappearance two nights ago, the girl hadn’t rested properly. Last night, after returning to Qingjing Zhai, they each retired to their rooms. He awoke at midnight to see a dim light in the room across, where the slender girl paced back and forth.

Poor thing, he thought. She’d encountered an unreliable master who fell for a trick so easily, leaving her without support.

At dawn, Cai Zhao hurried to find Fan Xingjia. Fan was utterly confused, remembering only that he had been talking with Steward Chen before suddenly losing consciousness. When he awoke, he found himself in a small alley in town, with his senior disciple Zhuang Shu nearly shouting at him deaf.

Fan rubbed his head, wincing slightly. He suspected he had been transported down the mountain in a box, explaining the several bumps on his head.

He had intended to question Steward Chen, but Zhuang Shu had discovered Chen’s body in a ravine early that morning. Allegedly, Chen had fallen and hit his head while drunk—though Chen wasn’t known for heavy drinking.

An atmosphere of anxiety and unease enveloped the Qingque Sect. Under ‘Qi Yunke’s orders, dozens of grim-faced strangers entered Wanshui Qianshan Cliff. The disciples sensed an inexplicable danger approaching.

Lei Xiuming and Li Xunxin felt uneasy and wanted to speak with Qi Yunke. However, they were stopped outside the infirmary. Observing the heavily guarded main courtyard and Chuitian Wu, which was as impenetrable as a fortress, they both felt a chill run down their spines. They could only return and instruct their disciples to stay indoors.

Jiuli Mountain no longer echoed with its usual laughter and cheer.

Cai Zhao intercepted Fan Xingjia as he was heading to the medicine pavilion. She asked if the Qingque Sect had any prisons.

Fan affirmed they did. “Our Qingque Sect follows the law. How could we not have prisons? Dry prisons, water prisons, ordinary prisons—we have them all.” He not only told Cai Zhao where the prisons were but also offered to show her personally.

The dry prison was the busiest. It held two thieves, seven or eight street thugs, and a despicable man who had sold his infant son while drunk and insulted his wife’s sister who had come to visit.

Elder Li suggested castrating him and sending him to hard labor—quick and efficient.

Elder Lei proposed using him as a test subject for medicines—no waste that way.

They were still discussing the matter.

The water prison was located in a cave beneath a stream. It was damp, cold, and terrifyingly dark. Even the toughest person would be broken after half a year there. It was said that in the past, prisoners from the demonic sects begged for death but couldn’t die there.

Since Qi Yunke had taken over, the jianghu had been peaceful, and the water prison had fallen into disuse.

The ordinary prison held five or six sect disciples who had violated rules—typical cases of drunken brawls or extortion among peers, nothing unusual.

The enthusiastic Young Master Fan explained all this in great detail, seemingly forgetting his headache.

Cai Zhao knew that the Thousand-Faced Young Master wouldn’t simply be thrown into a prison cell—he wasn’t a fool. Still, she couldn’t help feeling disappointed. After some thought, she decided Muweixing Palace was the most likely location. She was about to rush off to investigate when Chang Ning stopped her.

“Muweixing Palace has three front halls, three back halls, plus annexes and guest rooms. The impostors don’t have enough manpower to guard all that,” Chang Ning explained. “Unless they’ve put him in the main courtyard where the Sect Leader resides.”

He sneered, “Keeping him with the Thousand Faces Sect members would be risky. The one surnamed Qian must be held elsewhere.”

Cai Zhao’s eyes darkened, and she gritted her teeth. “He must be somewhere in the sect. I’ll turn this place upside down to find him!”

“Who goes digging around in broad daylight?” Chang Ning placed his hand on the girl’s shoulder and said gently, “Go rest first. When night falls, I’ll accompany you to search every courtyard thoroughly.”

Cai Zhao agreed, realizing how tired she was, and returned to her room to rest.

When she finally awoke, darkness had fallen completely.

The door creaked open, and a young man in flowing robes entered, carrying a lamp. In the dim, yellow light, his tall, slender figure resembled an elegant mountain peak from a faded painting.

Cai Zhao sat up in bed and observed him for a moment. “…You have two fewer sores on your face,” she noted.

“Is that so? They must be healing,” Chang Ning replied nonchalantly, placing the lamp on the table.

Cai Zhao lowered her head and rubbed her eyes. She thought to herself that he must have been very handsome originally, both heroic and beautiful. Unfortunately, she might never see him that way.

Chang Ning sat on the edge of the bed, gazing at the girl’s fluffy hair and her soft cheeks marked by sleep. A wave of affection washed over him.

“Get up and wash,” he said gently. “After you’ve eaten, we’ll set out.” He knew what weighed most heavily on her mind.

As expected, Cai Zhao immediately raised her head, grasping his sleeve. “Do you know where to look?” she asked eagerly.

Chang Ning replied confidently, “I went out to investigate earlier. I believe I’ve found the place.”

Cai Zhao’s excitement was palpable, but suddenly she felt something cold and wet in her palm. Opening her hand, she realized it was Chang Ning’s sleeve. Understanding dawned on her, and she felt a pang of guilt. “…Is the dew outside very heavy?” she asked hesitantly.

Chang Ning’s smile deepened. “The mountain air is particularly damp tonight, and it’s bitterly cold. You should dress warmly when we go out.”

Cai Zhao turned her face away, then after a moment, murmured a soft agreement.

…

The world outside was pitch black.

Neither stars nor moon shone through the thick, gathering clouds. Howling mountain winds bent trees and grass, making it difficult even to stand. The towering peaks loomed overhead, seeming ready to swallow them whole.

“It’s over there,” Chang Ning pointed to an unremarkable compound in the distance.

The Qing Que Sect occupied vast grounds, with dozens of courtyards scattered about. Chang Ning indicated a storage area near the back mountain—a desolate, secluded place shielded by dense forest, rarely visited by anyone.

Cai Zhao could already make out more than a dozen shadowy figures moving slowly through the waist-high wild grass, silently guarding the perimeter of the building like ghosts in the moonless night.

However, the darkness also worked to Chang Ning and Cai Zhao’s advantage.

They approached silently, avoiding the patrolling black-clad figures when possible. When they couldn’t evade them, they swiftly incapacitated them and gently laid them in the grass. Finally, they slipped in through a side window.

The building had front and back sections, with at least seven or eight rooms in total. Each room was crammed with an assortment of miscellaneous items. Chang Ning, holding Cai Zhao’s hand, felt his way to the second-to-last room.

“It should be here,” he whispered.

Cai Zhao took out a night pearl wrapped in gauze. By its faint light, they surveyed the room.

They had entered from the south. The east wall was stacked high with tables and chairs, covered in cobwebs. The west wall was bare. Against the north wall stood several enormous chests.

After carefully examining the room, Cai Zhao walked directly to the north wall and pointed at the largest chest. “There’s a mechanism here,” she said.

Chang Ning asked, “How do you know?”

Cai Zhao sighed. “Mechanisms and formations were my maternal grandfather’s true expertise. But his parents said it was an unorthodox practice, so he had to practice in secret while traveling.” She paused, then added, “That was before he met my Buddhist-inclined grandmother.”

Chang Ning chuckled softly.

Cai Zhao handed him the night pearl and began feeling around the chests. Suddenly, she exclaimed, “Found it. Here.”

Chang Ning squinted to see. One of the chests was firmly nailed to the floor.

As he moved to shift the chest, Cai Zhao stopped him.

Her eyes were fixed on the large black iron lock on the chest. While dust covered everything else around, this lock, though dull, felt smooth to the touch.

“Someone touches it frequently,” Chang Ning observed quietly.

Cai Zhao removed one of her earrings, straightened the thin silver hook, and carefully probed the lock’s grooves and indentations. After a moment, a smile spread across her face. “Got it,” she whispered.

In the darkness, they heard a faint click. Cai Zhao had pressed down on one of the lock’s indentations, causing the entire mechanism to slowly turn open, revealing a rope handle behind it.

Chang Ning and Cai Zhao exchanged glances. They both reached for the handle but hesitated, worried that pulling it might alert the guards outside.

Just then, a deafening rumble of thunder shook the air. They froze, then broke into smiles of relief—it was indeed going to rain tonight!

Chang Ning gripped the rope handle firmly. When another thunderclap boomed, he pulled with lightning speed. A series of creaking sounds followed as another chest slowly moved aside, revealing a hole in the floor with a deep staircase leading underground.

Chang Ning couldn’t help but laugh softly. “Fan Xing Jia was right. The Qing Que Sect truly has every kind of prison imaginable. Even an underground dungeon.”

Cai Zhao chuckled, lightly hitting him before jumping into the hole.

Chang Ning followed close behind.

Volume Two – Audacious Sun Chapter 40
The pitch-black cave resembled a gateway to the depths of hell. The girl’s luminous pearl illuminated only three steps ahead, yet she pressed on without hesitation. Changning, watching the faint light ahead, felt a twinge of unease.

Ten deep gray stone steps led downward, then a turn, followed by another ten steps, and another turn. This opened into a dark stone chamber, about seven or eight zhang wide and one and a half times the height of a person. Besides a table, a stool, and a bed, the room contained only three iron racks on the stone wall—two large and one small—for storing miscellaneous items. A tiny lamp on the table cast a dim, cold light.

After just one day apart, the Young Master Qian seemed to have lost five jin and aged three years. His once-luxurious robes were now wrinkled and disheveled. His hair was uncombed and his face unwashed. He sat ungracefully on the straw-covered stone bed with one leg curled up and the other dangling, his ankle still shackled by an iron chain embedded in the wall. Beside him sat a coarse ceramic bowl containing two cold steamed buns, one of which had been partially eaten.

Upon hearing footsteps, Young Master Qian leaped up, puffing out his chest proudly. “You needn’t bring me food,” he declared haughtily. “I said I wouldn’t eat, and I won’t. Even dogs would turn their noses up at this coarse, cold fare… Wait, who are you?” He noticed two unfamiliar figures.

Cai Zhao tucked the luminous pearl into her robe. “We’re here to save your feet,” she stated.

Young Master Qian’s eyes widened as he pointed at Cai Zhao. “You… you…” Then, gesturing to the tall youth behind her, he exclaimed, “And you, from that day… Both of you?!” Being an expert in the art of body transformation, he quickly recognized their true forms once prompted.

Realizing who they were, anger surged within him. He burst into a tirade: “How dare you show your faces here! I was living comfortably, eating and drinking well, until you two meddled and got me locked up in this wretched place!”

Changning retorted coldly, “Pigs also eat and drink well, living comfortably. However, once they’re fattened up, they’re slaughtered immediately. They’re counting on your body transformation technique now, but once someone else learns your skills, do you think you’ll fare much better than a pig awaiting slaughter?”

Young Master Qian shuddered, fear crossing his face. “They… they said it was too exhausting. They promised to find me two filial disciples after this period…”

“And once those disciples learn the technique,” Changning interrupted, “they can dispose of their master.”

Unwilling to appear weak, Young Master Qian raised his chin defiantly. “I never wanted disciples anyway. They forced me. I’d rather die than comply. Don’t try to intimidate me—I won’t tell you anything!”

Ignoring him, Cai Zhao turned to Changning. “In that case, let’s cut off his feet and take him back for questioning.”

“Agreed,” Changning chuckled, forming his hand into a blade-like shape as he approached Young Master Qian.

Terrified, Young Master Qian shrank back onto the stone bed. “Don’t do anything rash! This place is heavily guarded. If I shout, neither of you will escape!”

Changning glanced back at Cai Zhao. “Maybe we should just kill him. This fool won’t reveal anything even if we take him back—who could hear a shout from this underground stone room? Unless he knows the Lion’s Roar technique… Does he look like he’s mastered that skill?”

Cai Zhao’s lips curled into a smirk. “He doesn’t look like he’s practiced the Lion’s Roar, but he might have mastered the Turtle Fist.” This was a common technique used by street ruffians.

Young Master Qian’s face alternated between shades of green and red, unable to settle on a color. Finally, he meekly said, “Ask what you want. I’ll tell you what I know.”

Changning, who had no questions, swept his sleeves aside and sat at the stone table, waiting for the girl to inquire.

“Don’t worry, we won’t force you,” Cai Zhao approached the stone bed. “First, did they capture more than one Face-Changer?”

Young Master Qian’s face suddenly turned pale. “…I don’t know how many they caught, but when the Face-Changers were massacred years ago, only my master escaped. After my master passed away, I became the last Face-Changer.”

“You’re lying from the very first sentence,” Changning interjected. “The Face-Changers were wiped out ninety years ago. How could your master still be alive recently?!”

Young Master Qian quickly responded, “My master was thirteen when the massacre happened. He passed away ten years ago at the age of ninety-six. How about that!”

Changning fell silent, turning away.

Cai Zhao nodded. “Second question: How many people have you transformed for them so far?”

Young Master Qian hesitated slightly. “Not counting the Mister Fan from yesterday, eight and a half in total. The half didn’t work out—but that wasn’t my fault. I only had a painting to work from, not a real person. How was I supposed to transform accurately?”

Cai Zhao pressed on. “Do you know who these eight people were?”

Young Master Qian let out a strange cry. “My lady, look at these shackles! They captured me—do you think they’d confide in me? I only knew their faces, not their names or backgrounds.”

Cai Zhao asked if any of them had round faces. Young Master Qian meticulously replied that three had round faces, asking if she meant oval, perfectly round, or just generally round. Exasperated, Cai Zhao asked about square faces. Again, Young Master Qian responded academically, saying three had square faces, inquiring if she meant perfectly square, rectangular, or trapezoid.

Amused yet irritated, Cai Zhao said, “Surely you’d recognize if any of them were famous in the martial arts world?”

Feeling wronged, Young Master Qian cried out, “I’m lower than a street rat! My master lived in hiding his entire life, changing names and locations constantly. If it weren’t for a slip-up a year ago, we’d never have had any contact with the martial arts world!”

Cai Zhao’s palm itched with the urge to strike him. To avoid breaking this fool’s nose, she moved away from the stone bed, walking to the iron racks before turning back. “Fine. I have one last question for you—and you must know the answer to this one!”

After catching her breath, she asked, “How can your body transformation technique be undone?”

Hearing this, Young Master Qian’s expression became a mix of pride and embarrassment. He smiled apologetically, “Well… the best method is to wait for the effect to wear off naturally. After all, it’s just a trick to fool people. It can’t last forever. Once the time is up… Hey, hey, don’t come closer!”

Changning had risen, lifting the stone stool as if to strike. Young Master Qian cowered, shrinking back.

“Of the eight people you’ve transformed,” Cai Zhao asked, still hopeful, “what’s the longest the effect has lasted?”

Young Master Qian stammered, “…Six months.”

Cai Zhao leaped onto the stone bed, grabbing Young Master Qian’s collar—in six months, her father’s ashes might already be scattered!

“There’s another way!” Young Master Qian screamed, shielding his face.

Cai Zhao paused.

Gasping for air, Young Master Qian continued, “Death. If the person dies, the technique is immediately nullified!”

He swallowed hard. “Didn’t you see it that day? As soon as Little Gong died, his appearance instantly reverted!”

Cai Zhao turned her head, her thoughts flashing back to the final moments after hiding in the secret chamber of Fan Xing’s house the day before—a thunderous crash, and on the blood-soaked carpet, Fan Xing’s corpse was twisting and changing shape…

She whirled back, demanding, “Does it have to be death? Won’t internal injuries or a knife wound reveal the original form?”

“No injury will work unless the person willingly disperses their energy. Only death will do—when a person dies, their dantian ruptures, their qi dissipates, and their meridians break. Only then will the original form be revealed!”

Young Master Qian loosened his collar, indignantly continuing, “Why do you think both righteous and evil factions joined forces to exterminate our sect back then? If the body transformation technique had a weakness, they wouldn’t have feared us so much! Hah! The sea may turn into mulberry fields, mountains and rivers may shift, but the body transformation technique will never change—that’s what my master said!”

Cai Zhao frowned, looking towards Changning.

Changning spoke slowly, “If we kill the impostor, we won’t be able to question him. But if we don’t kill him, and he refuses to admit anything, what can we do? We’re truly caught between a rock and a hard place.”

He turned to Young Master Qian. “When did you come to Qingque Town?”

Young Master Qian was taken aback. “So this is Qingque Town? Three months ago, they put me in a box and brought me here. They had me hide in corners of taverns and such, repeatedly observing one person. I just watched him for two and a half months before daring to use the body transformation technique. He was quite imposing—everyone bowed to him.”

He sighed. “Including yesterday’s Mister Fan, I’ve completely depleted my energy. I won’t be able to transform again without resting for a month or so.”

“So you were already lurking in Qingque Town before the grand ceremony,” Changning mused, his eyes suddenly gleaming.

He turned to Cai Zhao with a smile. “Remember yesterday when you couldn’t understand why they dared to bring this person to Wanshui Qianshan Cliff? Now it’s clear—in a month or so, Song Shijun will come to see his son.”

A flash of realization struck Cai Zhao. “…And a month after that, Uncle Zhou will come!”

Changning lowered his head, gently smoothing his sleeves. “That fence-sitter Si Qi, with Taichu Observatory half in ruins, your father and Sect Leader Qi already captured—if they can replace Master Song and Master Zhou, hmph, their grand plan can succeed.”

He slowly stood up, his smile gentle. “To prevent the Six Sects of Beichen from being wiped out in one fell swoop, we should kill him first. Once he’s dead, no one in the world will understand the body transformation technique anymore.”

Young Master Qian pressed himself against the wall in terror, his voice trembling. “No, no, please don’t kill me! I’ve never done anything bad. I’ve always hidden well, never getting involved in martial arts affairs…”

Cai Zhao stood with her back turned, silently facing the large iron rack on the stone wall.

After a moment, she turned around and tugged at Changning’s sleeve, whispering, “Let’s go. We’ve been in here too long; people outside might get suspicious.”

Changning couldn’t believe it. He said in a deep voice, “Don’t be soft-hearted now. If we don’t kill him, it’ll lead to endless trouble!”

Unable to move the tall youth, Cai Zhao turned back. She forced a smile, her eyes seemingly glistening. “Have you heard of the two things my aunt was most proud of in her life?”

Changning snorted in frustration.

Cai Zhao lowered her head, speaking in a muffled voice. “On her deathbed, my aunt said she was most proud that she never killed Nie Hengcheng, and that… no matter how desperate the situation, she never killed an innocent person; no matter how difficult, she never stood by when an innocent person was in danger.”

She had heard these words on the tower before, thinking them ordinary at the time. Only now did she realize how difficult it was to accomplish these two things.

Changning’s chest heaved with anger, his eyes cold. “Your father’s fate is unknown. Can’t you make an exception in this urgent situation?!”

The usually gentle girl stubbornly shook her head. “No, we must not cross that line. Once there’s a first time, there will be many more.”

She raised her head, smiling. “When I first met you, I didn’t know who you were. It was because of my aunt’s words that I felt compelled to save you, even in my confusion.”

Remembering the carefree, lively girl from that spring day, Changning’s heart softened.

He said gently, “Alright then. We’ll find another way. He’s powerless now, so it’s not harmful to leave him for now.”

Just as they reached the second corner of the stone steps, a voice came from behind—”Actually, there was one person who once broke the body transformation technique.”

Changning and Cai Zhao turned back, filled with surprise and joy.

“It was the Ancestor of Beichen,” Young Master Qian said, standing by the stone bed with his head lowered.

“Two hundred years ago, my ancestor used the body transformation technique to assist the Ancestor of Beichen in defeating evil. On the day the demons were vanquished, the mortally wounded Ancestor called my ancestor over and asked him to transform into anyone he wished. Though confused, my ancestor complied.”

“Then, the Ancestor had his servants bring the Snow-Scale Dragon beast he had raised for many years. He took a small amount of saliva from the beast’s mouth and had my ancestor drink it—Snow-Scale Dragon saliva is a rare and precious tonic, highly beneficial for cultivators, so my ancestor drank it immediately.”

“Soon after, his body turned ice-cold, as if he were dead, and shortly after, he reverted to his original form.”

“The Ancestor, in front of everyone at his sickbed, warned my ancestor that in all things under heaven, in yin and yang, there is always a counterbalance. Therefore, no technique in the world cannot be undone, and no sect that will last forever. He told everyone to be mindful of this.”

“Then the Ancestor passed away, and not long after, my ancestor went into seclusion—I don’t know if it’s true, but that’s what my master told me.” Young Master Qian finished, wringing his hands tightly.

“Snow-Scale Dragon beast?” Cai Zhao exclaimed in surprise. “I’ve read about it in books. It’s said that the Ancestor raised many rare and magical beasts, like the Gossamer-Winged Ice Crane, the Red-Headed Eight-Legged Snake, and even a qilin steed that could run a thousand li in a night… But the books say that after the Ancestor passed away, the ethereal energy of Jiuli Mountain dispersed, and those rare beasts gradually left.”

“Don’t you know? The Snow-Scale Dragon beast was probably real,” Changning said, frowning. “A hundred and sixty years ago, the Snow-Scale Dragon beast wreaked havoc across the land, injuring countless people, until it was finally driven away by the united efforts of the martial arts world.”

Cai Zhao perked up. “Where was it driven to?”

“North from here, to the Great Snow Mountains in the frigid regions.”

…

After leaving the underground prison, the two silently retraced their steps.

The mountain wilderness grew increasingly cold, with black-clad figures still patrolling like ghosts.

Only after leaving that area did the two finally breathe a sigh of relief.

Changning supported the slightly winded girl but said, “This is what you get for being a good person. Although Jiuli Mountain is in the north, even if we rode fast horses non-stop, it would take more than half a month to reach the Great Snow Mountains. And who knows if that Snow-Scale Dragon beast is even still alive.”

“Let’s not count on the Snow-Scale Dragon beast for now,” Cai Zhao said, catching her breath and straightening up. “We need to capture that impostor. He won’t travel without many skilled fighters, so we should capture twenty or so. If we interrogate them one by one, we might get some information.”

Changning chuckled. “Wow, Zhaozao, that’s quite ambitious. To capture twenty or so, you’d need the whole sect to help you. How will you convince them?”

“I’ll tell them everything directly,” Cai Zhao said solemnly. “No matter how well he imitates my father, there must be flaws. As long as the senior uncles believe me, we can catch them all in one fell swoop.”

Changning frowned slightly. “That might not work. Sometimes, what’s said isn’t the most important thing. It’s about whether the speaker can make everyone listen.”

As they talked and walked towards Qingjing Study, a group of people suddenly surged towards them from the front, carrying swords and lanterns, with blazing torches. In an instant, they surrounded the two.

The person at the front was Feng Chi.

He smiled coldly. “You two are in quite a mood, aren’t you? In the middle of the night, instead of staying in your rooms, you’re wandering all over the mountains. Since you’re not sleeping, that’s good—come with us. The Master has summoned you.”
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The mountain wind grew fiercer, and the night frost turned bitterly cold.

Two groups arrived to “invite” Chang Ning and Cai Zhao. The first consisted of sect disciples led by Ouyang Keye and Chen Qiong. Cai Zhao recognized some faces from the training ground. They looked solemn, with hints of hesitation.

The second group, newcomers to the mountain, were reportedly the sect’s “under-the-table forces” cultivated outside. They wore uniformly dark gray clothes and carried full weapons, moving silently with grim expressions. Their leader, a tall, thin man in his thirties, had a strikingly familiar hawk-like nose.

Cai Zhao, slightly stunned, whispered, “This man looks like the one from yesterday but with a slightly shorter philtrum…”

Chang Ning, naturally noticing this, murmured, “They must be brothers.”

The man with the shorter hawk nose suddenly turned, his venomous gaze piercing Chang Ning.

Cai Zhao silently added, “…They’re brothers.”

Chang Ning, unfazed, replied, “I’ll reunite them later.”

Dai Fengchi walked between these two groups, extremely smug. Unsatisfied with Chang and Cai’s docile behavior, he occasionally turned to glare at them.

Hearing their whispers, he snapped, “You two, no whispering!”

Cai Zhao blinked innocently, “Then we’ll speak loudly.”

Dai Fengchi was at a loss for words.

He then shouted, “Stop being clever! This is a serious matter. Master is furious. To prevent collusion, you’re not allowed to speak at all!”

Cai Zhao retorted, “What collusion? Don’t falsely accuse us, Second Senior Brother.”

Dai Fengchi pointed at the girl’s nose, “Then why were you wandering around the mountain in the middle of the night?!”

Cai Zhao replied calmly, “We couldn’t sleep and went for a walk. Is that not allowed?”

Dai Fengchi yelled, “Then why is the Qingjing Chamber empty? Where are your two maids? Weren’t you planning to escape?!”

Cai Zhao explained, “After dinner, I sent Furong and Feicui down the mountain with the dog I recently bought. Since I couldn’t care for it properly, I decided to return it to the shop. They probably returned too late, found the iron chains pulled up, and decided to stay in town for the night.”

Dai Fengchi, momentarily speechless, finally barked, “In any case, you’re not allowed to talk privately!”

Chang Ning calmly asked, “What if we insist on talking?”

Dai Fengchi half-drew his sword, coldly stating, “Today, your luck has run out. You can’t show off anymore!”

In a flash, Chang Ning appeared before Dai Fengchi. Before he could react, there was a soft clang, and Chang Ning had ghosted back to Cai Zhao’s side.

Startled, Dai Fengchi stumbled back several steps.

“If I want to show off, what can you do about it?” Chang Ning taunted.

Humiliated, Dai Fengchi angrily tried to draw his sword—only to find it stuck.

Attempting to save face, he coughed lightly and tried to resheathe his sword. “Master has important matters to discuss. I won’t bother with you now.” However, he couldn’t even push the sword back in!

Many now realized that Chang Ning had earlier pressed on Dai Fengchi’s sword, likely denting the blade and sheath, causing it to jam.

Soft snickers arose from the crowd. Someone deliberately “whispered,” “Even if Senior Brother Song were seriously injured, he wouldn’t embarrass himself like this!”

Dai Fengchi’s face turned purple with shame and anger. Fortunately, his lackey Cui Sheng rushed up, offering an escape: “Oh, Senior Brother, you took the wrong sword! This is yours. No wonder it felt strange, haha…”

Dai Fengchi snatched Cui Sheng’s sword, muttering curses.

Ouyang Keye intervened: “Fengchi, go lead the front.” After all, Dai Fengchi was still the sect leader’s direct disciple; his humiliation shouldn’t go too far.

Dai Fengchi strode forward, leaving only muffled laughter behind.

Cai Zhao edged closer to Chang Ning, “Do you think he’s been replaced?”

Chang Ning’s lips curled slightly, “Such a fool isn’t worth replacing.”

Cai Zhao nodded, “I thought so too.” The Thousand Faces had limited energy, needing rest after each transformation. They had to be selective about replacements, and Dai Fengchi’s worthless character wouldn’t meet their standards.

Ahead, the majestic silhouette of Muwei Palace emerged from the night sky.

Chang Ning suddenly whispered, “When I expose the impostor, don’t say a word.”

Before Cai Zhao could respond, the front hall of Muwei Palace flung open its doors. Inside, hundreds of crystal mirrors were inlaid on white marble walls. Bright lamps, skillfully arranged with reflectors, formed a massive light source.

After hours in the dungeon and dark mountain paths, Cai Zhao was momentarily blinded.

The hall was solemn. The fake Qi Yunke sat at the head, his face sallow, occasionally coughing lightly.

To his right stood a line of unfamiliar gray-clad figures with neat weapons. To his left sat Madam Sulian, Qi Lingbo, and Yin’s death squad. Dai Fengchi, who had just entered, eagerly joined them.

Additionally, Lei Xiuming, Li Wenxun, and their disciples were present—almost everyone in the sect had gathered.

As Cai Zhao stepped into the hall, with Chang Ning right behind her, the fake Qi Yunke suddenly called out, “Senior Brother Chen!”

Chen Qiong, who had been silently following Chang Ning and Cai Zhao, abruptly attacked. His right palm struck towards Chang Ning’s left armpit with thunderous force, while his left foot aimed for Chang Ning’s abdomen.

Chang Ning dodged sideways, chopping at Chen Qiong’s right wrist with his left hand and deflecting the kick with his right. Suddenly, Ouyang Keye leaped into the air, aiming two fingers at Chang Ning’s face.

Chang Ning raised his left arm, deflecting Ouyang Keye’s attack with a gust of wind. His wide sleeve fell to his elbow, revealing a slender, fair forearm.

The fake Qi Yunke commanded, “Enough.”

Chen Qiong and Ouyang Keye immediately ceased their attacks, retreating several steps.

They exchanged glances, both inwardly shocked—everyone assumed they had retreated on command, unaware that Chang Ning’s overwhelming palm force had forced them back. Had Qi Yunke not spoken, they would have had to retreat anyway.

This exchange happened so swiftly that Cai Zhao barely had time to cry out. She urgently asked Chang Ning, “Are you alright?”

Chang Ning shook his head, slowly pulling back his sleeve.

Cai Zhao turned to the fake Qi Yunke, “Master, what’s the meaning of this?” She now played the role of an ignorant young girl kept in the dark.

The fake Qi Yunke didn’t answer her. Instead, he asked, “Have you both checked?”

A middle-aged woman, dressed as a common wealthy townswoman, emerged from the gray-clad group.

She bowed her head and replied, “We have—he is not the young master.”

The fake Qi Yunke laughed coldly, then turned to Chang Ning, shouting, “You petty thief, how dare you impersonate Constable Chang’s son! You’ve schemed your way into our sect—what are your true intentions?!”

Li Wenxun, who had arrived late, frowned and asked, “Sect Leader, what’s going on? You brought this Chang Ning to the mountain yourself. When Brother Lei raised doubts, you insisted he was Chang’s orphan. Why have you suddenly changed your mind?”

The fake Qi Yunke looked embarrassed, but Madam Sulian quickly interjected, “This little thief is incredibly cunning. It’s not surprising we were deceived for a while. Now that the Sect Leader has uncovered the truth, we must punish this scoundrel severely!”

Li Wenxun ignored her, still addressing the fake Qi Yunke respectfully: “Sect Leader, please explain the situation to everyone.”

Yin Sulian, displeased at being brushed aside, remained silent. She knew that although Li Wenxun was in the outer sect, he had inherited most of the disciples and influence left by Cheng Hao and Wang Chuan of the Qingfeng Three after their deaths. Thus, she dared not be disrespectful to him.

The fake Qi Yunke coughed lightly: “When the Chang family tragedy occurred, I was so distraught that I acted rashly, bringing this little thief to the mountain without thorough investigation. However, in recent days, this scoundrel has behaved atrociously, violently attacking fellow disciples. How could he be from a righteous sect?”

Zeng Dalou, listening nearby, couldn’t help but interject: “Master, didn’t you say before that he was sickly from childhood and had suffered great misfortune, so some misbehavior was understandable?” He recalled when Chang Ning had rampaged through the outer sect, and Qi Yunke had told him not to worry about it.

He added, “Third Junior Brother and Junior Sister Zhao were there too.”

At this point, Cai Zhao realized that Song Yuzhi was surprisingly absent tonight.

The fake Qi Yunke glared at Zeng Dalou, sternly saying: “Who asked for your opinion? Be quiet and step back!”

Turning to Li Wenxun, he continued, “I didn’t want to make a fuss then, but I secretly sent people to investigate. Finally, we found her—Brother Lei, you visited the Chang family years ago. Come, isn’t she the right person?”

Lei Xiuming examined the woman closely: “Indeed, she was the nanny in Chang’s household. Later, when the mountain fortress was finally completed, Brother Chang decided to move his entire family there, cutting off all outside connections. The nanny’s parents, husband, and young children were in town, and she was unwilling to leave them. So Brother Chang gave her a generous sum and didn’t take her to the mountain.”

The fake Qi Yunke nodded: “That year, Brother Chang’s son was already two or three years old, right? Tell us, did Brother Chang’s son have any distinguishing marks?”

The woman replied: “The young master was sickly from birth but fair-skinned, with no unusual marks. However, in the month before the Chang family moved to the mountain, Mrs. Chang suddenly went mad… fell ill, and knocked over a brazier in the room, severely burning the young master’s left arm. Alas, a whole patch of skin was gone. Though it healed without major complications, it left a burn scar this big—” She gestured, indicating a size of about three to four inches.

The fake Qi Yunke declared: “As everyone just saw, this impostor’s left arm is unblemished!”

The hall erupted in commotion. Everyone had indeed seen Chang Ning’s left arm during the earlier confrontation—it was fair and well-muscled, possibly with minor scratches, but certainly no large burn scar.

Li Wenxun hesitated: “Can we judge based solely on this woman’s word? He does use the ‘Willow Fluff Sword Technique’ created by Constable Chang.”

The fake Qi Yunke coldly replied: “He might fool the disciples with some imitation, but he can’t maintain the facade against top experts. Did you see his moves against Senior Brothers Ouyang and Chen earlier? Was that Chang family kung fu?”

Li Wenxun fell silent. Chang Ning’s earlier movements had indeed been eerily agile, with palm techniques both heavy and vicious—not Chang Haosheng’s style.

Cai Zhao glanced at Chang Ning, silently conveying, “You’ve been exposed.”

Chang Ning’s expression remained unchanged, even showing a hint of amusement. “After all this talk, what does the Sect Leader intend to do?”

The fake Qi Yunke shouted: “So you finally admit you’re an impostor! Very well, who are you? Speak the truth!”

Chang Ning replied thoughtfully: “First, I haven’t admitted to being fake. Second…” He looked around the room, his gaze finally settling on the fake Qi Yunke, “Speaking of authenticity, there’s more than one or two impostors in this hall, isn’t there?”

While others were confused by his words, the fake Qi Yunke felt a jolt of alarm. He immediately bellowed: “Seize this little thief and lock him up with the Soul-Locking Pipa Hooks!”

Two gray-clad men stepped forward, the clanking of chains accompanying them. They carried a pair of large, menacing iron hooks, each half a foot long with barbs to prevent removal. Dark, foul-smelling stains on the hooks hinted at how many martial artists’ pipa bones they had pierced through—sending chills down everyone’s spines.

Cai Zhao, somewhat stunned, protested: “Isn’t this too harsh? We haven’t even figured out who he is. Do we need to be so cruel?”

“What’s wrong with it?” Dai Fengchi shouted. “This scoundrel has evil intentions. Infiltrating our sect must be part of a major plot. If we don’t capture and interrogate him thoroughly, who knows what disasters might befall us in the future?!”

Qi Lingbo chimed in coyly: “Are you scared now? Don’t be. If this little thief is willing to kneel and kowtow to me in apology, I might consider letting him go, hehe…”

Cai Zhao retorted: “Sister Lingbo, don’t jest. Who are you to decide whether he’s released or not? I’m not saying we shouldn’t arrest him, but do we need such severe torture devices?”

Dai Fengchi, ignoring the red-faced Qi Lingbo, boasted proudly: “These Soul-Locking Pipa Hooks were personally overseen by Sect Leader Yin. They’re perfect for this suicidal little thief, hahaha…”

Cai Zhao muttered: “Wow if Second Senior Brother hadn’t said so, I would have thought these hooks were from an evil cult. I never imagined they were Master Yin’s brilliant invention.”

Yin Sulian snapped: “What are you implying?!”

Cai Zhao replied: “I’m simply expressing my admiration for Master Yin.”

Yin Sulian suppressed her anger.

Fan Xingjia, staring at the iron hooks, tugged urgently at Lei Xiuming’s sleeve.

Lei Xiuming sighed and bowed to the fake Qi Yunke: “Sect Leader, the Soul-Locking Pipa Hooks are too cruel. Once used, a person is either dead or severely crippled. Please reconsider.”

Dai Fengchi sneered: “Uncle Lei, what are you implying? By calling them too cruel, are you criticizing the late Sect Leader Yin?”

Fan Xingjia couldn’t hold back: “Master just said Big Senior Brother had no right to speak. Does Second Senior Brother have the right to keep talking?”

Dai Fengchi stepped forward, angrily rebuking: “You insolent brat, how dare you lecture me!”

Fan Xingjia retorted: “Second Senior Brother just disrespected Uncle Lei. Is that not insolence?”

Dai Fengchi rushed forward, grabbing Fan Xingjia’s arm and twisting it behind his back. Fan Xingjia, inferior in martial arts, cried out in pain. Before anyone could react, Cai Zhao darted forward, first kicking at Dai Fengchi’s ribs, forcing him to release Fan Xingjia.

Then, Cai Zhao lowered her left shoulder, using a move called ‘Lush Branches and Leaves’ to circle Dai Fengchi’s right side. She kicked his left knee, making him kneel, then twisted his right arm behind his back, causing him to cry out in pain.

Yin Sulian rose, exclaiming, “Cai Zhao, what are you doing?”

Cai Zhao replied calmly, “Whatever Second Senior Brother intended to do to Fifth Junior Brother, I’m now doing to him.”

Qi Lingbo cried out, “Second Senior Brother was just playing with Fifth Junior Brother!”

Cai Zhao retorted, “What a coincidence, I’m just playing with Second Senior Brother too.” She applied more pressure, making Dai Fengchi feel as if a mountain was pressing on his shoulder and back. Unable to rise, he cried out in pain.

Fan Xingjia, rubbing his arm behind Lei Xiuming, secretly rejoiced at Dai Fengchi’s pain.

In truth, Dai Fengchi hadn’t always been so overbearing. Only since Song Yuzhi’s severe injury had he begun acting as the next sect leader, strutting about and brooking no dissent from his juniors.

Cai Zhao asked patiently, “Second Senior Brother, are you having fun?”

Qi Lingbo was nearly in tears, “Let him go quickly!”

Li Wenxun couldn’t stand by any longer. He raised his voice, “Enough! All of you, step back!”

Cai Zhao released Dai Fengchi with a smile and retreated several steps. Dai Fengchi staggered back to Yin Sulian and her daughter.

As the younger disciples dispersed, Li Wenxun gave the fake Qi Yunke a puzzled look.

Cai Zhao knew Li Wenxun was wondering why their sect leader hadn’t intervened in the disciples’ quarrel. Of course, it was because the impostor was unfamiliar with his role and didn’t know how to treat the three very different disciples.

Earlier, when dealing with Chang Ning, Li Wenxun had already grown suspicious of his attitude. To avoid further exposing himself, the impostor had chosen to remain silent.

Yin Sulian, her chest heaving, said coldly, “Cai Zhao, you dare to be so arrogant at a time like this. This impostor infiltrated the Qingque Sect by pretending to be Chang’s son, likely a spy from the evil cult. You’re in cahoots with him, disgracing Luoying Valley. If I kill you here today, it would merely be cleaning house!”

Cai Zhao replied impassively, “Madam, why are you talking nonsense in the middle of the night? Was I the one who brought him to Jiuli Mountain? Was I the one who insisted he was Chang’s orphan? Have I said a single word in his defense so far?”

“As for being ‘in cahoots’… heh, on my first day on Jiuli Mountain, Master personally entrusted him to me. Many elders know this. How can you blame me now? If Madam hasn’t slept enough and is confused, I could recite some excellent essays to help clear your mind.”

Hearing Cai Zhao’s veiled threat, Yin Sulian immediately backed down, sitting sullenly.

The fake Qi Yunke coughed lightly again, “Zhao Zhao, don’t be disrespectful to your master’s wife.”

Cai Zhao respectfully replied, “Master’s teachings are correct. However…” She looked up, her gaze probing, “You and my aunt are sworn siblings, trusting each other with your lives. Do you think the child she raised would collude with an evil cult?”

The fake Qi Yunke wanted to use this opportunity to remove Cai Zhao, this thorn in his side. But the real Qi Yunke’s established image of “valuing friendship with Cai Pingshulthigher than heaven” was too strong. He couldn’t openly turn against her and could only respond vaguely, “I know you wouldn’t collude with the evil cult. Alright, step back.”

He then ordered, “Seize this impostor who’s pretending to be Chang’s orphan!”

“Wait!” Chang Ning suddenly raised his voice, “I haven’t admitted to being an impostor.” He shot an annoyed glance at Cai Zhao, who pretended not to notice.

The fake Qi Yunke said, “The Chang family’s nanny has already spoken. How could it be false?”

Chang Ning replied casually, “The nanny isn’t fake, but what she said might not be entirely true.”

“What do you mean?” The fake Qi Yunke’s expression changed.

Chang Ning explained, “What if she was coerced into lying about the burn on my arm? Well, I’m saying you coerced her, Sect Leader.”

The fake Qi Yunke grew angry, “You’re at the end of your rope, spouting such nonsense. Brother Chang and I are as close as brothers. Why would I frame his son?!”

The disciples began shouting, accusing Chang Ning of losing his mind.

“Because—” Chang Ning dropped a bombshell calmly, “You’re not the real Sect Leader Qi. You’re an impostor.”

This statement hit like a sledgehammer, shocking everyone in the hall. All eyes turned to the fake Qi Yunke.

Yin Sulian blanched, Ouyang Keye and Chen Qiong’s expressions changed dramatically, and Cai Zhao convincingly feigned surprise.

Li Wenxun slowly raised his hand, signaling Zhuang Shu to lead twenty outer sect disciples to block the main hall’s entrance, cutting off Chang Ning’s escape route.

Meanwhile, the man with the short hawk nose discreetly signaled his gray-clad men, who spread out, ready for action.

Lei Xiuming grabbed Cai Zhao, “Zhao Zhao, is the Sect Leader… is he…” He wanted to ask if the current sect leader was wearing a disguise.

Cai Zhao shook her head, “It’s not a disguise.”

The fake Qi Yunke relaxed, saying, “Brother Lei, if you don’t believe me, come and touch my face. See if I’ve applied any makeup or attachments.”

However, Chang Ning interjected, “Who said you used a disguise? To cause such upheaval in the world’s top sect, to swap heaven and earth, how could you rely on mere ordinary disguise techniques?!”

Li Wenxun asked gravely, “What do you mean?”

Chang Ning replied, “Hasn’t Elder Li heard of the Thousand Faces Sect’s body transformation technique?”

At these words, most young disciples were bewildered, but Li Wenxun and the others had heard something about it.

Lei Xiuming exclaimed in surprise, “The body transformation technique? I thought it was just a legend. Is there a skill that can completely transform one person into another? Wasn’t that sect wiped out ninety years ago?”

“It exists, of course,” Chang Ning said without hesitation. “The last disciple of the Thousand Faces Sect is now imprisoned by this fake Sect Leader Qi in the same dungeon where Kaiyang Zhang was once held!”

Another bombshell dropped, causing an uproar among the crowd.

Li Wenxun approached Chang Ning, “How do you know about that dungeon?” That dungeon was a secret from the previous generation, known to fewer than five people in the sect. Even he only knew its general location.

“Perhaps a divine revelation in a dream,” Chang Ning tilted his head, his features handsome and refined. “Why ask so many questions, Elder Li? Why not bring the person here and ask directly? Shall I tell you the exact location of the dungeon?”

Li Wenxun turned to the fake Qi Yunke, full of doubt.

By this point, Chang Ning had said everything Cai Zhao had originally planned to say.

After a moment of stiffness, the fake Qi Yunke suddenly sighed deeply, his face grave: “So that’s it. This is what this scoundrel was planning all along!”

Zeng Dalou asked confusedly, “Master, what do you mean?”

The fake Qi Yunke stood up and bowed to Li Wenxun and the others: “In recent days, with the evil cult’s frequent surprise attacks, I felt uneasy and secretly sent people to investigate. A few days ago, we finally learned that the evil cult had captured a disciple of the Thousand Faces Sect…”

“I managed to rescue the person from the evil cult and just imprisoned them in the dungeon yesterday, planning to explain everything to you, my brothers, at a suitable time. I never expected this scoundrel to discover the situation and turn it against me!”

Chang Ning applauded, “Bravo, well said. I didn’t expect an impostor like you to be so quick-witted, coming up with a new explanation so fast.”

Qi Lingbo listened, bewildered, “What… what does this mean?”

Cai Zhao kindly explained, “It means that although he captured someone from the Thousand Faces Sect, and although he didn’t mention anything before, he’s still the real one, definitely not an impostor.”

Fan Xingjia wanted to speak but didn’t dare.

Lei Xiuming asked Chang Ning, “Does the body transformation technique leave any marks?”

Chang Ning replied, “No marks. The body transformation technique is formless and miraculous. Unless the disguised person voluntarily dispels the technique or dies, there are no flaws.”

Li Wenxun said coldly, “If there are no flaws, do we have to kill the Sect Leader to prove whether what you’re saying is true or false? Do you take us Qingque Sect members for fools?”

The fake Qi Yunke suggested, “Brothers, feel free to ask me about sect matters. See if I can answer them.”

Before Lei Xiuming could speak, Chang Ning said, “If you deliberately replaced Sect Leader Qi, you would naturally have placed spies around him to learn about his daily life, habits, and preferences. Moreover, each of you elders has your responsibilities, and you don’t interact closely with Sect Leader Qi daily.”

Hearing this, Lei Xiuming couldn’t help glancing at Yin Sulian, thinking that normally, a wife would be best able to distinguish her husband’s authenticity. But this couple argued every few days and lived separately for eleven months of the year. Their intimacy was no better than that of the brothers in the sect.

At this moment, Yin Sulian’s face turned pale, her body trembling. If the man before her was an impostor, what should she do? Others mistook Qi Yunke would merely being disciples being confused or fellow sect members being unobservant. But if she, as his wife, mistook her husband, even having been intimate with an impostor, even if the real Qi Yunke didn’t hold it against her, her reputation would be ruined, leaving her unable to face anyone.

Fortunately, the couple hadn’t been living together these past few months.

Realizing this, she no longer wanted to stay.

Understanding the fear in her eyes, Mother Cobbler immediately had Yin’s guards surround the mother and daughter, preparing to leave early.

Suddenly, Cai Zhao called out loudly, “Master, when you came to Luoying Valley for my aunt’s birthday when I was ten, what gift did you bring?”

Lei Xiuming’s spirits lifted, and like everyone else, he turned to observe the Sect Leader’s reaction.

A flash of panic crossed the fake Qi Yunke’s eyes, but he quickly composed himself, saying, “I didn’t bring just one gift, of course, but many. I’m not sure which one Pingshulthliked best.”

Cai Zhao narrowed her eyes, “Master, you’re mistaken. That year, there was heavy snow. All your luggage and gifts were buried in the snow on the way—you came to my aunt empty-handed.”

The fake Qi Yunke sighed, “Zhao Zhao, I know you want to exonerate this impostor but don’t talk nonsense.”

Dai Fengchi seized the opportunity to interject, “That’s right! Master is so busy; how could he remember such trivial matters from years ago? Seventh Junior Sister, are you trying to help this scoundrel…”

Yin Sulian, exasperated, whispered harshly, “Fengchi, shut up!”

Dai Fengchi turned, bewildered, not knowing what he had said wrong.

Realizing even Yin Sulian was growing suspicious, the fake Qi Yunke suddenly leaped high, aiming a palm strike directly at Li Wenxun.

Li Wenxun naturally raised his palm to counter, and the two exchanged a moderate blow.

The fake Qi Yunke retreated several steps back to his seat, coughing up blood and gasping for air while leaning on the armrest. “Words can be faked, techniques can be imitated, but can our sect’s inner energy cultivation method also be faked? Brother Li, can’t you tell whether I’m real or not?”

Li Wenxun stared at his palm—during their exchange, the other’s inner energy had been pure and calm, though somewhat weak, but undoubtedly their sect’s inner cultivation technique.

With a solemn and indignant expression, the fake Qi Yunke struggled to stand with Zeng Dalou’s help. “If any of you brothers still have doubts, we can have a thorough sparring session once I’ve recovered. But for now, we can’t let this impostor escape! Seize him!”

At this point, Lei Xiuming had nothing more to say.

Ouyang Keye and Chen Qiong dared not move against the fake Qi Yunke—what if he was real? Li Wenxun also thought it safer to apprehend Chang Ning first.

Even now, Chang Ning maintained a carefree expression, only glancing at Cai Zhao.

Cai Zhao understood the meaning in his eyes and felt utterly dejected—he had predicted correctly that even if she exposed the truth, it would be useless.

The gray-clad men and sect disciples formed two layers of encirclement, slowly closing in on Chang Ning.

Chang Ning wouldn’t surrender easily. With a long cry that echoed through the hall, shaking everyone’s ears, he moved. His wide sleeves floated like clouds as he darted east and west, somehow breaking through the encirclement to leap onto the rafters, moving like a bird between the jade walls and beams. From above, he shouted, “You silver-tongued hypocrite! I’ll go to the dungeon and drag that person out, bringing them before the world’s heroes. Let’s see how everyone reacts to the Qingque Sect secretly harboring a Thousand Faces Sect disciple!”

A gust of wind swept by, breaking a hole in the western window. Chang Ning had escaped.

“Not good, quickly, to the stone wall dungeon!” Even the fake Qi Yunke grew anxious now. “If the Thousand Faces Sect disciple falls into the hands of the evil cult, the consequences will be endless!”

Li Wenxun gritted his teeth and led Ouyang Keye, Chen Qiong, and the disciples in pursuit of the northern rear mountain.

The gray-clad men also followed under the short hawk-nosed man’s command.

Yin’s guards escorted Yin Sulian and her daughter quietly out the back door.

In the chaos, no one noticed that Cai Zhao had disappeared.

…

The night was ink-black, even the faint starlight and moonlight obscured by a bone-chilling drizzle of icy needles.

Cai Zhao ran at full speed to the Wanshui Qianshan Cliff. The patrolling and guard disciples were all lying on the ground, and a tall, straight figure stood at the cliff’s edge.

He turned at the sound, addressing the girl: “I knew you’d come here looking for me. Those fools have all gone to the northern mountain behind us. They’ve made such a fuss, barely leaving any disciples on patrol. Let’s go quickly.”

As he moved to activate the iron chain mechanism, Cai Zhao’s cold voice stopped him. “I won’t go with you. Leave the mountain by yourself.”

Chang Ning’s pale, jade-like fingers paused on the dark iron mechanism. He turned back: “Haven’t you given up yet? You saw it yourself earlier. The Thousand Faces Sect’s body-changing technique is flawless. Unless you peel off his skin, you can’t convince everyone! Listen to me. Let’s go down the mountain together. With my help, we’ll surely find your father!”

Cai Zhao replied: “I should thank you for testing a wrong path for me, allowing me to give up on it. Since this way won’t work, I’ll have to think of another method. I still can’t go with you. Please, listen to me and leave the mountain alone.”

Sensing something was off, Chang Ning pressed on: “You’ve known for a while that I’m not Chang Ning. You even said you believed the great hero Chang wouldn’t easily trust villains, and that you believed I wasn’t a bad person…”

“Are the books in the Nine Provinces Scroll Hall of the demon cult truly as vast as the sea?” Cai Zhao asked.

The young man froze, like an icy mountain.

“I’ve long known you’re not Chang Ning, but I thought you were a recluse’s descendant with untold difficulties, given Chang’s intense hatred for the demon cult. Only yesterday did I learn you’re actually from the demon cult.”

“Nine heavens, nine-layered mountains, ten directions, and ten thousand seas can’t compare to the demon cult’s Nine Provinces Scroll Hall,” the girl’s voice was sweet yet tinged with indescribable indifference.

“You’re not just from the demon cult, but someone of great importance within it. The Nine Provinces Scroll Hall is a restricted area for storing scriptures across generations. Even the Seven Stars Elder can’t enter. When Nie Hengcheng died suddenly, unable to pass on his final wishes, it’s said that the current cult leader, Nie Zhe, doesn’t know the hall’s location.”

She stood gracefully in the rain. “My aunt explored the Ghostly Bamboo Path multiple times at night, so she knows some secrets.”

“So,” the young man’s eyes deepened, “when you heard me talking about the Thousand Faces Sect rumors down the mountain, you figured out my background.”

Cai Zhao: “That’s correct.”

The young man felt like he couldn’t grasp some thought in his mind. Suddenly, his eyelids trembled slightly: “You… you used me to find the dungeon?”

Cai Zhao slowly wiped the rain from her cheeks, softly replying, “Mm-hmm.”

“Someone as important as Elder Kaiyang would surely be heavily guarded. The soul-locking pipa hooks might have been used on him. So, he couldn’t escape on his own,” she explained.

“I heard you all say Elder Kaiyang died while trying to escape. So, either someone helped him escape. Think about it, he and Elder Yaoguang were Nie Hengcheng’s confidants. With one dead, naturally, they’d want to rescue the other. Therefore, someone from the demon cult must know the dungeon’s location.”

The young man said coldly: “Not every member of the demon cult necessarily knows about that dungeon.”

The girl tilted her head gently, as beautiful as a peach blossom, “I could only try. I didn’t expect you’d know.”

The young man, filled with resentment, struggled to maintain a cold exterior. “If you had asked me directly, I would have told you anyway.”

The girl: “It’s better to be cautious.”

The warmth in the young man’s heart gradually cooled.

He recalled this afternoon, in the girl’s warm, soft room. She had him sit by her bed, showing her fluffy head and rosy cheeks, looking at him with gentle trust. So, was it all a scheme?!

“Did you know this would happen today?” He felt waves of coldness wash over him.

The girl tilted her head back slightly, letting the fine rain caress her face. “From yesterday until now, you’re the only one who’s shown your true colors. They don’t know I was in that courtyard yesterday afternoon. The reason they dared to bring Young Master Qian up the mountain is partly for their later plans, and partly because they intend to eliminate you… You’ve already shown many flaws. Of course, you don’t care about being exposed as not Chang Ning.”

The young man, angry and anxious, said: “I don’t care because I thought you didn’t care either.”

The girl nodded: “Before, when my father was fine, I truly didn’t care who you were. I didn’t care about anything in the jianghu. Now that my father’s fate is unknown, there are many things I care about.”

“Tonight, both sides were caught off guard. I didn’t expect them to find a way to eliminate you so quickly; they also didn’t expect us to find the dungeon and Young Master Qian so fast.”

With his mind in chaos, the young man stepped forward and grabbed the girl’s arm: “Let’s put aside how you deceived me for now. It’s dangerous here. You can’t stay any longer. Come down the mountain with me first!”

The girl remained motionless, saying softly: “If I go down the mountain with you tonight, it would confirm my guilt of colluding with the demon cult. If I rely on you to save my father, Luoying Valley would also be accused of collaborating with the demon cult.”

The young man’s jaw tightened: “Then why don’t you and Luoying Valley simply join us?”

“Like the Thousand Faces Sect?” The girl’s gaze was calm.

The young man was caught off guard, unable to respond for a while.

The girl forcefully removed his hand from her arm. “Even though the righteous sects have long disliked the Thousand Faces Sect, if the Thousand Faces Demon Butcher hadn’t lost his mind and led the entire sect to join the demon cult, they might not have been annihilated.”

“Luoying Valley isn’t just mine. It belongs to my aunt, my father, my mother, and many others in the valley – they’ve all suffered at the hands of the demon cult, harboring deep grudges and hatred.”

“With the ancestors of Luoying Valley watching over us for generations, I can’t selfishly lead Luoying Valley down a path of no return, even if it concerns my father’s life.”

The young man’s heart grew colder. Seeing the determination in the girl’s eyes, he couldn’t help but ask: “If you stay here, aren’t you afraid they’ll kill you to silence you?”

The girl smiled faintly: “Furong and Feicui should have reached Qingque Town by now. Early tomorrow morning, they’ll send out letters to inform Master Fakong, Uncle Zhou, the Song family, Daoist Yunzhuan, and other heroes of the jianghu about the Thousand Faces Sect still having disciples in the world and the fact that masters can be replaced – everyone will soon rush to Qingque Sect.”

“When a secret is no longer a secret, there’s no need to kill me.”

The young man’s lips curled into a sneer: “You’ve thought of everything. I truly underestimated you.”

Cai Zhao nodded: “You’re right. So you should leave quickly. They must have realized you’re not at the cliff dungeon and are probably rushing here now.”

The young man grabbed the chain links behind the iron rope’s end and looked back coldly: “Since that’s the case, why did you come here tonight? Hurry and leave, lest someone see you entangled with a demon cult member like me!”

Hearing distant shouts and numerous running footsteps from behind, Cai Zhao reached forward and activated the iron mechanism with a loud clang. The iron chain system instantly emitted a thunderous roar.

She shouted at the young man suspended on the iron rope: “I was afraid you’d keep waiting for me!” After saying this, she turned and ran in another direction, disappearing into the night.

The iron rope shot through the clouds like a sharp sword. The young man hanging on it seemed to ride the clouds, his wide robe and long sleeves fluttering, like a bird gliding over a bottomless abyss.

He thought dazedly: If only she hadn’t shouted that last sentence.
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Cai Zhao slowly regained consciousness from the slumbering dense forest, reluctant as a lazy donkey pulling a broken cart. Since her father’s disappearance, she hadn’t slept so deeply in a long time.

The room was perfumed with expensive incense, the Cuiping Dianxi worth ten to twenty gold pieces. It seemed to have a hint of bergamot, exuding both luxury and elegance. The bedding and pillowcases were made of the finest cloud brocade and fine linen. The bed was piled with embroidered silks, making her feel as if she were lying in clouds.

Cai Zhao wished she could bring Furong and Feicui to see how others decorated their rooms. Ever since Xiajiao got married, the two had become increasingly unrestrained, often mocking her. How undignified!

Oh, they weren’t here now. As long as they were safe, a little less decorum was fine.

Cai Zhao was born with high expectations. It was said that Cai Pingshu had initially refused medication, ready to accept her fate. However, upon seeing her little niece’s rosy, wrinkled face, she joyfully decided to live long enough to hear the girl call her “Auntie.” So, Cai Pingshu diligently took her medicine and practiced self-healing, miraculously prolonging her life.

When she heard little Cai Zhao speak for the first time, Cai Pingshu worried about her niece being bullied in the future. She decided to pass on her martial arts skills. As the girl’s skills developed, Cai Pingshu then worried about her being too carefree and naive, vulnerable to deception. So, she began imparting life lessons as well.

Day by day, this continued until Cai Zhao turned twelve when Cai Pingshu finally passed away.

Because of this, Cai Pingchun, Ning Xiaofeng, and even Qi Yunke and Zhou Zhizhen all grew to love and appreciate little Cai Zhao. They often said that because of her, Cai Pingshu lived an extra twelve years.

Ning Xiaofeng hoped her daughter would be like Cai Pingshu – valiant, open-minded, and fearless like the bright sun. Cai Pingshu, however, wished the girl would be like Ning Xiaofeng – clever, adorable, and skilled at managing a household.

Cai Pingchun hoped… well, the Valley Master had no opinion.

However, Cai Pingshu and Ning Xiaofeng were completely different people. Cai Pingshu was decisive and determined, always rising at dawn to practice martial arts, rain or shine. Ning Xiaofeng, on the other hand, would sleep until she naturally woke, even with a pile of account books half her height waiting, saying that sharpening the knife doesn’t delay wood-cutting.

In the end, Cai Zhao took after both her aunt and mother equally. Before getting up, she always struggled in bed. The half from her aunt told her that time is precious gold, urging her to get up and seize the day. The half from her mother tempted her to sleep a little longer, saying that when she’s old, she’ll miss these moments of rest.

Cai Zhao opened her eyes and slowly sat up, realizing it was nearly dusk again. She smiled wryly, having spent these days busy at night and sleeping during the day.

Two beautiful maids brought freshly ironed clothes, helping her dress and put on shoes, then holding up a mirror to comb her hair.

After sending off the fake Chang Ning last night, as dawn broke, she knew the Qingjing Chamber was empty, with countless eyes secretly watching her. She dared not return there.

She had planned to spend the night at Master Lei’s medicine hut to recuperate, but just as she went back to her room to fetch the bundle Furong had prepared for her, she saw Song Yuzhi standing in the courtyard, inviting her to rest at Chuitian Cove.

At first, Cai Zhao hesitated: “Isn’t this inappropriate? Your reputation…”

“This time, besides a few guard uncles from Guangtian Gate, there’s also a skilled chef,” Song Yuzhi replied.

Cai Zhao immediately expressed that as people of the jianghu, they should be open-minded and not dwell on small matters.

From the outside, Chuitian Cove looked serene, but inside it was decorated like a luxurious palace, with gold and jade everywhere, and brocade at every step.

Song Yuzhi had to explain that this was his father Song Shijun’s taste.

Cai Zhao expressed her approval: “Actually, most people in the world would like such decorations, they just can’t afford them. Your father is fortunate – he not only has mountains of gold and silver but also happens to like mountains of gold and silver.”

Song Yuzhi: …

After spending time together, he knew that often Cai Zhao didn’t intentionally try to annoy people. He thought it best to learn to appreciate Cai Zhao’s unique way of speaking; otherwise, he might die of frustration.

So he said, “Yes, fortunately, the mountains of gold and silver met my father, or they would have been lost.”

After washing up, Cai Zhao sat down to eat. Having slept from sunrise to sunset, she wasn’t sure what to call this meal.

After a few bites, she inwardly sighed, “Oh my!”

The white jade bitter gourd soup had miraculously transformed from bitter to sweet and delicious. The eight-treasure duck was tender with distinct meat fibers. The stir-fried crispy vegetables were cooked to perfection. Even the rice seemed to have been steamed in bamboo tubes, leaving a lingering fragrance.

As she ate, Cai Zhao pondered – should she discuss with Qi Lingbo about her marrying into the Peiqiong Manor, while she remarried into the Song family?

Alright.

She shook her head inwardly. People of the martial arts world valued their word above all. How could she consider remarrying for just a few dishes? Besides, she hadn’t even tried the Zhou family’s chef yet – they might be even better.

The two beautiful maids stood nearby, attentively serving dishes and soup.

Cai Zhao looked at their pretty faces, full of envy: “Do you serve Third Senior Brother like this at every meal?”

Unexpectedly, upon hearing this, both maids looked aggrieved.

One maid said, “I wish we could, but the young master won’t allow it. He even sends us far away.”

The other maid added, “Miss Qi is too fierce. She threatens to beat us whenever she sees us sisters. The young master said he’d send us back to Guangtian Gate after a while.”

Cai Zhao was indignant: “Senior Sister Lingbo truly doesn’t know how blessed she is! To have such gentle and attentive beauties serving her is a great fortune. How can she want to get rid of you? It’s simply unreasonable!”

The two maids exchanged glances.

One maid coughed lightly: “Perhaps Miss Qi doesn’t like us sisters serving the young master when he bathes.”

Cai Zhao: “But bathing requires assistance. One can’t reach their own back.”

The two maids: …

The other maid, somewhat embarrassed: “Maybe Miss Qi doesn’t like us sleeping in the young master’s room at night.”

Cai Zhao: “Wow, you even keep watch for Third Senior Brother at night? I thought there were no such diligent maids nowadays. You two are truly dedicated.” Furong and Feicui sleep even more soundly than her, sometimes even snoring. Asking them to serve tea or water is out of the question. If there’s a fire, she’d have to wake them up herself. It’s truly infuriating!

The two maids: …

The meal lasted until dusk, and the two beautiful maids were almost reluctant to let Cai Zhao leave, regretting that the Song family hadn’t arranged a marriage with the Cai family years ago.

Cai Zhao bid farewell to the beauties and leisurely walked towards Song Yuzhi’s quarters.

As she approached the main living quarters, guards with swords discreetly appeared around her. A middle-aged man with a short beard and square face stood at the door, smiling: “Ah it’s young Miss Cai. You look much better after eating and resting well.” He then asked Cai Zhao about her business and let her in.

Song Yuzhi was reading by lamplight, wearing an outer robe. Seeing Cai Zhao enter, he hurriedly put on his robe properly. “Uncle Pang, why didn’t you have me dress before letting my junior sister in?”

Pang Xiongxin grinned: “You weren’t undressed, why so many formalities?” He then left.

Cai Zhao waited for Song Yuzhi to dress before lifting the beaded curtain and entering the inner room.

“You might want to add a shawl. The neckline of that robe is a bit wide, showing your collarbone,” she thoughtfully reminded the handsome young man before her.

Song Yuzhi resisted the urge to pull his collar closed. “…That won’t be necessary.”

“Let’s talk,” Cai Zhao sat at the table. “I have many things to discuss with Third Senior Brother… Oh, is there no tea here?” She lifted the empty teapot, wanting a sip after her heavy dinner.

Song Yuzhi had to fetch a purple copper teapot from a nearby warmer and personally pour tea for Cai Zhao.

“What’s the situation on the mountain now?” Cai Zhao gently blew on her teacup—it was premium Yunting fragrant tea, a few cups of which could buy a shop.

Song Yuzhi sat down slowly. “Master Lei openly admitted his fear and retreated to the medicine hut, confining Junior Brother Fan and other disciples. Master Li seems half-believing, half-doubting, ordering Senior Brother Zhuang and others to intensify patrols, guarding against both external and internal threats. Masters Ouyang and Chen still follow Muweixiong’s orders but maintain a clear boundary with the newly arrived group. The… Sect Leader has ordered strict guarding of the cliff dungeon, allowing no slack.”

Cai Zhao then asked, “What about the Master’s wife?”

“The Double Lotus Flower Pool Palace remains tightly closed.”

Cai Zhao uncertainly asked, “You brought me to Chuitian Cove. Didn’t Senior Sister Lingbo come to scold?”

Song Yuzhi poured himself a cup of tea. “She wanted to, but the Master’s wife kept her in check. So she sent a maid to scold you, whom I sent away.”

“It seems Senior Sister Lingbo doesn’t like you much, Third Senior Brother?” Cai Zhao held her teacup. “If Zhou Yuqi dared to bring an attractive young woman back to his quarters, surely…”

Song Yuzhi’s eyes flashed. “You’d certainly break off the engagement?”

Cai Zhao: “…Why break off an engagement over such a small matter? A couple of beatings would suffice.”

Song Yuzhi set down his teacup. “It seems you don’t like Young Master Zhou much either.”

In truth, he had always known that Qi Lingbo didn’t necessarily like him much. She just always wanted the best, even if she didn’t like it, and wouldn’t allow others to have it.

Under the gilt jade sword-branch lamp stand, the tea-drinking girl’s lips glowed red from the steam, her skin luminous and white, emitting a pearl-like luster.

Song Yuzhi stood up, irritably moving to the window. “It’s getting late. If Junior Sister has nothing else to say, you should return…”

“No, no, no, I have things to say,” Cai Zhao hurriedly got to the point, not daring to indulge in more tea—

“It’s said that two hundred years ago, only Muweixiong existed here, with everything else built gradually later,” she said. “For instance, the high frame with the hanging iron gong in front of Muweixiong was built by the second sect leader. The large training ground on the back mountain was built by the third sect leader. This vast stretch of elegant courtyards along the lake was the work of the sixth sect leader…”

Song Yuzhi frowned. “What are you trying to say?”

“Don’t be impatient, Third Senior Brother. I’m getting to the point,” Cai Zhao raised her small hand to pacify him. “In short, it seems each sect leader adds something to the sect. Even our Master, who loves causing trouble, built Xianyu Linglong Residence for Senior Sister Lingbo and renovated Chunling Xiaozhu for me…”

“Xianyu Linglong Residence was built by the Master’s wife for Lingbo,” Song Yuzhi meticulously corrected—he had specifically waited until Qi Lingbo moved into Xianyu Linglong Residence before proposing to live in the farthest Chuitian Cove.

“Oh, it’s all the same,” Cai Zhao continued. “The late Elder Sect Leader Yin also made remarkable contributions. That water prison with complete torture instruments was his idea. However, the cliff dungeon currently holding the Thousand Faces Sect disciples probably wasn’t built by Elder Sect Leader Yin. Judging from the chisel marks and wear on the stone steps, it must have been constructed about six or seven years ago.”

Song Yuzhi turned, gazing at the girl. “What do you want to do?”

Cai Zhao looked up at him, her gaze clear and determined. “Senior Brother doesn’t need to worry about what I want to do. I just ask for Senior Brother’s help with a few matters.”

…

At 3:30 AM, outside the cliff dungeon, the night wind howled, plants and trees swaying wildly.

Several guards patrolled back and forth. Two sect disciples shivered as they stood on a high rock in the outer circle, scanning the surroundings from above.

“Hey, what rotten luck! Drawing the late-night shift. We were sleeping soundly only to come here and drink cold wind!”

“The first half of the night is cold and windy too! Master Li said to move the Thousand Faces Sect troublemaker to the outer gate for stricter supervision. There are braziers and rooms there, much more comfortable. But those newcomers refuse to let go! Do you think they don’t trust us? Are they afraid we’ll take control once it’s on our turf?”

“Nonsense, we don’t trust them either. Why does Master Li insist on having people work together with them to guard? It’s pitch black, who would come to break someone out of prison? We’re suffering for nothing!”

“Do you know or are you just guessing? Who else could it be?”

“You mean Junior Sister Cai? Would she? I heard she was also deceived by that impostor pretending to be Great Hero Chang’s son.”

“Whether it was deception or collusion with the demon cult, that’s hard to say.”

“Hey, do you think our Sect Leader has been replaced?”

“Of course not! What body-changing technique? It’s all just rumors. Early this morning, Master Li asked the Thousand Faces Sect troublemaker to transform into someone else as a test. Who knew he’d claim his power was exhausted and he temporarily couldn’t perform it—see, it’s just that impostor pretending to be Great Hero Chang’s son making things up and slandering our Sect Leader!”

“Sigh, is there such a divine skill in this world that can turn one person into another?”

“There is,” a soft girl’s voice replied.

Both disciples were startled. They looked at each other first, and by the time they reacted, both felt their bodies go numb and lost consciousness.

Cai Zhao slowly retracted her two fingers.

She looked at the dry, overgrown grass before her and muttered to herself helplessly, “I didn’t expect I’d have to learn from that guy.”

…

The wild grass caught fire instantly. Aided by the wind, golden-red flames immediately lit up the sky.

The patrolling disciples in the distance looked closely and shouted, “Oh no, there’s a fire at the cliff dungeon!”

Just as they were about to go put out the fire, they vaguely saw a person dragging something in the shadows. They immediately raised their torches and shouted, “Who goes there? Quickly identify yourself!”

The girl raised her head, her dark hood falling back to reveal a bright and beautiful face. “Couldn’t sleep again, so I came out for a walk.”

…

An urgent, shrill silver whistle sounded—four long blasts and one short. As soon as other patrolling disciples heard it, they immediately blew their whistles too, spreading the alarm.

Zhuang Shu heard the whistle and knocked on his master’s door before entering. “Master…”

Li Wenxun was already dressed and up, his face dark as water. “I heard it. Have all sword-wielding disciples of three years or more gather at Ten Thousand Waters and Thousand Mountains Cliff.” —No matter how Cai Zhao caused trouble, she would ultimately have to pass through Ten Thousand Waters and Thousand Mountains Cliff to leave.

Zhuang Shu saluted and accepted the order.

…

Fan Xingjia hurriedly put on his sleeves as he rushed into the room. “Master Lei, Master Lei, four long whistles and one short—someone’s breaking into the prison! It must be Junior Sister Zhao. Let’s go take a look!”

Lei Xiuming’s face was stern. “What are we going for? To get beaten? With your meager skills, who could you save?”

Fan Xingjia’s face fell. “Then what should we do? Will Junior Sister Zhao die?”

Lei Xiuming turned his head and happened to see the brocade robe laid out on the clothes rack. Another vivid face flashed in his mind—”Wow, I’ve never seen embroidery like that on your clothes. It’s so beautiful and unique. Can I trade something for it?”

He hadn’t agreed, so the girl had stolen it away in the night, leaving behind two snow lotuses.

Snow lotuses worth a fortune are exchanged for just an ordinarily exquisite robe and a mediocre jade crown.

He had been stunned for a long time then.

—There would never again be such a foolish girl who would trade snow lotuses for his clothes and crown.

Lei Xiuming remained silent for a long while, then sighed deeply. “Wake up the guards. They’ll protect us as we go over. If Zhao gets injured, we might still be able to save her.”

Fan Xingjia was overjoyed.

…

Qi Lingbo’s face flushed with excitement. “I knew it, I knew that little bitch Cai Zhao wouldn’t stay quiet! Did you hear? She must be breaking into the prison! Second Senior Brother, let’s go watch the show!”

“Of course we’re going!” Dai Fengchi was almost grinning from ear to ear. “We’ll see her beaten half to death!”

“Where do you think you’re going? None of you are allowed to leave!” Yin Sulian emerged from the inner room with a cold face. “Are my words falling on deaf ears? The situation outside is unclear. What are you meddling for? Everyone stay put right here!”

Qi Lingbo became anxious. “Mother… we’re not going to interfere. We’re just going to watch!”

Dai Fengchi also urged, “That’s right, we won’t get involved. We just want to see Cai Zhao in trouble to vent our anger!”

Yin Sulian firmly refused.

Qi Lingbo became desperate, shouting that she’d draw her sword and force her way out.

At this point, Old Woman Mao came to persuade them. “We’ll stand far away to watch. I won’t let the young miss and young master get hurt.”

Yin Sulian relented reluctantly. “Alright, Old Woman Mao, go with them. Take a few skilled hands and don’t let those two get too close.”

…

Pang Xiongxin entered the room with his sword, saying gravely, “Young Master, there’s a commotion outside. Are we going or not?”

Song Yuzhi stood by the window, fully dressed, as if he hadn’t slept at all and had been standing there for who knows how long. He said, “Of course, we’re going, but our people can’t get involved.”

Pang Xiongxin was stunned. “But I heard the one breaking into the prison is Young Miss Cai…”

Song Yuzhi turned around. “Uncle Pang, please listen to me.”

Pang Xiongxin looked at the determined young man before him, full of trust. “As you command.”

…

About three to four miles from Ten Thousand Waters and Thousand Mountains Cliff, on the open ground west of Muweixiong’s second hall.

The girl pulling the water bucket cart was surrounded. Overlapping torches and lanterns around her lit up the night as bright as day. Hurried footsteps and voices rising and falling created a tense and eerie bustle.

The fake Qi Yunke stood on high ground, shouting to Li Wenxun not far away, “You see now? I told you she was in cahoots with that little demon cult thief all along.”

Li Wenxun’s face was black as iron, not saying a word.

The fake Qi Yunke laughed coldly and loudly. “Cai Zhao, I knew you were going to break someone out. You’re indeed colluding with the demon cult!”

Cai Zhao, still holding the rope of the water bucket cart, looked up with a smile upon hearing this. “Stop going on about the demon cult. Let’s say something fresh—Nie Zhe, you despicable, shameless, two-faced coward without an ounce of backbone. If you weren’t relying on the dead Nie Hengcheng’s reputation to keep up appearances, you’d have been crushed like a bedbug long ago!”

After her loud tirade, she turned to the imposter Qi Yunke and the group of grey-clad men, smirking, “Gentlemen, why don’t you try hurling some insults too? What’s stopping you?”

The fake Qi Yunke’s face turned ashen. The grey-clad men pressed their lips tightly shut, while several made moves to lunge at Cai Zhao.

Cai Zhao turned to address the disciples from various sects: “Do you dare to shout like that? Those who dare might be in cahoots with the demonic cult.”

Immediately, several disciples followed suit, hurling insults at Nie Zhe. Some even went above and beyond in their abuse.

Cai Zhao then looked back at the fake Qi Yunke: “Master, did you see that? No true disciple of Beichen would dare insult the leader of the demonic cult.”

Li Wenxun cast a puzzled glance in their direction.

Urged on by the man with the short, hawk-like nose, a few grey-clad men were pushed forward. They stuttered out some half-hearted insults at Nie Zhe, lacking any real force or conviction. It was as if they were being forced into prostitution against their will.

The fake Qi Yunke waved his hand dismissively and addressed Cai Zhao, “You talk too much. Whether or not you’re in league with the demonic cult, it’s a fact that you kidnapped the Thousand Faces Sect member. Senior Brothers Li, Ouyang, and Chen, what do you think?”

Li Wenxun frowned, waving his hand. Outer disciples quickly surrounded Cai Zhao in layers.

Ouyang Keye and Chen Qiong exchanged glances before directing the inner disciples to join in.

Seven or eight grey-clad men also tried to approach, but the short, hawk-nosed man stopped them. He grinned crookedly and whispered, “Let them fight it out first. We’ll observe the Qingque Sect’s skills—and if the opportunity arises, we can snatch back that surnamed Qian boy.”

He nodded towards the water barrel cart.

The grey-clad men understood.

With arrangements made, all eyes turned to the clearing below.

A disciple with a mischievous grin approached, saying, “Sister Cai, I apologize, but we’ll have to hurt you.” He then flourished his sword, intending to lightly wound and capture Cai Zhao.

“No need for courtesy,” Cai Zhao retorted. She parried his sword with her own and launched a flying kick that sent the disciple soaring like a kite with its string cut.

A brief silence fell over the scene.

Cai Zhao, wielding a half-blunt sword, used it to point and swiftly knocked down the two disciples at the forefront.

The crowd of disciples finally took her seriously, shouting as they rushed towards her.

Cai Zhao swung her arms, and the dull grey sword in her hand proved unexpectedly effective. The first ring of disciples quickly fell at her feet.

The disciples in the outer circle, initially reluctant to gang up on a young girl, now saw their comrades fall. They raised their swords and attacked in groups of three to five.

Fearless, Cai Zhao broke through the first attacker’s sword stance with lightning speed, then swiftly struck his face with the flat of her blade, knocking him unconscious. She then struck the second attacker’s wrist, hitting a pressure point and paralyzing half his body. Next, she maneuvered the third attacker’s sword to strike the fourth, then leaped up, flipping her sword to strike down both simultaneously.

She continued to strike left and right, feeling three or four more groups of disciples in an instant.

Fortunately, Cai Zhao was using a blunt sword. Although the disciples cried out in pain, no blood was shed.

Seeing the mob attack fail, Zhuang Shu shouted, “Form the Seven Stars Sword Formation in groups of seven!”

The Big Dipper Sword Formation was different from ordinary mob attacks. Seven disciples stepped into star positions, forming a sword net to attack Cai Zhao. However, Cai Pingsu had devised a way to break this formation two years ago.

Cai Zhao observed that in the seven-man formation, the Tianxuan position was always the most vulnerable. It had to yield the main attack position to Tianji while assisting Yaoguang. As the formation attacked, Cai Zhao parried the front three with several clangs, then swung her sword at the Tianji position disciple. Simultaneously, her left hand released a flash of silver, whipping through the Tianji disciple’s armpit and tightly binding the Tianxuan position disciple.

Cai Zhao swung her sword while pulling the silver chain, instantly breaking the formation.

At the same time, two grey-clad men tried to steal the water barrel cart, but she lashed out with her sword and chain, driving them back two zhang.

The young woman moved like an elusive shadow, flying about and swiftly taking down two more groups of Seven Stars Sword Formation disciples.

Zhuang Shu and the remaining disciples were terrified.

Cai Pingsu once said, “The greatest danger for martial artists is becoming set in their ways. Even the best techniques become predictable with overuse. One must constantly innovate and improve.” She had warned the Qingque Sect multiple times about the major flaws in their Seven Stars Sword Formation and even devised ways to fix them, but no one would listen.

She was already very powerful then, yet still lacked the authority to be heard.

Cai Zhao thrust her sword straight out again, taking down the last disciple of the third Seven Stars Sword Formation group.

By now, she had defeated three or four sects’ worth of disciples.

The crowd was in an uproar, unable to believe their eyes.

The young woman stood in the center, sword in hand, her skin fair as snow and face beautiful as a flower, her expression cold and detached.

A ring of fifty or sixty disciples surrounded her, yet none dared to make the first move.

Qi Lingbo watched from afar, a complex and strange feeling rising in his heart. However, he said aloud, “Look, she’s at the end of her strength. It won’t be long before she’s beaten into the mud!”

Dai Fengchi gritted his teeth and agreed, insisting that was indeed the case.

The fake Qi Yunke grew impatient and shouted, “Don’t stick to the sword formation! All disciples, use your skills to capture this rebel!”

Hearing the sect leader’s order, the disciples abandoned their formation tactics and decided to overwhelm Cai Zhao with sheer numbers.

The front row of disciples advanced together, their swords pointing at Cai Zhao in unison.

Cai Zhao’s left hand whipped out the silver chain, cracking it several times to drive them back, while her right-hand thrust, chopped, and stabbed with her sword, striking pressure points.

Suddenly, someone burst through from behind, scattering the disciples with a flurry of blows, all the while cursing angrily, “Have you no shame? It’s disgraceful enough that so many of you are fighting one person! Now you want to use such despicable tactics? You might as well go down the mountain and find a hundred or so peddlers to surround Cai Zhao! Why bother learning martial arts or practicing swordplay? Just go be ordinary civilians!”

The scattered disciples yelped and scurried away, clutching their heads.

Everyone looked closely and realized it was Ding Zhuo.

Zhuang Shu laughed, “So you’ve come out after all?”

Ding Zhuo’s face was cold as he replied, “With all this commotion outside, how could I stay hidden? These days, people in the martial arts world increasingly lack the true spirit of martial arts. They’re willing to use any lowly, underhanded trick!”

Shamed by his scolding, the disciples’ faces reddened. No longer daring to form a human wall, they could only confront Cai Zhao in small groups, hoping to wear her down.

After all, with nearly two hundred people present, Cai Zhao would eventually exhaust herself.

As they watched Cai Zhao continue to mow down opponents like a scythe through grass, seemingly invincible, Zhuang Shu decided to step in himself. However, Ding Zhuo held him back, saying, “You’re Senior Brother Li’s top disciple. If Cai Zhao beats you to a pulp, how will Senior Brother Li save face?”

Zhuang Shu had no choice but to stand down.

At this moment, Zeng Dalou arrived. He rushed into the fray, shouting, “Zhao-Zhao, stop this madness! You can’t escape with so many people here. I’ll plead with the master for you…”

Cai Zhao had just disabled two disciples when she turned and found Zeng Dalou blocking her path.

Two grey-clad men seized this opportunity. They swiftly lassoed the water barrel cart and pulled it away, tipping it over. The unconscious man inside, his acupoints sealed, rolled out. It was none other than Young Master Qian.

The short, hawk-nosed man was about to burst into laughter upon seeing Young Master Qian retrieved, but his laugh suddenly caught in his throat—

The entire scene fell silent.

It turned out that when Cai Zhao turned and saw Zeng Dalou, she delivered a lightning-fast sword thrust to his chest.

Zeng Dalou stared down blankly at the blunt sword deeply embedded in his chest, warm blood already flowing freely.

Because it was a blunt sword, the pain was even more intense.

Cai Zhao slowly twisted and pulled out the sword, a smile playing on her lips. “Senior Brother, you’ve finally arrived.”

Lei Xiuming let out a piercing scream: “Zhao-zhao, have you gone mad?!” How could she plead for Cai Zhao now that she had killed Zeng Dalou?

The disciples were struck dumb with shock. Throughout the difficult battle, Cai Zhao never killed anyone. They had gradually lowered their guard, never expecting the young woman to suddenly deliver a fatal blow.

And to kill Zeng Dalou of all people!

Li Wenxun gritted his teeth, preparing to enter the fray himself.

Ouyang Keye and Chen Qiong also approached with grim faces, but after a few steps, they halted.

Cai Zhao had quickly untied a coarse hemp rope from her left shoulder. She looped one end around Zeng Dalou and tossed the other high up, hooking it over a bare, century-old pine tree. With great effort, she pulled on the rope, hoisting Zeng Dalou’s corpse high into the air.

Fan Xingjia cried out in anguish, “Zhao-Zhao, have you gone insane? Quickly bring Senior Brother down!”

Just as everyone thought Cai Zhao had lost her mind, the suspended corpse of Zeng Dalou began to change. Someone noticed and cried out, “Look! What’s happening to Senior Brother?”

Although it was the dead of night, hundreds of torches illuminated the scene brightly.

Under the collective gaze, the dangling corpse began to writhe and twist like a maggot. The skin and muscles on the forehead, cheeks, hands, and feet undulated grotesquely, alternating between purple and black. Even corpse water began to drip down.

Faced with such an eerie sight, some people stopped what they were doing and stared intently.

Soon, the corpse ceased its contortions.

But the body hanging there was no longer Zeng Dalou. Instead, it bore the unfamiliar face of a man with thick, coarse features.

Several hundred people stood in stunned silence.

Finally, someone cried out, “So the body transformation technique exists in this world!”

This exclamation seemed to break a spell. Suddenly, hundreds of people burst into discussion. Some were surprised, some terrified, some panicked and at a loss, while others exchanged meaningful glances.

Fan Xingjia’s mouth gaped open.

Qi Lingbo stammered, “Who is this person? Where did Senior Brother go?”

Dai Fengchi remarked, “So Cai Zhao wasn’t lying after all.”

Even the usually composed Li Wenxun was left speechless by this turn of events.

After a moment’s thought, he called out loudly, “Outer disciples, heed my command! Everyone, withdraw!”

In truth, the disciples attacking Cai Zhao had already stopped. With this order, the outer disciples hurriedly retreated behind Zhuang Shu.

Ouyang Keye and Chen Qiong, after a brief stunned silence, slowly ordered their inner disciples to cease the attack and fall back.

The fake Qi Yunke was furious. “What’s the meaning of this?! Even if someone replaced Dalou, how can you doubt us? I’ve said it before—this is all a trick by the demonic cult. They’ve swapped a few people to sow doubt among us!”

Li Wenxun bowed, “Sect Leader, you have a point. However, this matter is too strange. We should discuss it further.” He then turned to Cai Zhao, “Zhao-Zhao, we understand your point now. We’ll discuss this matter thoroughly. Don’t be afraid or worry about being misunderstood.”

Cai Zhao switched her blunt sword to her other hand, shaking out her sore right hand behind her back. She smiled, “Afraid? Worried about being misunderstood? Your elders can discuss it yourselves. If I want to go down the mountain to find my father, no one can stop me.”

At this point, Li Wenxun and the others were no longer planning to forcibly restrain Cai Zhao.

The short, hawk-nosed man glanced at the fake Qi Yunke, received a signal, and stepped forward with a cold smile. “If the sect disciples are hesitant due to their bonds, then let us handle this.”

With that, seventy to eighty grey-clad men formed a strategic blockade in front of Cai Zhao.

Unlike the previous sect disciples, this group exuded a strong killing intent, their eyes gleaming with bloodlust.

“Hehehe, don’t be scared, little beauty,” a gap-toothed man lunged forward first. Each of his index fingers wore a steel fingertip, their sharp points aimed straight at Cai Zhao’s face.

Cai Zhao caught a whiff of a foul odor and felt dizzy.

At this moment, Fan Xingjia unconsciously stepped forward, pointing at the gap-toothed man and shouting, “That’s the Scorpion Finger technique! This person is—”

The gap-toothed man swung his left hand, shooting two poisoned needles from his sleeve straight at Fan Xingjia.

The change happened so quickly that others either didn’t see clearly or couldn’t react in time to help.

Cai Zhao swung her blunt sword backward, making it spin twice in the air to knock down the two poisoned needles. “Senior Brother Fan, quickly retreat!”

As the man’s poisoned right hand was about to strike, Cai Zhao leaped high, simultaneously slapping her waist. A dazzling arm-blade appeared as she pulled it out, bringing it down on the man’s head.

With a clang, the man retreated, clutching his profusely bleeding right hand and screaming in agony.

Everyone looked closely at Cai Zhao’s weapon. The blade was about three to four fingers wide, seven to eight inches shorter than a typical long sword. When sheathed in her belt, it was as thin as a cicada’s wing, yet once extended, it seemed indestructible.

“That’s the Yan Yang Blade,” a familiar, clear, and cold voice rang out.

The disciples turned to see Song Yuzhi approaching slowly, surrounded by guards from the Guangtian Gate.

“This Yan Yang Blade should be Lady Cai Pingsu’s weapon,” Song Yuzhi continued. “To this day, no one knows who forged this blade. Back then, when Lady Cai wielded it, she was unmatched throughout the land.”

Song Yuzhi wasn’t the only one who recognized it. Amidst the gap-toothed man’s screams, exclamations of “Yan Yang Blade” erupted throughout the crowd.

“Mm.” Cai Zhao gently stroked her beloved blade.

The blade seemed coated with a thin layer of rouge, accentuating its intense and intricate patterns. It was truly a sight of unparalleled beauty.

It was hard to imagine that someone as free-spirited and unrestrained as Cai Pingsu would use such an exquisitely beautiful weapon.

The short, hawk-nosed man pointed at the Yan Yang Blade, his voice trembling, “This, this is…”

“Wrong,” Cai Zhao held the blade in front of her. “This blade is stained with Nie Hengcheng’s blood! You’re unlucky enough to have the chance to test it.”

The young woman holding the blade seemed to have transformed into a different person, her eyes brimming with excited battle intent, eagerly awaiting strong opponents.

The short, hawk-nosed man shouted, “Everyone, foll—”

Before he could finish, Cai Zhao had already charged into the group of grey-clad men. With two clangs, she severed an eighteen-foot snake spear and a sword, then swept her blade horizontally, slitting two men’s throats in one stroke!

The two grey-clad men clutched their throats, unable to make a sound before falling.

Cai Zhao’s blood boiled, her eyes seeing nothing but one enemy after another.

She stepped forward, thrusting upward, then brought her blade down diagonally, saying, “Left arm!”

A grey-clad man’s left arm flew into the air, blood spraying everywhere.

“Right leg!” She spun, attacking the lower body.

Another grey-clad man’s right leg was severed at the knee, blood staining the yellow sand.

She flipped, sliding past an enemy’s armpit, “Lower abdomen!”

A grey-clad man’s belly burst open, intestines spilling onto the ground.

As her fervor gradually subsided, Cai Zhao recalled Cai Pingsu’s words:

“When you reach the pinnacle of combat with an enemy, you may even forget life and death. Your eyes will only see one opening after another. People are no longer enemies, lives are no longer lives. They are merely openings to be split by your sharp blade.”

The short, hawk-nosed man, seeing several of his men fall, realized he couldn’t let them continue to attack haphazardly. He quickly arranged a formation for a more composed assault.

By now, Cai Zhao had become aware that she was killing people. Her hands no longer trembled, and her mind grew calmer, focusing solely on facing her opponents.

The group of grey-clad men advanced like a rolling landslide, slowly pushing forward as if they could engulf everything.

Yet, a strand of intense light cleaved through the dark, muddy flow. As the girl’s blade danced, a brilliant red glow shimmered, dazzling in its beauty.

The two sides fought to a standstill.

The sect disciples watched, their spirits shaken—

Zhuang Shu stared in disbelief. He turned and said, “Ah Zhuo, you were right. Thank you.”

Ding Zhuo, engrossed in the scene, hadn’t heard clearly and asked, “What did you say?”

“You told me earlier not to enter the fray, lest I be beaten like a dead dog. You were right, thank you,” Zhuang Shu said. “By the way, didn’t you always say you wanted to duel her? Have you done it? What was the outcome?”

Ding Zhuo: …

— Damn it, I saved you, and this is how you repay me by hurting me.

Fan Xingjia watched, his mouth dry. He slowly retreated to Lei Xiuming’s side, “Senior Uncle Lei, I was wrong.”

Lei Xiuming: “What nonsense are you spouting?”

Fan Xingjia: “When you told me before that Lady Cai Pingsu, at just a few years old, had beaten a group of experts at the Taichu Temple’s grand competition, leaving you no time to even treat your wounds overnight—I believed you then. Now I see that everything you said was true.”

Lei Xiuming: … You little brat!

Qi Lingbo bit her lip hard, repeatedly telling herself in her mind, ‘This is nothing special, nothing special…’ But deep down, she knew very well that this was indeed extraordinary!

Dai Fengchi held his breath, “These useless people, I’ll go down and face Cai Zhao myself!” He had just started to move when Old Lady Mo pressed him down, taking away his sword and handing it to a guard for safekeeping.

“What’s going on?!” — A sudden shout rang out.

It turned out that the two grey-clad men who had retrieved Young Master Qian noticed that the person in their hands was ‘twisting.’ In a moment, Young Master Qian’s face had changed into that of another person.

A disciple nearby recognized him, “Eh, isn’t this Cui Sheng?”

The grey-clad men were furious. They quickly unsealed Cui Sheng’s acupoints.

Cui Sheng woke up, shouting incoherently, “Ouch, ouch, how did I end up here? Who knocked me out…”

The fake Qi Yunke and the short, hawk-nosed man exchanged bewildered glances. The stone wall dungeon was under strict guard. It was one thing for Cai Zhao to set a fire and snatch someone—that was quickly discovered. But when and how did she manage to switch the prisoners?

Song Yuzhi’s mind flashed back to a previous scene—

“The first favor I ask is for Third Senior Brother to tell me about a secret passage.”

“What secret passage?”

“The one leading to the stone wall dungeon.”

“…”

“The first time I entered the stone wall dungeon, I noticed that one of the three or four iron brackets on the wall was fake. There must be a hidden door behind it. What’s behind the hidden door? If it’s a secret room, it must be a secret passage. It would be pointless to have a secret room in a dungeon, so I guess it’s a passage.”

“What does this have to do with me?”

“Because this secret passage must have been built by Third Senior Brother’s maternal grandfather. The dungeon was built six or seven years ago, but the three-leaf flower engravings on the iron brackets are the mark of the Duan father and son—Old Man Duan only emerged three years ago.”

“…”

“Old Sect Leader Yin not only built the water dungeon but also created a secret passage for the stone wall dungeon, right? Through this passage, Old Sect Leader Yin could privately interrogate Elder Kaiyang.”

“…”

“Old Sect Leader Yin, who valued bloodlines so much, wouldn’t have trusted others with this. Lady Su Lian wasn’t reliable, so he must have only told his eldest daughter, Lady Qing Lian. Third Senior Brother, did your mother ever mention this secret passage to you?”

Song Yuzhi remembered that the tea had gone cold by the time he answered—

Of course, there was a secret passage. The entrance was behind a conspicuous rock, but he had never been there and didn’t know where the passage led. He never imagined he would reveal this information under such circumstances.

“Sect Leader, what should we do?” The short, hawk-nosed man was getting anxious.

The fake Qi Yunke was also in a panic. Their subsequent plans all relied on Young Master Qian’s body transformation technique. If this person disappeared, all their efforts would be in vain.

“Go find him quickly!” he ordered. “Search every inch of the dungeon, inside and out!”

Cai Zhao had always known that someone was monitoring her outside Chuitian Stronghold, but few knew she was skilled in disguise.

So, before the hour of Zi (11 PM – 1 AM), she had already left Chuitian Stronghold in disguise, found a disciple with a build similar to Young Master Qian’s, knocked him unconscious, and took him away.

When Young Master Qian saw Cai Zhao leap out from behind the stone wall’s hidden door behind the iron bracket, he was so frightened he nearly had a fit.

Cai Zhao told Young Master Qian to transform Cui Sheng into her likeness. At first, Young Master Qian made excuses about depleted energy, but Cai Zhao coldly replied, “I don’t believe you lack the strength to maintain a transformation for just a few hours. This is your last chance to escape from their control. The offer won’t stand for long.”

Young Master Qian assessed the situation and realized that this girl was no easier to deal with than that pock-faced character. He immediately complied and transformed Cui Sheng into his appearance.

Afterward, Cai Zhao sealed Cui Sheng’s acupoints, placed him on the stone bed, and left with Young Master Qian.

After the hour of Yin (3 AM – 5 AM), she set a fire outside the stone wall dungeon but entered through the secret passage herself to retrieve Cui Sheng, creating the illusion of a jailbreak.

“You know the art of disguise. That’s enough to fool ordinary people. You could have quietly slipped away with Qian. Why did you have to cause such chaos?” In the dim lamplight, Song Yuzhi stared intently at Cai Zhao.

The girl replied firmly, “I needed to expose the Thousand Faces Sect’s deception in front of everyone. Everyone needed to know that the body transformation technique was real. This matter couldn’t be covered up or hidden—it couldn’t rely on just a few words from someone like Chang Ning with his unclear background, or two maids shouting outside.”

“To prove that the leader of the world’s top sect has been replaced, you need solid evidence. Mere words are useless.”

Song Yuzhi asked, “What’s your evidence?”

“Zeng Dalou,” the girl answered.

“Their original plan was to easily replace Master after he was severely injured. But I ruined their plan, and Master only suffered minor injuries. So they had to use the Soul Confusion Needle—on my father too.”

“Once the Soul Confusion Needle is used, its strong scent would be immediately noticeable. Who could make both Master and my father let their guard down enough to get close and attack successfully?”

“Only Zeng Dalou.”

“Especially for my father. Apart from our own family, he’s not even close to Master, let alone other sect disciples. Only Zeng Dalou, who he’s known since youth, and whose martial arts are far inferior to my father’s—people tend to be less guarded against those much weaker than themselves.”

Song Yuzhi was silent for a moment, then asked, “The body transformation technique can only be undone when the person dies. What if you misjudged and wrongly killed Senior Brother?”

“After we find my father, I’ll pay for Senior Brother’s life with my own,” the girl replied, her gaze steady.

Song Yuzhi looked up—sure enough, the fake Qi Yunke and his group were in a panic.

They couldn’t find Young Master Qian.

“Capture Cai Zhao! Force her to reveal Young Master Qian’s whereabouts!” The fake Qi Yunke gritted his teeth.

The short, hawk-nosed man dared not hold back any longer. He glared at Cai Zhao with sinister intent.

Song Yuzhi glanced at Pang Xiongxin.

Understanding the signal, Pang Xiongxin led a team of guards into the fray.

Soon, there was a clanging of metal, and Pang Xiongxin’s roar could be heard: “You bunch of bastards! What’s this? Do you dare use hidden weapons? Since when did the Six Sects of Beichen have such rules?”

He had led his men to charge into the group about to use hidden weapons on Cai Zhao, disrupting them with slashes and strikes.

The fake Qi Yunke cursed, “You’re obstructing my capture of this rebellious disciple. What are you trying to do?!”

Pang Xiongxin laughed heartily, “Capture? More like maim! Beat her half to death, then interrogate at leisure, right?”

Li Wenxun looked at the fallen hidden weapons on the ground, his face grim. “Sect Leader, using such underhanded methods against our disciple—aren’t you afraid of being ridiculed?”

The fake Qi Yunke barely contained his anger. “Brother Li, you’ve seen it. That rebellious disciple has hidden away the Thousand Faces Sect disciple. If their body transformation technique spreads through the martial world, it will cause great harm! If Cai Zhao would honestly reveal where she’s hidden him, why would we resort to such measures? Brother Li, can’t you persuade her?”

Cai Zhao, hearing this, slashed diagonally at an opponent’s forehead while smiling, “I do know the Thousand Faces disciple’s whereabouts. It’s just that I casually broke into a prison, not knowing I’d rescued a fake. I haven’t had the chance to ask Master where he’s hidden the real one. Perhaps he’s keeping him for some other purpose?”

Her response was brilliantly ambiguous, making the truth seem false and the false seem true. The fake Qi Yunke was furious but helpless.

—Song Yuzhi watched this man from afar, secretly wondering who he was, able to impersonate Master Qi Yunke so convincingly.

“Rather than taking such risks, why not find a way to secretly capture that fake sect leader and interrogate him properly?” Song Yuzhi had listened to the girl’s plan and felt his scalp tingle.

“Does Third Senior Brother believe that just by capturing that imposter, we can learn Master and Father’s whereabouts?” Cai Zhao’s smile held a trace of sadness. “That imposter is just a pawn, one that could be exposed at any time. Why would they let a pawn know such crucial secrets?”

Song Yuzhi, with years of experience in the martial world, knew the girl spoke the truth and remained silent.

Cai Zhao continued calmly, “They went to such great lengths to capture Master and Father alive. I don’t believe they’d kill them easily. So, when would they lose their value and be disposable? When the imposters have completely replaced them—that’s why I must make a big scene, one that can’t be covered up, one that forces the imposters to stand firm.”

“And then?” Song Yuzhi pressed.

“That’s the second favor I need to ask of you, Senior Brother,” Cai Zhao smiled slightly. “After I leave, you’ll need to stabilize the situation at Mount Jiuli. As long as the imposter insists on his identity, Senior Uncle Li and the others will have reservations. They might imprison or interrogate, but at most, it’ll end in house arrest. The Guangtian Gate is different—”

Song Yuzhi understood the deep meaning in the girl’s eyes. “You’re certain?”

“I can’t be,” the girl shook her head. “Aunt once said, when you’re at a loss and don’t know what to do, don’t worry about this or that. Just do what your heart desires most, and don’t regret it, right or wrong—I want to go down the mountain. I feel the answer lies below.”

Song Yuzhi snapped back to the present, hearing the imposter’s shouts again.

“Since Brother Li is powerless to help, please step aside. After we capture this rebellious disciple, we can discuss further.” The fake Qi Yunke’s face darkened. “As the sect leader, I declare that any disciple willing to obey the order to capture Cai Zhao has already fallen for the demonic cult’s tricks and intends to betray their master and rebel against the sect.”

At these words, Li Wenxun and the others hesitated, unsure how to proceed.

Pang Xiongxin grinned brazenly, “Don’t glare at me, Sect Leader. I’m a coward, can’t handle threats. Besides, we’re not part of the Qingque Sect.”

The fake Qi Yunke spat hatefully, “If you’re not a sect disciple, why are you interfering?!”

Pang Xiongxin put on a righteous face, “We of the Guangtian Gate have always been upright and just, helping the weak and standing up for what’s right. We detest… detest…” He coughed, running out of flowery words. “In short, we can’t stand underhanded behavior.”

He spread his hands, “Can’t help it. Guangtian Gate disciples are just so righteous. The righteousness in our dantian just bursts out uncontrollably. We couldn’t hold it back even if we tried.”

Ouyang Keye and the others struggled to hold back their laughter.

Pang Xiongxin not only prevented the grey-clad men from using hidden weapons but also discouraged too many people from ganging up on Cai Zhao.

—In truth, Cai Zhao now feared human wave tactics less. Earlier, she had been concerned about hurting her fellow disciples, but now, with her precious blade in hand, she could slash and kill indiscriminately.

After fighting for most of the night, the sky began to lighten.

Cai Zhao looked up, the indigo light of dawn falling on her weary face—her limbs were starting to feel heavy. She knew the night was almost over, and it was time to leave.

She summoned her energy and used the Flying Flower Crossing technique, leaping several times toward the direction of the Endless Mountains and Rivers Cliff.

The short, hawk-nosed man saw Cai Zhao’s intent to escape and shouted, “Everyone, quick! Follow her! She’s trying to escape!”

The grey-clad men followed like a muddy wave. This was exactly what Cai Zhao had been waiting for—their formation was in disarray, people crowding and rushing forward. She swiftly turned back, her blade flashing red like the dawn, and in an instant, blood and flesh flew.

When Song Yuzhi arrived, he saw the girl’s delicate face, pale and tinged with blue, speckled with drops of blood—a shockingly stark contrast.

The night before Cai Zhao left, he had asked her one last question—”Most young girls would prefer to wait for their elders to handle such difficult matters. Why aren’t you willing to wait?”

The girl, her hands on the door bolt, turned back with a smile, “Wait? Until when? Wait a month or so for your father to arrive, then everyone argues, and that imposter still refuses to confess. Would your father dare to torture him severely?”

“Then wait another month, or less, for Uncle Zhou to arrive. More arguments, and finally, the two elders reach an agreement with Senior Uncle Li and the others to interrogate the imposter strictly. And then, the imposter truly knows nothing.”

“After more than a month, Father and Master are still missing. Knowing this, why should we keep waiting?” Song Yuzhi struggled to answer, aware that the girl’s words likely foreshadowed future events.

“In life, we often face extremely unfortunate situations. She’ll discover that family can be relied upon, but elders and close friends cannot. Mountains may crumble, seas may dry up—what can we do? We can only rely on ourselves.” The girl forcefully opened the door, letting in a gust of cold wind.

Then, for the first time, she left.

A fierce battle erupted at Wanshui Qianshan Cliff. The gray-robed men desperately tried to stop Cai Zhao, who unleashed a killing spree.

When Song Yuzhi caught sight of her again, she had already reached one of the iron chain boxes, activating both the firing and release mechanisms.

With a thunderous sound, Cai Zhao’s left hand shot out a straight silver chain, firmly grasping its head.

The crowd at the cliff’s edge could only watch helplessly as she leaped into the air. Propelled by the powerful mechanism, she glided gracefully towards the opposite shore. Behind her, the rising sun drove away the emptiness and secrecy of the night with its golden-red glow.

Dawn broke.

The fake Qi Yunke still roared, “Quickly, after her!”

However, the crowd soon discovered that except for the iron chain, Cai Zhao was using, the mechanisms in the other six chain boxes had been tampered with and couldn’t be fired.

A dull thud echoed from the opposite shore, signaling Cai Zhao’s arrival.

Meanwhile, the mechanism on this side had automatically detached, leaving the chain hanging limply. They would have to wait for disciples on the other side to slowly retract the entire chain through the lock before bringing it back.

The short eagle-nosed man was stunned. “Have they all gone down?”

“Of course, they can be repaired. Even if they can’t, new mechanisms can be installed,” Li Wenxun replied, looking at him as if he were an idiot. With such precautions in place, the Qingque Sect was effectively trapped.

The eagle-nosed man’s spirits lifted. “How long will it take?”

“Two hours to repair, an hour and a half to replace, then half an hour to set before use.”

The eagle-nosed man was speechless. Damn, what’s the difference?

In two hours, Cai Zhao would be long gone from Qingque Town, free to go in any direction. Moreover, with the Thousand-Faced Young Master in her possession, she could assume any identity. How could they possibly find them?

“Why didn’t you send someone to cut the seven iron chains while Miss Cai was fighting earlier? That would have solved everything,” Pang Xiongxin pondered, unable to understand.

Li Wenxun’s face remained expressionless. “Because no one thought Zhao Zhao could fight her way out.” They all assumed she’d be stopped on the way, unable to even reach the cliff’s edge.

Pang Xiongxin nearly burst out laughing but held back upon seeing the gloomy expressions of everyone at Qingque Sect. The gray-robed men looked despondent, while the sect disciples were filled with doubt and fear—after all, not even knowing whether their own sect master was real or fake was quite tragic.

Pang Xiongxin suddenly felt that Guangtian Gate wasn’t so bad. At least when he left, Song Shijun was real. The farewell drink was at Cuihong Tower, and their gate master’s habit of having a madam on his left and a courtesan on his right had remained unchanged for decades. There were no imposters in the world who could replicate that.

Once today’s pigeon message from the Third Young Master arrived, Song Shijun would learn about the Thousand Faces Sect and the Chaos-Breaking Needle. Under strict guard, it seemed unlikely he could be replaced. Praise be to the Buddha of Infinite Life!

…

Upon reaching Fengyun Peak, Cai Zhao “kindly” kicked over a few patrolling disciples who tried to stop her, then made her way down the mountain to a valley halfway up.

This valley was quite flat and hidden from view by a row of dense pine trees, making it difficult for ordinary people to discover.

A light rain began to fall again as seven or eight swill carts stood neatly parked in the clearing.

Every evening at the end of the You hour, Qingque Sect’s miscellaneous affairs manager would lead people to collect kitchen waste from various places. They would use the last normally opened iron chain of the day to send the swill carts to Fengyun Peak. Disciples there would then push the carts to this valley halfway up the mountain.

At dawn the next day, town swill collectors would push empty carts up to retrieve the full ones, leaving behind clean, empty carts.

This routine is repeated daily.

At this moment, the town swill collectors hadn’t yet arrived.

Braving the drizzle, Cai Zhao walked directly to one of the swill carts she had marked. She lifted the lid of one barrel to reveal the Thousand-Faced Young Master, whom the gray-robed men had been desperately searching for.

After releasing his acupoints, the Thousand-Faced Young Master slowly regained consciousness. Looking around and realizing he had spent the night in a swill barrel, he let out a miserable cry, nearly fainting again.

“If you’re alright, let’s go. They’ll come down to chase us in two hours. The further we get, the better,” said the young girl, her body bearing traces of fierce combat and her words tinged with a thick, murderous aura.

The Thousand-Faced Young Master didn’t dare to make a fuss. He scrambled out of the swill cart and obediently followed behind her.

“Are you going to the Great Snow Mountain? It’s a desolate place with no human traces or even animals!”

“To be honest, I have a chronic cough. You could just tell me what the Snow Unicorn Dragon Beast looks like, and we wouldn’t need to go.”

“That’s not a place for people to go! All kinds of wild beasts will eat you. A young girl like you won’t survive there!”

Cai Zhao suddenly turned back and struck out at the Thousand-Faced Young Master with an empty-handed blow.

He froze in terror. A rock behind him shattered, and the flying pebbles hit him, causing pain.

“Now do you think we can go there?” she asked coldly.

“Yes, yes!” The Thousand-Faced Young Master nodded frantically, almost prostrating himself on the ground.

Cai Zhao withdrew her energy and turned to continue down the mountain.

The sun rose at the peak, but from the mountainside down, it remained gloomy with a persistent drizzle.

She had always disliked rainy days because her aunt made her continue training regardless of the weather.

She remembered crying from exhaustion during training one year and angrily exclaiming that she planned to roam the jianghu and uphold justice, so why did she have to train so hard?

Her aunt gently massaged her sore muscles and told her—teaching her skills wasn’t about what she could do, but to ensure she wouldn’t be paralyzed by fear and helplessness when waiting.

In just over a month, she had accomplished much.

As the foot of the mountain came into view, a figure suddenly and silently emerged from behind a tree—

Cai Zhao immediately halted.

A tall, straight-backed young man in wide-sleeved robes stood before them. His features were as if painted, difficult to capture in words. He held an ink-wash paper umbrella, his jade-like fingers long and slender on the handle. The pale cyan hem of his robe fluttered in the slanting wind and fine rain-like trembling flower branches.

Cai Zhao didn’t recognize him.

The Thousand-Faced Young Master did.

But they both stared, somewhat dumbfounded—in this remote wilderness, could this be a ghost from some grave?

“Zhao Zhao,” the handsome young man said, his eyes smiling.

As soon as he spoke, Cai Zhao’s expression changed.

She recognized that voice.

“Surname Mu, given name Qing Yan,” he continued slowly. “I’ve been waiting for you for a day and a night.”
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Since Cai Zhao was eight years old, when the silk shop across the street changed hands due to the inheriting son’s gambling addiction, she understood that everything in the world, from restaurants and inns to the Jade Emperor’s celestial throne, needed someone to inherit it.

Qingque Sect’s rule was that the most capable should lead. Even if you were the Sect Leader’s child, you couldn’t inherit the position if your martial arts and scholarly abilities were insufficient. This seemingly impartial approach stemmed from profound lessons learned in the past.

After all, the Qingque Sect was the leader of the Six Sects. Externally, they faced the watchful eyes of the Evil Sect, while internally, the brother sects smiled to their faces but harbored potentially ill intentions. If the Sect Leader weakened and lost respect, the Evil Sect would smell blood and come charging up the mountain, knives sharpened.

Even if the Evil Sect suddenly turned vegetarian, you could ask the other Northern Chen descendants if they fancied the beautiful scenery of Wanshui Qianshan Cliff, or if they’d like to move to Muwei Palace. While others might not know, Cai Zhao was certain that the glittering Master Song of Guangtian Gate would be more than willing.

In comparison, Luoying Valley was much more relaxed. Sons were sons, daughters were daughters, and if there were neither, then sons-in-law or daughters-in-law would do—after all, heaven always provides a way, and fate favors the simple-minded.

Guangtian Gate, Siqi Gate, and Peiqiong Manor all practiced hereditary succession, but they developed their unique inheritance methods based on different foundations and local conditions.

The successive masters of Guangtian Gate had two very clear life goals: to expand and glorify the sect and to marry many wives and concubines to produce many sons—with more sons, there was a better chance of an outstanding one to inherit the position of the sect leader.

Of course, if the wife’s family was powerful and noble, it was better to be more discreet.

Take Song Shijun as an example. He had three sons in quick succession, which was not only enough but also allowed him to spare one to compete for the position at Qingque Sect.

Although Song Maozhi had a bit of a temper, his martial arts skills and charisma were quite good. In bloody battles where others lost arms and legs, he only injured a toe.

Given the sect’s circumstances, even someone as proud and intelligent as Lady Qinglian had to grit her teeth and accept her husband’s child with a maidservant from before their marriage, even raising Song Xiuzhi with a facade of kindness.

For this reason, the struggles among wives and concubines in Guangtian Gate had been extremely fierce and varied over the past two hundred years.

Everyone wanted their son to succeed, and since a larger pool increased the chances of success, the wives and concubines all wanted to bear more sons. As a result, the successive masters of the Guangtian Gate were inevitably “overworked.”

They were truly “overworked” to the point of exhaustion.

The ladies, big and small, were all like hungry wolves with gleaming eyes. Who had the mood for romantic poetry, philosophy, or the meaning of life? Lying down obediently and working hard was the reality.

Song Yuzhi’s grandfather, the old master Song, started his carnal activities at thirteen with a maidservant. He lost over a dozen children before only Song Shijun survived.

In two hundred years, the Qingque Sect had passed through ten generations of sect leaders, while the Guangtian Gate had gone through ten masters in rapid succession.

Overexertion had worn out the oxen, so to speak.

If Guangtian Gate’s records were a volume of tragicomic folklore, then Siqi Gate’s was a stack of bloody and insane death notes. Guangtian Gate’s conflicts were limited to struggles among wives and concubines. As long as the master husband maintained some principles, everyone drew their lines and competed based on their ability to bear children. There was still a bottom line. After all, Guangtian Gate was wealthy and powerful with many branch sects, so even the losing sons and grandsons had places to go.

Siqi Gate was an entirely different matter.

Guangtian Gate believed in the saying “It takes an entire clan to catch a tiger,” while Siqi Gate followed the principle “If you don’t remove the roots when cutting the grass, it will grow again in the spring breeze.” Brothers fought brutally, resulting in either exile and disinheritance in minor cases, or murder and arson in severe ones. In the end, only one person could remain to control Siqi Gate.

Compared to these two sects, Peiqiong Manor was much more civilized.

From the first generation of inheritance, the family rules clearly stated that as long as one was of the Zhou family’s direct bloodline and good character, they could compete for the position of manor lord.

At first glance, this seemed fine, but there were still issues.

Guangtian Gate’s conflicts were among wives and concubines, Siqi Gate’s were among brothers, and Peiqiong Manor’s were among sisters-in-law. As the saying goes, “The first thirty years depend on your husband, the next thirty on your son.” After being the lady of the manor for half a lifetime, upon the husband’s death, a previously despised sister-in-law might replace you. Who could stomach that?

Strangely enough, the Zhou family had inexplicably produced only sons for three consecutive generations. The most outstanding brothers of a generation, Zhou Yuqian, and Zhou Yukun, were already three layers removed from the direct line and posed little threat.

Then there was Taichu Temple.

When Cai Changfeng returned from his wanderings in the jianghu, he found that his brother and sister-in-law’s graves were already overgrown. Only after asking around did he learn that his niece and nephew had been adopted by the Zhou family. He couldn’t help but remark that Taichu Temple’s inheritance method was the most harmonious, neither overly demanding perfection nor causing bloodshed, while also avoiding decline and maintaining a balance between cultivation and virtue.

However, judging from the tragic scene at the Northern Chen Ancestor’s bicentennial ceremony, Taichu Temple was not as peaceful as it seemed.

“If you want to talk about your Evil Sect, just say it directly. Why keep dragging us Northern Chen into it?” Cai Zhao raised her head from the steaming, enormous bathtub, revealing her small, delicate shoulders.

She was furious. “And why are you in my room while I’m bathing?!”

The handsome young man sitting at the table frowned slightly. “There’s such a large screen between us. I can’t see anything.”

The entire room was divided by a large, exquisitely embroidered four-panel screen. The left side was misty and warm with moisture, while the right side was bright and clean, with only a table, a chair, and a person.

Cai Zhao was almost spitting fire with anger. “Do you understand propriety at all? Don’t you know there should be separation between men and women? I’m bathing in here, whether you can see or not, you shouldn’t be in the room! When I once burst into Third Senior Brother’s room, he was wearing only his undergarments, but he hurriedly put on his outer robe—look at his manners and etiquette. You’re really…”

“What did you say?” Mu Qingyan’s face immediately darkened. “A grown man not even fully dressed, and you dared to barge right in? Don’t you know about the separation of men and women? You’re so grown up now, don’t you know to avoid suspicion?”

Cai Zhao nearly fell headfirst into the bathtub.

“You’re a man! Why aren’t you avoiding suspicion?” she shrieked.

“I’m different,” Mu Qingyan said righteously. “My mind is pure. Hmph, people like Song Yuzhi, already engaged yet still entangling with other women, who knows what he’s thinking.”

Grateful for Song Yuzhi’s previous help, Cai Zhao couldn’t help but defend him: “Third Senior Brother doesn’t like Senior Sister Lingbo.”

“If he doesn’t like her, why doesn’t he break off the engagement early? Does he have to wait for another family to come along before speaking up? Hmph, coward.”

Mu Qingyan’s jade-like fingers pressed slightly, leaving a clear handprint on the yellow pear wood table. “Let it go this time, but if I find out again that you’re not maintaining proper distance from other men, don’t blame me for taking action!”

Cai Zhao rested her chin on the edge of the bathtub, feeling the urge to sigh to the heavens.

This morning, when she encountered him at the foot of Jiuli Mountain, she initially didn’t want to acknowledge him.

Knowing he wasn’t welcome, he silently followed until they left Qingque Town and passed the fork in the road. Only then did he suggest that Cai Zhao and the Thousand-Faced Young Master bathe, change clothes, and rest for a while.

The Thousand-Faced Young Master didn’t need to be told twice. Although the swill barrel was empty, he had lain in it all night, and the smell on his body was indescribably pungent.

Cai Zhao was covered in blood and sweat, utterly exhausted. To alleviate Cai Zhao’s wariness, Mu Qingyan even offered to take Luoying Valley’s poison as a form of restraint.

“Why would I want to poison you?” Cai Zhao was completely puzzled.

Mu Qingyan patiently explained, “What if I were to attack you while you’re resting, or quietly steal away the Thousand-Faced Young Master? So you should give me a poison you control, and then provide the antidote when it’s safe. That way, it’s secure.”

Seeing the girl’s bewildered gaze, he asked in surprise, “What? Doesn’t Luoying Valley have such a poison? With your mother’s talents, it shouldn’t be beyond her capabilities.”

Cai Zhao expressed her shame: “…When I go back, I’ll remind Mother.”

It was an elegant bamboo grove retreat, quiet and secluded, with only the sound of birdsong around.

A sprightly old servant with white hair and a beard waited quietly nearby. Cai Zhao heard Mu Qingyan call him ‘Uncle Cheng,’ his attitude unusually close and respectful.

The Thousand-Faced Young Master initially wanted to head straight to the main residence to wash up and change, but Mu Qingyan knocked him down with a palm strike through the air. Then Uncle Cheng dragged him to the woodshed to clean up.

Cai Zhao’s treatment was much better.

In the warm inner room, a huge bathtub made of oiled paulownia wood, standing over half a person tall, was filled with hot water. A complete set of clean, new clothes and shoes, already perfumed, awaited her, along with a soft bed piled high like clouds.

The only annoying thing was that Mu Qingyan refused to leave, no matter what.

“Fine, fine, continue talking about the internal affairs of your Evil Sect,” Cai Zhao waved her hand resignedly and lay back in the bathtub to rest.

The first leader of the Evil Sect had the surname Mu, and most of the sect leaders over the past two hundred years were named Mu.

Simply put, like the wonton shop Cai Zhao often visited, the Evil Sect was essentially a family business.

However, sect leaders were human, and humans inevitably produced unworthy descendants.

Problems emerged as early as the third-generation leader’s time—his only son was weak and quiet, visibly unfit for the great responsibility. If he became the sect leader, the Six Sects of Northern Chen would collectively laugh their heads off.

If the position of sect leader were given to someone else, the Mu leader would feel utterly uncomfortable and would be letting down his ancestors. So, this very creative leader came up with the ‘adopted son system.’

He meticulously selected an orphan with outstanding talent but a loyal disposition, carefully nurtured him, and constantly instilled in him the idea that gratitude was heavier than the sky. After his death, the adopted son would assist his biological son as the Guardian King, and when his capable grandson grew up, the transition would be smooth.

“How did he know his grandson would be capable? What if the grandson was also quiet and weak?” Cai Zhao thought this leader was being too presumptuous.

A strange expression appeared on Mu Qingyan’s face: “The Mu family never had two consecutive generations of outstanding descendants—that was how it was before Nie Hengcheng.”

Cai Zhao was startled: “Nie Hengcheng was an adopted son of the Mu family?”

“That’s right.”

Before Nie Hengcheng, the Mu family had produced three adopted sons who became immensely powerful Guardian Kings.

Two of them were utterly loyal. Although they might have been reluctant to give up power, they still transferred authority according to plan when their adopted brothers’ sons grew up. One was slightly unwilling, but after marrying his daughter to the new leader, he retired promptly and reportedly spent his later years happily with his grandchildren.

But Nie Hengcheng was different.

Nie Hengcheng was the adopted son of Mu Qingyan’s great-grandfather. He was clever and capable from a young age, beginning to assist his indecisive adoptive father at fifteen.

After his adoptive father passed away, he continued to assist his sickly adopted brother—Mu Qingyan’s grandfather.

Unexpectedly, Mu Qingyan’s grandparents died early, when Mu Qingyan’s father, Mu Zhengming, was not yet ten years old.

The Evil Sect was large, powerful, and far stronger than any of the Six Sects of Northern Chen. Therefore, the sect leader had to be iron-fisted and authoritative. Even those with slightly soft methods couldn’t control the wolves and tigers below, let alone a child.

So, Nie Hengcheng, the Mu family’s adopted son, took control as the acting leader for the first time.

Cai Zhao listened, somewhat dumbfounded: “Then what about your father? Where is he now?”

“He passed away four years ago.”

Cai Zhao immediately retreated into the bathtub, then said after a moment, “Your father died four years ago, so it wasn’t Nie Hengcheng who killed him? I thought Nie Hengcheng was unwilling to return the leadership position to your father and then killed him.”

Mu Qingyan: “Nie Hengcheng was indeed unwilling to return to the leadership position, but he never harmed my father.”

Cai Zhao blinked, not quite understanding.

Mu Qingyan: “Because my father didn’t want to take over the leadership position.”

Cai Zhao let out an “Ah,” and asked in a small voice, “Was your father in poor health?”

“No, my father was healthy, highly skilled, and not weak-willed. He simply preferred a life of leisure—he truly disliked power struggles, scheming, and killing.”

One year, Nian Changhao followed the heroes of the Six Sects of Northern Chen to attack the Youming Bamboo Path. After half a day of intense fighting in the dark, he wandered aimlessly and accidentally encountered Mu Zhengming, who was raising cranes and feeding phoenixes in the mountains.

Mu Zhengming didn’t raise an alarm. He silently pointed out a path for Nian Changhao to leave, left a bottle of medicine for wounds on the ground, and quietly departed.

“Later, Hero Nian must have met my father a few more times,” Mu Qingyan said.

“I see,” Cai Zhao realized. “That’s why Hero Nian was willing to trust you.”

“Yes, Hero Nian always remembered my father’s kindness. Father once said that if I ever faced urgent trouble in the future, I should seek Hero Nian’s help. Although Hero Nian kept saying on his deathbed that the destruction of the Nian family had nothing to do with me, I know that I brought calamity to the Nian family—when I return to the sect, I will surely gouge out the eyes, cut out the tongues, strip the tendons, and flay the skin of those who did it.”

Mu Qingyan’s tone was calm, but every word was chilling.

Cai Zhao knew that when ordinary people swore to “gouge out eyes, cut out tongues, strip tendons, and flaky skin,” it was often just talking. But Mu Qingyan would do it.

She shrank her neck and sighed after a moment: “Your great-grandfather was weak-willed, your grandfather was physically weak, and your father was indifferent to fame and fortune. This means Nie Hengcheng held power for three generations. Sigh, such a long period of power in hand, even if he didn’t have ambition before, it would breed ambition.”

Mu Qingyan tilted his head back, his neck long and beautiful. “…Sometimes I wonder, if Father hadn’t been so committed to a quiet life and had fought for the leadership position, would many people’s lives have been different?”

“Nie Hengcheng might not have practiced that evil technique, Wu Yuanying wouldn’t have been tortured for over a decade, Luo Yuanrong might have been able to stay by her loved one’s side, the Three Elders of Qingfeng would all be alive, keeping each other in check—at least, Heroine Cai Pingshu wouldn’t have died so early.”

Cai Zhao felt a pang in her heart. After a moment, she said softly, “I don’t think we can blame your father. It wasn’t his fault; he simply couldn’t go against his nature.”

Mu Qingyan stared at the screen in surprise, as if trying to see Cai Zhao’s expression—he had thought she would agree.

The girl continued, “It’s like my aunt. Old Mrs. Min always complained that she didn’t know how to cook or do needlework, didn’t know how to be gentle and virtuous, and wouldn’t even stay at home waiting for her fiancé to return, always wanting to compete and take the lead outside.”

“My aunt can cook and sew, and she tried staying at home obediently—but it didn’t work. Aunt said she had been brave since she was little, but just thinking about living that kind of life in the future made her break out in a cold sweat, so scared that she would wake up from nightmares. So she stole Master Lei’s clothes and ran away in the middle of the night. Fortunately, later Uncle Zhou understood my aunt’s feelings and could accept her.”

“Perhaps for your father, being the leader of the Evil Sect was like asking my aunt to be a virtuous wife who manages the household and cooks—something so terrifying it would wake him up in the middle of the night.”

“So, don’t blame your father. I think he must have been a good person. Hero Nian wouldn’t have trusted you so much based on just one act of kindness. It must have been your father who made him believe you weren’t a bad person.”

The girl’s voice was gentle and peaceful, lingering in the air.

Suddenly, Mu Qingyan said, “Zhao Zhao, can I remove the screen and come to your side?” He suddenly wanted to see the girl’s face and the expression on it, to soothe the lingering discontent in his heart.

A ladle of hot water hit the embroidered screen hard, accompanied by the girl’s intense anger—

“Get out!”
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Young Master Qian was drying his hair in the courtyard when he suddenly heard angry shouts and commotion from the main room. Moments later, a handsome youth with water droplets on his cheeks was thrown out.

Surprised, Qian exclaimed, “Miss Cai is bathing. You were in there? That’s… inappropriate.” His comment implied that despite his unconventional profession, his moral standards remained high.

Mu Qingyan glanced at him and remarked, “Considering you’ve probably been touched by fewer brothel courtesans than she has men, I don’t see the issue.”

Qian was left speechless. As he watched Mu Qingyan’s tall figure walk away, he silently cursed, amazed at the existence of such a malicious person.

Shortly after, Cai Zhao emerged from the room fully dressed. Noticing Young Master Qian in the courtyard, she casually asked his name.

Qian eagerly explained that his master, the Thousand-Faced Elder, had found him on a snowy day, so he was named…

“So you’re called Qian Haoleng (A Thousand Times Cold)? Your master is quite poetic,” Cai Zhao commented appreciatively.

Qian replied woodenly, “No… I’m Qian Xueshen (Deep Snow).”

Instantly losing interest, Cai Zhao remarked, “Oh. Your master’s literary skills are decent, but he lacks poetic flair.”

Qian Xueshen was bewildered. He thought, “Damn it, isn’t ‘Deep Snow’ more poetic than ‘A Thousand Times Cold’? There are such malicious people in this world!”

At that moment, Uncle Cheng arrived to invite them to dine.

The meal was lavish and expertly prepared. The crispy duck seemed freshly roasted, making a delightful crunch between their teeth. The Eight Treasures Chicken glistened enticingly. The roasted pork, paired with fresh sweet and sour berry sauce, was rich yet not greasy, nearly melting in their mouths. The jade-green vegetable hearts stuffed with shrimp were refreshing, and the abalone and shark fin soup was so delicious they almost swallowed their tongues.

It was a mystery how Uncle Cheng had procured such delicacies in this remote mountain village.

Mu Qingyan barely ate, instead focusing on serving Cai Zhao. He watched with affection as the girl’s cheeks puffed out while eating. However, the ungrateful girl, having eaten her fill, wiped her mouth and prepared to leave.

“Thank you, Young Lord Mu, for aiding us in our time of need,” the girl said formally, bowing with clasped hands. “Now that we’ve eaten and drunk our fill, we’ll take our leave. Please don’t trouble yourself to see us off.” She had heard Uncle Cheng address Mu Qingyan by this title earlier.

As the girl grabbed the still-gnawing-on-a-duck-neck Qian Xueshen, preparing to depart, Mu Qingyan quickly stood up. “Let me accompany you to Snowy Mountain,” he offered.

Cai Zhao paused, turning her head suspiciously. “How did you know I’m going to Snowy Mountain?”

Mu Qingyan chuckled lightly. “Naturally, it’s because our hearts are connected…”

“We’re leaving,” Cai Zhao said curtly, once again grabbing Qian Xueshen by the scruff of his neck.

“Alright, alright, I’ll explain. I guessed,” Mu Qingyan admitted, pressing a hand on Qian Xueshen’s shoulder. The pain forced Qian Xueshen to sit back down involuntarily.

Mu Qingyan continued, “After leaving the Qingque Sect, there are only two options: seeking help or finding a way to break the body-switching technique. However, Changchun Temple, Xuankong Nunnery, Peiqiong Manor, and even Luoying Valley are all south of Jiuli Mountain. Only Snowy Mountain lies to the north. When we reached the five-way intersection in Qingque Town, you chose the northern path without hesitation. That’s how I knew you were heading to Snowy Mountain.”

If the girl hadn’t been so repulsed by Qian Xueshen’s unkempt appearance and reluctantly agreed to rest in this bamboo grove, they would already be on their way north.

Cai Zhao relaxed slightly. “It’s good that you know. The journey to Snowy Mountain is long, and I can’t delay any further. We must set off now,” she said, reaching for Qian Xueshen’s neck again.

Mu Qingyan, holding down the still-wincing Qian Xueshen, spoke seriously for once. “Zhao Zhao, don’t rush. Listen to me. This is your first time leaving Luoying Valley, and you don’t know the dangers of the martial world. Going to Snowy Mountain isn’t like walking across town to buy rouge. That place is harsh, with rough people and dangers everywhere. One misstep could lead to peril.”

Cai Zhao replied, “I know. The first time my aunt ventured into the martial world alone, she nearly fell victim to a scam at an inn. But so what? There’s a first time for everything. Before last night, I had never single-handedly stormed a mountain to rescue someone, but I did it anyway. I don’t even know how I managed to avoid being cornered by my marital uncles without harming them…”

“If you had killed the impostor Zeng Dalou in public, the sect elders wouldn’t have pursued you,” Mu Qingyan pointed out, then cautiously asked, “You did kill the fake Zeng Dalou, didn’t you?”

Cai Zhao narrowed her eyes. “How did you know I would kill Zeng Dalou?”

Mu Qingyan explained, “Your father was betrayed by someone he knew, and he has few acquaintances in the Qingque Sect. Besides Sect Leader Qi, there’s only Zeng Dalou.”

“Why couldn’t it have been my impostor master who did it?” she challenged.

“Your father had just been told that Sect Leader Qi was injured and poisoned, needing bed rest. Then he saw ‘Sect Leader Qi running down the mountain in perfect health. He’d be suspicious, or at least sense something was amiss and be on guard. So it must have been Zeng Dalou who acted—isn’t that obvious?”

At this point, Qian Xueshen, who had been rubbing his shoulder, couldn’t help but glance at Mu Qingyan. The young man was tall and handsome, with striking features… but he certainly lacked tact.

Cai Zhao suppressed her irritation. “Then how could I be sure Zeng Dalou was an impostor? What if he had merely been bribed, like Steward Chen? If I killed the wrong person, my martial uncles would surely demand my life in return.”

She remembered her dramatic farewell to Song Yuzhi the night before.

“That’s even clearer,” Mu Qingyan continued, matter-of-factly. “The real Zeng Dalou befriended your father in their youth. He was also in the rear guard during the battle at Qingluo River eighteen years ago. He would surely know that the ‘Plucking Flowers and Leaves’ technique involves a sideways palm strike. How could he leave such a glaring discrepancy in the Yuelai Inn bloodbath? So the person who ambushed your father must have been impersonating Zeng Dalou, but wasn’t the real one.”

Qian Xueshen couldn’t help but look at Mu Qingyan again—this went beyond lacking tact; the man seemed to lack common sense.

Cai Zhao took a deep breath and forced a polite smile. “Young Lord Mu is indeed wise beyond measure. Nothing escapes your keen eye. A common person like me only knows how to barge in and out using brute force…”

She grabbed Qian Xueshen by the neck and tried to drag him away. Qian Xueshen grimaced and stood up to follow, only to be pushed back down by Mu Qingyan. Qian Xueshen cried out in pain—his shoulder and neck seemed to be bruised.

“Zhao Zhao is too clever to rely solely on brute force,” Mu Qingyan said with genuine admiration. “I just didn’t expect you to bring this person out as well—fortunately, Song Yuzhi helped.”

Cai Zhao slowly turned her head. “How did you know Song Yuzhi helped me?”

“With your skills, escaping alone would have been no problem. But bringing Qian Xueshen out as well must have required assistance,” Mu Qingyan explained.

Qian Xueshen opened his mouth but said nothing, lowering his head to rub his neck. Only a man destined for ten lifetimes of bachelorhood could utter such cringe-worthy words.

Mu Qingyan continued, “Old Yin Dai is cunning, always having a backup plan. I suspect he left either a person or a secret passage in the sect—more likely a passage. He gave both the Blue Rainbow and Bai Rainbow swords to his eldest daughter, so he probably shared most secrets with Lady Qinglian. Therefore, Song Yuzhi must know as well.”

“However, Zhao Zhao, don’t think Song Yuzhi helped you out of kindness. He had already noticed something amiss with Sect Leader Qi. After I exposed the Thousand Faces Sect, he surely realized his father Song Shijun’s impending arrival could spell trouble. But for Song Shijun to question Sect Leader Qi’s authenticity based solely on my words would be presumptuous and might lead people to accuse Guangtian Gate of coveting North Chen’s leading position.”

“Now that you’ve publicly exposed the fake Zeng Dalou, confirming the reemergence of the Thousand Faces Sect’s body-switching technique, Song Shijun can rightfully question Sect Leader Qi when he arrives at Jiuli Mountain. After all, if even his closest disciple is an impostor, how can one not be suspicious?”

“See? Guangtian Gate benefits without lifting a finger.”

Qian Xueshen, viewing the situation as a schemer, realized that since Cai Zhao had already kidnapped him, the plan to replace key figures in North Chen was foiled. The fake Qi Yunke’s exposure was inevitable.

At this critical juncture, whoever could step forward as a pillar to maintain order and calm the people would gain immense prestige and influence afterward. Peiqiong Manor, still recovering from the demonic cult’s sneak attack, couldn’t act as swiftly as Guangtian Gate.

In this whole affair, the Qingque Sect and Luoying Valley, with their missing leaders, were the losers. Guangtian Gate, being the first to arrive and having the strength to challenge the fake Qi Yunke and his faction, stood to gain the most.

However, while this was true, stating it so bluntly…

Qian Xueshen silently continued rubbing his shoulder and neck.

Cai Zhao’s expression darkened. “Reaping benefits? Are you implying that the impostors and I are like the snipe and the clam, while others benefit?”

Mu Qingyan pondered, then replied, “It sounds amusing, but looking at the outcome, it’s not entirely untrue.”

Cai Zhao laughed bitterly, “Indeed, it’s hilarious. What’s truly funny is that I’m expected to distrust my fellow disciples yet trust this young lord from the demonic cult! Farewell!” This time, she didn’t even grab Qian Xueshen, storming out angrily.

The door slammed shut behind her with a loud bang.

Mu Qingyan stared at the doorway, speechless for a long moment.

Qian Xueshen stood up and sighed, “Young Lord, pardon my bluntness, but that’s not how you speak to a young lady.”

Mu Qingyan slowly turned to look at him.

Qian Xueshen continued in a lecturing tone, “Her father is missing. To Miss Cai, her father’s safety is far more important than any power struggles in the martial world. You shouldn’t have spoken like that just now.”

Normally, this would be the moment for Mu Qingyan to ask Qian Xueshen for advice on how to phrase things better.

But was Mu Qingyan normal?

No, he wasn’t.

Before Qian Xueshen could react, Mu Qingyan swept his long sleeve, and a powerful force sent Qian Xueshen flying two zhang away, crashing to the ground like a dead dog.

Now, not just his shoulder and neck hurt—his entire body felt as if every bone was broken.

…

Cai Zhao fumed at the bamboo forest for a while, repeating “anger begets wealth” twenty times in her mind before calming down. She had just taken a few steps when she turned to see Mu Qingyan chasing after her.

She closed her eyes briefly, composed herself, and formally bowed to him, “I was disrespectful to you earlier, Young Lord. Regardless, you’ve been of great help to me. I shouldn’t have lost my temper.”

Mu Qingyan detected the distance in her tone, his eyes dimming slightly, “I chose my words poorly earlier. Please don’t be angry, Zhao Zhao. I think you’re truly remarkable.”

Cai Zhao shook her head, “Actually, I could have left after recovering. You’ve accompanied me through many dangers these past few days, and I’m very grateful. But that’s enough now.”

Believing she had made herself clear, she brushed past Mu Qingyan, intending to leave immediately with Qian Xueshen.

After a few steps, she felt a sudden gust of wind from behind, accompanied by clear bird cries.

She whirled around to see Mu Qingyan standing still, his gaze calm. Behind him, on the rooftop, two enormous golden-feathered rocs had just landed. One white-feathered, one gray, both majestic and proud, each as tall as two men. Their powerful wings, spanning over three or four zhangs, created sharp gusts as they spread.

Cai Zhao had only heard of such magnificent, mythical creatures in her aunt’s stories of the past.

She gaped, craning her neck.

Mu Qingyan spoke slowly, “Even riding non-stop without food or water, it would take nearly ten days to reach Snowy Mountain. On my golden-feathered rocs, we can arrive in two or three days.”

“But they only obey you, right?” Cai Zhao pursed her lips.

To her surprise, Mu Qingyan shook his head, “Shortly after I recovered, I secretly gave one of your clothes to Uncle Cheng. They’ve already familiarized themselves with your scent. Once I introduce you, they’ll obey your commands.”

Cai Zhao lowered her head, remaining silent for a long while before muttering, “Lending me one is enough.”
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Petite Cai Zhao and slender Qian Xueshen could indeed share one golden-feathered roc. As they flew northward, the weather grew colder. Fortunately, the roc was strong, its wings stirring up sand and stones as it soared through clouds. By sunset on the third day, Cai Zhao and Qian Xueshen arrived at a small town at the foot of Snowy Mountain.

In this far northern land, days were short and nights long. The sky loomed gray and leaden, the landscape desolate. Amid the hazy grayish-white expanse, small black dots moved—silent, slow-moving people.

Snow Mountain Town had few inhabitants. Its center boasted only one inn, simply named “Snow Mountain Inn.” Due to strong winds and cold weather, the inn’s entrance was covered by two thick wool felt curtains, stained and greasy, their original color long faded. Lifting the curtains, they were hit by a mixture of alcohol, smoke, and unwashed body odor. Cai Zhao wrinkled her brow but forced herself to enter.

The appearance of the delicate, beautiful girl and the handsome, slender youth at the doorway momentarily silenced the noisy hall, followed by a buzz of discussion. A waiter eagerly approached, guiding Cai and Qian to a central table.

Cai Zhao shook her head, walking directly to a secluded table against the wall. The innkeeper behind the counter noticed her choice, his eyes narrowing slightly.

Seated, Cai Zhao quickly surveyed the hall: an innkeeper with a slightly forward-leaning forehead, five waiters serving food and drinks, and a yellow-faced woman in her twenties wiping wine jars in a corner.

A large stove burned in the center, with an iron kettle hanging above. The hall had about ten tables, seven or eight occupied. Three tables against the walls held martial artists, while the rest seemed to be local idlers drinking and laughing.

A waiter brought two large ceramic cups filled with hot water from the iron kettle, placing them before Cai Zhao and Qian Xueshen. Cai Zhao eyed the dirty fingerprints on the cup rim, her brow twitching.

Cold and hungry, Qian Xueshen immediately ordered wine, meat, and steamed buns. By now, Cai Zhao knew not all inns offered elaborate meals—in such desolate areas, clean hot soup and rice were luxuries.

Two lecherous-looking idlers, who had been staring at them for a while, finally sauntered over and sat uninvited. One, with a gloomy expression, glared fiercely, while the other, with cloudy eyes, rubbed his exposed chest suggestively, addressing Cai Zhao: “Where are you from, little miss? It’s dangerous around here. Want us brothers to scout the way for you?”

Qian Xueshen, disgusted, retorted, “No need. Go away!”

“Oh ho, this boy’s got quite an attitude!” the bare-chested idler exclaimed. “This pretty boy looks down on us brothers? If we want to take this little miss for some fun, you’d better scram if you know what’s good for you!”

Ignoring them, Cai Zhao turned to Qian Xueshen: “What should I do in this situation?” She believed in seeking advice from those with experience when traveling.

Qian Xueshen, exasperated, replied, “In lawless places like this, we can’t show weakness. You should demonstrate your skills to intimidate them!”

“Understood,” Cai Zhao responded briefly.

This exchange startled the hall’s occupants. Normally, a young man would protect a young woman, but their conversation suggested the opposite.

Before anyone could process this, two brief screams rang out as the idlers were sent flying.

The cloudy-eyed man’s exposed chest bore two deep, bleeding cross-shaped cuts, while the gloomy-faced man’s left hand had been severed at the wrist. He rolled on the ground, howling in agony.

This sudden turn of events shocked everyone in the hall.

Qian Xueshen, staring at the severed wrist, stammered, “I… I just told you to show off a bit, not to chop off someone’s hand.” In previous inns, Cai Zhao hadn’t been this severe when dealing with troublemakers.

Cai Zhao slowly placed a short knife on the table—the same one that had been at the cloudy-eyed man’s waist. It was unclear how she had managed to draw the knife, inflict wounds, sever a wrist, and send both men flying in one fluid motion.

This was no ordinary martial art; it had to be an advanced technique from a top-tier sect.

The three men who had been sitting with the two idlers, realizing they had encountered a formidable opponent, abandoned their companions and tried to flee.

Cai Zhao casually grabbed four or five chopsticks from the table and flung them. With several thuds, the three men fell.

One had a chopstick on his neck, while the other two each had two on their backs. They crawled away, groaning.

Cai Zhao held up one of the hot water cups to Qian Xueshen. “Do you know what drug is in this cup?”

Qian Xueshen, of course, had no idea—wait, there were drugs in the water?

Cai Zhao answered her question: “It’s a knockout drug, though low-quality. Those who wake from it often vomit and have headaches.” She then picked up the other cup. “Do you know what’s in this one?”

Qian Xueshen quickly shook his head.

Cai Zhao explained: “An aphrodisiac. Also low-quality, but potent. It turns people into animals, and after it wears off, it leaves internal injuries.”

Qian Xueshen shuddered—whether he or Cai Zhao had taken either drug, the outcome would have been disastrous.

The waiter who had served them the hot water panicked as Cai Zhao’s gaze slowly turned to him. “It wasn’t me! I didn’t drug the water!” he cried.

Cai Zhao calmly replied, “Of course, it wasn’t you.” She looked at the men writhing on the floor. “It was them. One distracted us while the other added the drugs.”

“Pour these two cups down their throats,” Cai Zhao instructed, pushing the cups towards Qian Xueshen.

Steeling himself, Qian Xueshen took the cups and approached the men. They struggled to crawl away, but Qian Xueshen, despite his limited martial arts training, managed to pin them down by their necks and force the water down their throats.

Cai Zhao tossed a piece of silver to the waiter. “Have someone throw them out.”

Terrified by Cai Zhao’s brutality, the waiters didn’t even wait for the innkeeper’s approval before hurriedly carrying the two men out.

Everyone knew what would happen to these men, but no one dared mention it.

By now, all present had abandoned their initial contempt for Cai Zhao and Qian Xueshen, whispering among themselves.

The innkeeper silently turned and lifted the curtain to the kitchen, shouting, “Bring out the best wine for our esteemed guests, and serve them the freshly roasted chicken and duck!”

The remaining waiter, finally snapping out of his shock, rushed to serve fresh tea to Cai Zhao and Qian Xueshen.

This time, the teacups were clean.

Qian Xueshen stood woodenly in place.

He understood the girl’s intentions. Unlike the previous inns they had visited, where they merely ate, rested briefly, and asked a few questions before leaving, Snow Mountain Inn was a place where they would stay overnight, possibly for several days.

If the girl hadn’t established her dominance from the start, they would have faced constant troubles.

Ignoring the surrounding gazes, Cai Zhao pulled out a scroll from her bundle and studied it in the dim light:

Contrary to her expectations, while the snow-capped mountain above resembled an unreachable ice palace in the clouds, Snow Mountain Town at its base was no colder than the northern villages they had passed through. The surrounding land could even sustain some crops.

However, this was just the situation at the mountain’s foot.

Snowy Mountain could be roughly divided into three sections—upper, middle, and lower—with vastly different climates.

The foot of the mountain, though marked by deep valleys and dense forests, had relatively normal snowfall. It even boasted rare beasts and high-quality medicinal herbs. Hunters and herb gatherers would trade animal skins and herbs for daily necessities like salt and cloth in the southern villages.

Due to the extremely high elevation, even the mountain’s foot was higher than the middle of ordinary mountains. The intense cold produced animals with exceptionally thick fur, and the area was known for its snow ginseng, which merchants preferred over regular old ginseng from deep mountains.

However, these hunting and herb-gathering activities were limited to the mountain’s base. Once one reached the middle section, dangers abounded, with less than half of those who ventured there returning. As for the peak, it was said that no one who had gone up had ever come back down.

This information, gathered from waiters and locals along their journey and repeatedly verified, should be reliable.

“Another sky-piercing peak,” Cai Zhao murmured, gently closing her scroll.

Unlike the deathly silence of Sky-Piercing Peak, herb gatherers and hunters occasionally heard terrifying beast roars here, mixed with the howling wind and snow, echoing from the distant summit.

It would be too risky to send the golden-feathered rocs up such a mountain.

Seeing the girl’s furrowed brow, deep in thought, Qian Xueshen’s mind began to wander as well.

He initially thought Cai Zhao was delicate and naive, assuming her journey to the Great Snow Mountain was merely an impulsive decision. He expected her to retreat when faced with hardships. However, she proved surprisingly steady and thorough in her preparations.

She had thought of everything: thick winter clothes, fur boots, face coverings, hand warmers, oil balm to prevent chapped skin, aged wine for warmth, a small insulated container for the wine, and even long cloth straps to secure them to the giant roc. She hadn’t missed a single detail.

The young girl had even listed some small but useful items in her notebook that even Qian Xueshen hadn’t considered.

They would spend half a day riding the golden-feathered giant roc before landing to buy food and water. During these stops, they inquired about the Great Snow Mountain in the far north, asking locals how many rivers and mountains they needed to cross. After gathering information, they would mount the roc again. While airborne, they carefully sketched each river and mountain they encountered. Upon landing, they would verify their location, thus avoiding directional mistakes.

The girl thoughtfully gave both herself and Qian Xueshen fake names. “News from Qingque Sect hasn’t spread widely yet, especially in this remote northern frontier,” she explained. “We’ll use aliases to avoid detection.”

She called herself Feng Xiaoyao, combining a character from her mother’s name and one from her brother’s. Qian Xueshen was to use the surname Wan…

Qian Xueshen protested, “Though ‘Qian’ and ‘Wan’ often appear together, ‘Qian’ sounds refined while ‘Wan’ seems rather nouveau riche.”

Cai Zhao retorted, “The Qian Face Door also used ‘Qian’, and now you’re the only miserable survivor. Wouldn’t ‘Qian’ bring bad luck rather than refinement?”

Qian Xueshen had no response.

Several times, when Qian Xueshen noticed Cai Zhao nearly falling asleep on the roc’s back from exhaustion, he offered to take over guiding their flight.

Cai Zhao replied sharply, “You think I’m sharing this ride out of concern for your comfort? Wake up, Qian. I’m afraid you’ll run away. If Lord Mu hadn’t lent me this giant rock, I’d have considered breaking one of your legs before throwing you on a horse. How could I trust you to guide our direction? What if you led me astray? Stop talking nonsense and stay put.”

Qian Xueshen persisted, “Your father’s disappearance isn’t my fault. I’m a victim too! You’re strong, but I’m not. The Great Snow Mountain is treacherous. You’d move more efficiently alone. I’m just a burden.”

“I have my reasons for bringing you,” Cai Zhao said coolly. “Once I obtain the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva, you’ll immediately transform into several people for me to verify. If the saliva truly breaks the Shape-Shifting Technique, I’ll release you. Otherwise…”

Her threat hung in the air.

Qian Xueshen sighed softly, resignedly huddling next to Cai Zhao.

At this moment, a waiter brought in fragrant roast chicken and duck. The innkeeper personally carried an exquisite wine jar, eagerly pouring drinks for Cai and Qian. “May I ask your names, honored guests?” he inquired.

Cai Zhao smiled warmly, “I’m Feng Xiaoyao, and this is my… um, betrothed.”

Qian Xueshen stared blankly at the ceiling, his mind drifting back to their earlier conversation:

“Why must we pretend to be engaged? Why not pose as siblings? Or I could be your attendant.” Recalling Mu Qingyan’s ominous gaze before their departure, Qian Xueshen felt a chill down his spine.

Cai Zhao explained, “I need to stay close to you, even sharing a room at night. Posing as an engaged couple works best. We could even pretend to be married, making sharing a room even more acceptable.”

“…Engaged couple sounds fine.”

The innkeeper grew more polite, “And what is this gentleman’s name?”

Before Qian Xueshen could speak, Cai Zhao interjected, “He’s Wan Daqiang.”

The innkeeper looked impressed, “Ah Young Master Wan. It’s my great fortune to meet such an esteemed couple today.”

Qian Xueshen slumped helplessly onto the table, remembering:

“Why ‘Wan Daqiang’? It sounds terrible!”

“We could use ‘Wan Ersha’ (Second Fool) if you prefer. Your choice.”

“…Wan Daqiang it is, then.”

After pouring wine for Cai Zhao and Qian Xueshen, the innkeeper sighed softly, “As you’ve seen, our area isn’t peaceful. Being in the far north, it’s remote and desolate. Outlaws from the jianghu who’ve lost their homes, murderers, thieves, and many mysterious individuals tend to hide here.”

“When you first entered, I thought you were just some young master and miss carelessly coming to admire the Great Snow Mountain’s scenery. Now I see I’ve underestimated you. Knowing your capabilities, I’m relieved. By the way, I’ve been rambling, but may I ask what brings such an esteemed couple to our Snow Mountain Town?”

Cai Zhao replied, “We’re here to admire the Great Snow Mountain’s scenery.”

The innkeeper: …

Forcing a smile, he said, “With the young lady’s skills, you could certainly view any scenery. But the Great Snow Mountain is truly dangerous. Why would someone as precious as you endure such hardship?”

Cai Zhao answered seriously, “My aunt says marriage is a big decision that shouldn’t be rushed. It’s too late to discover incompatibility after marriage. To determine if you’re compatible with your future spouse, the best method is to travel together. Once you’ve journeyed together, shared a boat, endured the elements, and faced dangers together… you’ll know clearly if you’re right for each other.”

The innkeeper glanced at Qian Xueshen.

The frail young man hung his head dejectedly, his expression bewildered, like a pitiful quail drenched in rain.

— Does such a specimen require the profound test of the Great Snow Mountain?

“What does the innkeeper think of my aunt’s idea?” Cai Zhao asked.

The innkeeper responded woodenly, “I’ve never heard a better idea in my life.”

Cai Zhao smiled, “If our match is successful when we eventually marry…”

Just then, there was a sudden slap as the felt curtain was lifted again, letting in a gust of icy wind mixed with ice particles.

As the curtain fell, the cold air was abruptly cut off.

Everyone looked up to see a tall, elegant young man standing at the door. His expression was aloof and weary, but his features were extremely handsome, as beautiful and indescribable as the distant light on a snow-capped peak.

He spoke coolly, “I object to this engagement.”
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As soon as Cai Zhao heard that voice, she put down her chopsticks and frowned, refusing to turn her head. Qian Xueshen, remembering their recently arranged “engagement,” began to pale.

The entire hall fell silent.

Typically, long-distance travelers rarely appear well-groomed, often looking disheveled and weary. Even Cai and Qian, who had arrived on a giant roc, couldn’t avoid wind-tousled hair. Yet this handsome young man looked as if he had just stepped out of an elegant study, impeccably neat.

The waiter approached with his usual smile: “Welcome, sir! Will you be dining or staying…”

“I’ll be staying. Bring in my trunk from outside,” Mu Qingyan said, bypassing the waiter and walking straight towards Cai Zhao.

The innkeeper straightened up, forcing a smile: “Welcome, esteemed guest. Forgive my lack of proper greeting…”

Ignoring him, Mu Qingyan sat beside Cai Zhao. “Zhao Zhao, was your journey these past days tiring?”

Noticing the innkeeper’s puzzled look, Cai Zhao quickly explained: “Zhao Zhao is my childhood name. My full name is Feng Xiaoyao.”

The innkeeper forced another smile: “Well, every one of status has a childhood name…”

Before he could finish, a terrified scream came from outside the inn!

An assistant stumbled in, trembling: “Qian Si and the others are… they’re all dead… their necks… crushed!”

Alarmed, the innkeeper rushed outside.

Cai Zhao wondered: “Someone died outside the inn? And who are Qian Si and the others?”

Mu Qingyan replied: “I don’t know. But they had chopsticks sticking out of their backs. Quite interesting.”

Cai Zhao realized: “Oh?”

Qian Xueshen, shaking, looked at Mu Qingyan: “You… you killed them?”

Mu Qingyan glanced at him coldly, saying nothing.

The innkeeper and several guests ran outside to find the three men Cai Zhao had shot with chopsticks earlier lying on the ground, their necks twisted at odd angles, clearly broken. Shallow, snow-dampened footprints marked their skin.

Another assistant screamed, and the innkeeper’s group rushed to the inn’s corner. There, they found the two men whose chest Cai Zhao had slashed and whose wrist she had cut also dead, their necks similarly crushed.

The innkeeper returned, dazed.

He looked at Mu Qingyan: “You… you killed them?”

Mu Qingyan bowed slightly: “I sincerely apologize. I accidentally stepped on them.”

The innkeeper’s eyes widened—this man spoke as if he had merely stepped on a few ants.

Mu Qingyan smiled apologetically: “It seems you’ll need to find new ‘scouts.'”

The innkeeper flinched, forcing a laugh: “Ha ha, please enjoy your meal, sir. I’ll have the kitchen prepare more dishes.” With that, he quickly left the hall.

“How could you kill people so casually!” Cai Zhao glared, slamming the table.

Mu Qingyan replied nonchalantly: “You casually stabbed people with chopsticks.”

“Is there no difference between injuring and killing?”

“The chest wound you inflicted—half an inch deeper, and you’d have carved out his heart,” Mu Qingyan teased. “Surely you meant to do that but misjudged your strength?”

Cai Zhao stammered: “When I pulled the knife from his chest, I noticed dried blood on it. Assuming he had killed before, I got a bit heavy-handed.”

“All five had blood on their hands,” Mu Qingyan chuckled. “Do you know what ‘scouts’ are? In the jianghu, when faced with unfamiliar territory, people often throw out a few darts to test the waters. Over the years, quite a few merchants have disappeared from this inn.”

Cai Zhao was shocked: “This is a trap for travelers?!”

Mu Qingyan explained: “Half trap, half legitimate. If a guest is formidable—like you, Zhao Zhao—the inn provides excellent service. But for vulnerable travelers without jianghu connections, well… who knows what might happen.”

Cai Zhao narrowed her eyes: “How do you know all this?”

“While you were busy asking about the Great Snow Mountain’s terrain,” Mu Qingyan said, wiping his chopsticks with a handkerchief, “I inquired about local customs. This inn was built over a decade ago. Before that, fur and medicinal herb traders were scattered. Now, all such business must go through here.”

Cai Zhao snorted, “So it’s a local stronghold.”

At this moment, two assistants carried in Mu Qingyan’s trunk.

The heavy chest, nearly half as tall as a person, was made of bright, expensive lacquered wood inlaid with intricate mother-of-pearl. Despite its obvious value, the few remaining guests in the hall didn’t dare glance at it.

If Cai Zhao’s earlier display had made them wary, Mu Qingyan’s ruthlessness now filled them with terror.

Cai Zhao sighed dramatically: “Ah why is traveling so difficult? Why are there so many bad people in the world? It’s hard for good people like us to even leave home safely.”

“Indeed,” Mu Qingyan agreed, placing a chicken leg in Cai Zhao’s bowl. “I’ve always said the outside world is treacherous. One misstep and you could fall victim to someone’s schemes.”

The assistants and guests: …

Mu Qingyan turned, smiling, his gaze cold and menacing.

The assistants immediately scattered, hiding in the side corridors. The remaining guests hurriedly finished their meals and retreated to their rooms upstairs.

In moments, the once-bustling hall fell silent, leaving only Cai Zhao’s table occupied.

“You’re avoiding the issue,” Cai Zhao turned back. “Why are you here? I’ve made myself clear—we’re not on the same path. We should go our separate ways.”

Mu Qingyan replied: “What if I said I also have a business on Snow Mountain?”

“What business?” Qian Xueshen asked curiously.

Mu Qingyan frowned slightly, his jade-white hand on his chest: “Actually, my injury hasn’t fully healed. I need a specific medicinal herb from the Great Snow Mountain for treatment.”

Even Qian Xueshen, a man, felt his heart skip a beat at this captivating display.

But the girl across the table remained unmoved: “I don’t believe you. You’re making this up—even if it’s true, you climb your mountain, I’ll climb mine. We’re not going together. If people find out, it’ll confirm the rumors of Luoying Valley colluding with the Evil Sect!”

Mu Qingyan sat up straight, dropping his pained expression. He said, “In that case, pay me back first.”

Qian Xueshen was confused: “What money?”

A flash of guilt crossed Cai Zhao’s eyes.

Mu Qingyan continued: “Let’s not count the food and lodging at Qingzhu Residence—that’s basic hospitality. But what about that large bag of silver in young Cai’s possession before leaving?”

Qian Xueshen’s eyes widened as he turned to the girl, “You left without bringing any money?”

Cai Zhao shrugged: “I earned money along the way, but carrying heavy silver was inconvenient. I had four silver notes but lost two in a fight, one was soaked in blood, and the last one tore at the seal.”

Qian Xueshen was incredulous: “So Lord Mu has been covering our expenses these past days!”

Cai Zhao looked innocent: “In novels, they say jianghu people share their wealth freely.”

“You’re basing your jianghu experience on novels?!” Qian Xueshen’s hair nearly stood on end—he realized his earlier impressions of her thoughtfulness and capability were completely misguided!

“What do you have to say for yourself, young Cai?” Mu Qingyan asked casually.

Cai Zhao replied: “Nothing to say. If you hadn’t lent me money, I would have had to ‘rob the rich to help the poor.’ I’d have gotten the money eventually, but it would have delayed us by a few days. So I thank Lord Mu for his generosity. However, righteousness and evil cannot coexist. As a disciple of Beichen Gate, I cannot associate with the Young Lord of the Evil Sect.”

Mu Qingyan’s smile faded: “You eat my food, spend my money, and even use my golden-feathered giant roc, and you think a simple ‘thank you’ settles it? Ask around—who in my sect would dare borrow my roc? I despise people who try to avoid paying their debts. Anyone thick-skinned enough to try will never wear human skin again in their next life!”

The harsh words made Qian Xueshen uncomfortable.

Cai Zhao suppressed her urge to curse back, stubbornly maintaining her stance: “No matter what you say, I won’t agree to travel with you.”

Mu Qingyan chuckled softly, then sighed: “There’s something I’ve wanted to say for a while. I’ve been holding back, fearing it might upset you.”

Cai Zhao stiffened: “Say what you want. It won’t change my mind.”

“Actually,” Mu Qingyan looked at the girl, “my cultivation level is higher than yours.”

Qian Xueshen’s jaw dropped.

“What… what did you say?” Cai Zhao thought she had misheard.

“My cultivation is above yours,” Mu Qingyan’s eyes were clear as a painting. “I must climb this Great Snow Mountain, and I must do it with you. If young Cai refuses, we could always settle this with a few rounds of combat.”

…

The innkeeper and four assistants hid behind the curtain, peering at the only occupied table in the hall.

“What are they saying? I can’t hear anything.”

“Who can hear from this far? Oh, looks like they’re arguing… now they’re fighting…”

“What’s the relationship between this deadly young master and Miss Feng?”

“Siblings?”

“But they don’t look alike at all.”

“Childhood sweethearts engaged to be married?”

“Are you crazy? That Wan guy is Miss Feng’s fiancé!”

“To be honest, Wan doesn’t suit Miss Feng at all!”

“That’s true.”

“I’ve got it!” One assistant slapped his palm. “Miss Feng was this new young master’s fiancée, but she fell for Wan and ran off with him!”

The other three assistants immediately attacked him, believing he must be out of his mind. Miss Feng would have to be blind to choose the cowardly Wan over the formidable new young master!

“Enough!” The innkeeper’s face darkened. “I must have the worst luck, getting these two deadly guests one after another. From now on, serve them well, and don’t even think about crossing them. If anything goes wrong, none of us will survive!”

…

The innkeeper personally led Cai Zhao and the others to their rooms upstairs, treating them with the utmost respect. He dared not ask any questions or linger, nor did he dare tamper with the rooms.

More deadly than an evil person is one without limits. He might be evil, but this new young master seemed limitless.

Two of Qian Si’s group had blood on their hands, yet the handsome young master crushed them like insignificant insects, casually explaining it away as if it were nothing.

Such a person was not to be trifled with.

As the innkeeper left and Mu Qingyan was inspecting the adjacent room, Qian Xueshen hurried to Cai Zhao’s side: “Hey, can you not beat that guy?”

Cai Zhao pouted, sitting at the table: “I don’t know his true strength yet. We’d have to fight to find out. But even if I won, I’d likely be seriously injured. We’ve come so far, and I haven’t even seen a single hair of the Snow Scale Dragon Beast. Fighting to the death now—forget it. I’ll stick with this Evil Sect young lord for now.”

Qian Xueshen leaned in: “Young Cai, earlier you refused his polite requests, but as soon as he showed his fist, you immediately gave in. Don’t you think you’re being a bit of a bully to the weak and a coward to the strong?”

To his surprise, Cai Zhao replied matter-of-factly: “Of course I am. Who isn’t? For instance, you, Young Master Qian—did you come to this frozen wasteland out of a sense of righteousness and chivalry?”

—Of course not. Brother Qian was here because this pair of deadly stars had him by the throat.

“Fine, go ahead and mock me,” Qian Xueshen smacked his lips. “But I advise you to be careful of Lord Mu next door. I think he…”

“Zhao Zhao, Zhao Zhao, where are you? Come here quickly.” Mu Qingyan’s voice called from next door, clear and gentle, warm and appealing—a stark contrast to his earlier cold and acerbic demeanor.

Qian Xueshen sighed, finishing his thought, “I think Lord Mu is mercurial and unpredictable. You’d best keep your guard up.” Though he and the girl had been at odds for days, he knew she was probably the only good person in the entire inn.

Cai Zhao also sighed: “You think I just realized today that he’s moody and unpredictable?”

When her aunt first entered the jianghu, she met generous heroes like the Shi brothers or hidden dragons like Qi Yunke. But she, fresh out of Luoying Valley, had run into this half-madman Mu Qingyan.

What more could be said?

The two walked into the adjacent room.

In mere moments, the humble earthen house had been transformed. A separate bathroom had been sectioned off, with two large tubs of hot water. A silver-threaded charcoal stove stood in the center of the room for warmth. On the table sat an elegant pink porcelain vase filled with fresh, fragrant yellow plum blossoms.

Having dismissed all the assistants, Mu Qingyan smiled, beckoning to Cai Zhao: “Zhao Zhao, come sit. You’ll stay in this room, and the next one is for Brother Qian.”

Thinking of the cold, dreary room next door, Qian Xueshen couldn’t help but curse inwardly.

After a moment, he suddenly realized, “Where will Lord Mu stay?”

Mu Qingyan replied casually: “I’ll stay in this room with Zhao Zhao.”

“W-what?” Qian Xueshen nearly choked. “How… how can that be…”

Cai Zhao sat motionless, either composed or resigned. “It’s not a big deal. I was planning to share a room with you anyway. In the jianghu, we needn’t fuss over such details. Besides, I have a fiancé named Zhou. He’s young, handsome, gentle, and kind, with a house and land. Someone of Lord Mu’s status will surely observe proper etiquette and not cross any lines.”

Mu Qingyan glanced at her: “Indeed. Even if young Cai decides to stray, it would be from Zhou’s house. It has nothing to do with Brother Qian.”

Cai Zhao shot him a look. Mu Qingyan smiled enigmatically, and Qian Xueshen kept quiet.

After this exchange of barbs, Mu Qingyan prepared to send Qian Xueshen out. Before he left, Mu gave him a small, bright red pill.

“Here, Daqiang, take your medicine,” he said with a smile.

Qian Xueshen grew fearful: “What… what is this?”

Mu Qingyan frowned in thought: “Is it called the Soul-Chasing Pill or the Soul-Snatching Pill? Hmm, perhaps the Soul-Seeking Pill? Well, something like that. Hurry up and take it, or I’ll have to force you.”

“Th-this… I-I…” Qian Xueshen’s teeth chattered as he trembled.

Cai Zhao stood up, uncertain and alarmed.

Mu Qingyan coldly stated, “Do we need to watch you every moment? We don’t have time for that. You must take another pill every ten hours. When it’s time, come find me. Once this is over, I’ll give you the antidote.”

Qian Xueshen turned pale with fright.

Cai Zhao hesitated, “Do you… do you have an antidote?” She didn’t want to take Qian Xueshen’s life.

Mu Qingyan immediately responded with displeasure, “Should I take one myself to ease Miss Cai’s mind?”

Cai Zhao opened her mouth but then turned and sat down.

Seeing Mu Qingyan’s cold gaze swept over him, Qian Xueshen gritted his teeth and swallowed the pill. Before he could fully swallow, Mu Qingyan swiftly struck his back.

Qian Xueshen coughed repeatedly—the pill had slid down his throat.

After sending Qian Xueshen away, Mu Qingyan closed and bolted the door, carefully checking both windows for drafts.

Cai Zhao couldn’t help but mock, “Isn’t young master Mu being too particular?”

Instead of retorting, Mu Qingyan began to undress.

Cai Zhao was stunned.

Yes, undress.

He set aside his heavy fur cloak, then removed his gold-threaded belt, fragrance pouch, medicine bag, gold incense ball, jade pendant with twin chi and phoenix heads, gold-inlaid jade knife, and snow-white brocade robe with hidden patterns…

“What… what are you doing?” Cai Zhao straightened up, staring.

Mu Qingyan continued undressing until he revealed his snow-white silk undergarments. He then found a long sash to tie up his sleeves. Standing before the mirror, he slightly bent his tall frame, preparing to bind up his flowing sleeves.

Hearing Cai Zhao’s question, he bit one end of the sash and turned his head, giving a slight smile. With his long eyebrows and deep eyes, snow-white skin, and red lips, he replied, “How can I tidy up without dressing properly? Besides, it’s warm in here. You don’t need to wear so much either.”

Cai Zhao barely heard what he said, her heart racing.

After tying up his sleeves, he effortlessly lifted the heavy wooden chest to the bedside.

As he walked past Cai Zhao, she noticed his long, strong arms with faint blue veins visible, disappearing into the gathered sleeves. His upper arms, hidden by the sleeves, showed rippling muscles.

She tugged at her collar, feeling the brazier was too hot.

Mu Qingyan took out a plain bundle from the wooden chest and handed it to Cai Zhao, showing a rare blush. “… These are clean clothes. You should freshen up. Once we’re in the mountains, we won’t have such luxuries.”

Cai Zhao held the bundle, dumbfounded.

Mu Qingyan pushed her towards the hot water barrel in the corner, then brought over a folding screen and set it up.

Through the gaps in the screen, Cai Zhao watched him swiftly remove the original bedding, tossing it aside. He then took out two sets of clean, soft new bedding from the large chest and carefully made up the bed and the wooden couch by the window.

Cai Zhao had done this kind of work before, but with Mu Qingyan’s height and long arms, what took her and her aunt two people to smooth out, he accomplished with a single shake.

That night, she slept on the bed while Mu Qingyan took the wooden couch by the window.

“… Do you often do chores at home?” she suddenly asked.

Mu Qingyan replied softly, “Mm, I’ve done various household tasks.”

His thoughts were somewhat jumbled. Earlier, when she had jumped behind the curtain, he had caught a glimpse of her small, pink feet. Though it was just a glance, he couldn’t stop thinking about how soft and delicate they must be… and her slender ankles, which could easily be encircled by one hand. Her skin, was so tender it was almost translucent—what would it taste like to bite? Would it be juicy?

He felt hot and aroused—quite aroused.

He hated this reaction, reminding him of how Nie Zhe kept sending beautiful maids to serve him, just as Nie Hengcheng had successfully given Nie Zhe endless courage. Unfortunately for them, he wasn’t his father, and he didn’t mind killing.

“I thought you lived a life of luxury in the Demon Sect, with servants at your beck and call,” Cai Zhao imagined the Demon Sect to be filled with gold bricks, silver tiles, and jewels everywhere, in a nouveau riche style.

“That kind of life isn’t difficult to achieve, but Father doesn’t like the noise of too many people. He says there’s great joy in cleaning every inch of your room and organizing your books,” Mu Qingyan’s thoughts finally settled as he spoke of his father.

Cai Zhao lay on her side, hands under her head. “Sounds like your father lived quite leisurely.”

“He’s a gentle, detached person. He loves rainy days. Every time it rains, he sets up a small red clay stove in the corridor to brew tea and wine. Well, more often wine. When he gets drunk, he lies among his books, saying he dreams of the joys of life and immortal realms from the stories. I tried to learn to drink from him but didn’t do well. After Father passed, I rarely drink, fearing it might interfere with my work.”

“Father also taught me to raise and tame some rare and exotic creatures. Besides the golden-feathered giant roc, most were useless things. Father said they should have lived in the era of the Northern Chen ancestor, but with the changes in the world, their reproduction became increasingly difficult. They were destined to gradually disappear from this world. What we do is to ensure their final journey is one with dignity.”

The young man’s voice was particularly distant in the quiet night.

Cai Zhao listened intently. “… I admire your father.”

She had thought sleeping in the same room with Mu Qingyan would be awkward, but the pre-sleep atmosphere was unexpectedly soft and warm.

As her eyelids grew heavy, she vaguely felt she had forgotten something.

“Hey, are you asleep?” She propped herself up on her shoulder. “We’ve talked so much about your father, but what about your mother? Is she still alive?”

The atmosphere in the room suddenly changed.

The soft warmth disappeared completely, replaced by an indescribable silence.

“She’s living very well, with servants at her beck and call, in luxury and splendor.”

Even without light, Cai Zhao could imagine the sarcasm on Mu Qingyan’s face.

She dared not ask more.

After a moment of scattered thoughts, she couldn’t help but sigh softly.

Mu Qingyan heard and asked why.

Cai Zhao said sorrowfully, “Although we jianghu folk aren’t bound by small conventions, sleeping in the same room with you at night seems somewhat disloyal to Brother Yuqi.”

“Aren’t you called Feng Xiaohan now, with no connection to the Cai family?”

“That may be so, but I know in my heart.”

“Then what do you want to do?”

“Next time when Madam Min criticizes me, I should endure it a bit more.”

“That’s spineless.”

“Next time when Min Xinrou flirts with Brother Yuqi, I’ll just close my eyes and not make a fuss.”

“That’s acceptable.” His voice now carried a hint of amusement.

“Also, next time we duel, I’ll try to defeat Brother Yuqi after 200 moves. Men need a face, after all—do you think that gives him enough face? I’m not sure, should I add another 50 moves?” She thought it best to consult a man about men’s face issues.

Muffled laughter erupted from under the quilt as Mu Qingyan’s shoulders shook with suppressed mirth.

Realizing she had asked the wrong person, Cai Zhao turned over angrily and went to sleep without another word.

Mu Qingyan lay quietly on his back, listening to the steady breathing of the child sleeping behind the bed curtain. He felt peaceful and calm, his arousal and tension gradually subsiding.

He thought, if only Father could meet her, he would surely be delighted.
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Despite being in unfamiliar and potentially dangerous territory, Cai Zhao slept surprisingly soundly after her conversation with Mu Qingyan. She woke up well past dawn, with the inn’s lobby already bustling below.

Cai Zhao scrambled to dress, while Mu Qingyan sat perfectly groomed by the window facing the corridor. He glanced at her, then silently left the room, returning after she finished washing up with a tray of hot breakfast.

Watching her wolf down the food, he calmly patted her back. “Eat slowly. It’s just dawn. We’ll leave afternoon when the wind and snow ease up. No need to rush.”

Cai Zhao suddenly remembered the short days here and asked, “Why is it so noisy downstairs?”

“It’s quite lively. Since last night, four or five groups have arrived at the inn,” Mu Qingyan replied, pouring her some porridge.

Cai Zhao paused, putting down her chopsticks. “But… it’s not the season for herb gathering.”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes darkened. “Indeed. It’s neither summer for mountain climbing nor autumn for herb harvesting. So many people arriving in this spring chill with snow everywhere—quite a coincidence.”

Their room, at the corner of the second-floor gallery, was quiet, and spacious, and offered a good view. Mu Qingyan had chosen it specifically, insisting the innkeeper prepare it quickly for them.

They peered through the slightly opened window at the lobby below, shoulders touching.

The first thing they noticed was the crowded northwest corner.

A group of seventeen or eighteen burly men had pushed four tables together. They laughed and ate boisterously, surrounding a man in his early fifties. Of average height and slightly plump, he sported a well-groomed short beard and fine clothes that screamed ‘pampered’.

Cai Zhao scoffed, “All show, no substance.”

Mu Qingyan smiled. “Oh? How can you tell?”

“Hmph, look at how he holds his nose up. If he’s used to showing off, why not sit in the center of the hall? Choosing a corner and keeping his guards close says it all.”

“Well observed, Miss Cai.”

Two tables away sat a lean, short jianghu traveler, alone but composed. He occasionally glanced at the large group with disdain.

“Can’t place his style,” Cai Zhao shook her head.

Mu Qingyan explained, “Look at his hands and feet. Fan-like palms, short strong fingers, long front feet, light back feet—he’s used to scaling walls. Some kind of lone bandit.”

Cai Zhao hesitated, “What’s a bandit doing here? What could he steal in this weather?”

“Thieves don’t leave empty-handed. This kind wouldn’t come to such a harsh place for nothing,” Mu Qingyan seemed amused.

They looked to the southwest corner, where three quiet figures sat—seemingly a master and two servants. The master, about 35 or 36, looked refined but worried as if being chased by creditors.

Cai Zhao couldn’t discern much but noticed Mu Qingyan frowning at the master’s hands on the table.

She looked too—apart from being slightly paler than normal, she saw nothing unusual. Yet Mu Qingyan’s frown deepened.

Cai Zhao turned to the last table and gasped softly.

Mu Qingyan asked what was wrong, and curious, he looked too.

The table held only a few meat dishes, but five or six half-jin wine pots were empty. Two middle-aged men sat drinking silently. The man on the right was thin and composed, with a hint of sorrow in his brow. The left one, with three strands of beard, looked proper and seemed to be advising his friend to drink less.

Mu Qingyan found the right man familiar, and Cai Zhao stared at him.

“Stretch your neck any further and they’ll see you,” Mu Qingyan warned suddenly.

Cai Zhao quickly pulled back, pointing discreetly at the thin man. “Do you know who he is? He’s Uncle Zhou’s cousin, Uncle Zhou Zhiqin!”

Mu Qingyan looked again, realizing why the man seemed familiar—he resembled Zhou Zhizhen.

He thought quickly, teasing, “Now you can’t be Feng Xiaohan anymore. Should we have Qian Xueshen change your appearance? Otherwise, if Pei Qiong Mountain Villa people recognize you, you’ll have some explaining to do.”

Cai Zhao glared at him. “Don’t worry, he won’t recognize me. Uncle Zhou only visited Luoying Valley twice. I was seven the first time, and the second was for my aunt’s funeral. I was too sick to meet guests then. When Uncle Zhou came to say goodbye after the funeral, I only glimpsed him through a window—my, he’s gotten much thinner in three years.”

“You seem to care about the Zhou family,” Mu Qingyan snorted. “Who’s next to him?”

Cai Zhao thought, “Probably the great hero Dongfang Xiao from Zhongzhou. He and Uncle Zhou are sworn brothers. They’ve traveled together since their youth. When Qingfeng Temple had that incident, my aunt dug him and Taoist Yunzhuan out of the ruins.”

“What’s Dongfang Xiao’s connection to Qingfeng Temple?”

“He was a disciple there, technically Taoist Yunzhuan’s junior. After Qingfeng Temple fell, Taoist Yunzhuan went into seclusion to recover, and he returned home to protect his parents.”

“So, what are these two righteous heroes doing here?” Mu Qingyan asked.

Cai Zhao shrugged, “How would I know?”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes lit up, “I just thought of something.”

“Your ‘Uncle Zhou’ knew your aunt and father since childhood, so he must know Luoying Valley’s kung fu and probably your aunt’s skills too. He might not recognize your face, but he’d surely recognize your fighting style.”

Cai Zhao’s eyes widened.

Mu Qingyan continued, “As soon as you fight, he’ll notice. And with Luoying Valley’s small population—just your family of four—even a fool could guess your identity.”

“Then… what should I do?” Cai Zhao grew nervous.

Mu Qingyan looked pleased, “Don’t worry, I have a plan.”

“Don’t come up with any bad ideas!” Cai Zhao changed the subject abruptly, “Besides Uncle Zhou’s table, what about the others?”

“That’s easy to find out. We can test them,” Mu Qingyan said calmly. “Which table first?”

Cai Zhao randomly picked, “The crowded one. They’re so arrogant.”

Mu Qingyan nodded, lightly tapping the table. Cai Zhao’s empty bowls and plates jumped half a foot. With a sweep of his sleeve, the dishes spun in the air, then shot towards the window. They shattered above the northwest corner, sending ten ceramic shards falling straight down.

Cai Zhao was startled by his quick action.

Suddenly, coarse shouts and curses erupted from the lobby below. The pampered fat man and his followers scrambled to dodge the falling ‘projectiles’.

After observing for a moment, Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao calmly concluded, “That’s the Siqimen style.”
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A young, attractive couple slowly descended from the second floor. The man was tall and elegant, while the petite girl seemed timid, hiding behind him.

The fat man, hit by the shards, was jumping with rage. Seeing the pair, he immediately cursed, “Which bastard dared to ambush me? Come and die… Ah was it you two? How dare you, I’ll…”

Mu Qingyan calmly said, “Brother, please calm down. Such a small matter isn’t worth ruining your health over.”

With a sweep of his sleeve, a powerful gust swept up the scattered shards, embedding them into the mud wall with a series of clinks.

This display of skill silenced the hall, drawing everyone’s attention.

The fat man, though brash, wasn’t stupid. He could tell who not to provoke.

Unable to pick a fight, he greeted them with a forced smile.

The pair introduced themselves as siblings – the brother named Yan Ning, and the sister, Feng Xiaohan.

Sharp observers had noticed they came from the same room, which seemed improper even for siblings. As for their different surnames, some speculated they might be half-siblings. When questioned about their dissimilar appearances, they explained they each took after their respective fathers – a convenient excuse everyone found reasonable.

When it was the fat man’s turn to introduce himself, he hesitated, but Mu Qingyan pre-empted him: “Might I ask which Siqimen leader you are?”

As the fat man wavered over using an alias, Zhou Zhiqin spoke up: “This is Mr. Jin Baohui, uncle to Siqimen’s leader Yang.”

Mu Qingyan bowed perfunctorily, “Ah Uncle Jin. My apologies for not recognizing you.”

Jin Baohui, annoyed, snapped at Zhou, “Zhou, I can introduce myself. Mind your own business!”

Zhou Zhiqin, slightly drunk, stood to retort but was restrained by Dongfang Xiao, who urged, “Let it go.” – The Northern Chen Six Sects were allies, and as Yang Heying’s uncle, Jin Baohui outranked Zhou Zhiqin.

Mu Qingyan seized the opportunity to approach Zhou’s table. “I’m Yan, may I ask your esteemed names?”

The handsome youth’s charming smile won people over. Zhou Zhiqin introduced himself without hesitation, and Dongfang Xiao simply added, “Dongfang Xiao from Zhongzhou.”

Mu Qingyan immediately expressed his admiration. Cai Zhao, disliking his fake courtesy, whispered, “Brother, you’ve never heard of these seniors. You’re being insincere.”

Mu Qingyan frowned, “Even if these seniors keep a low profile, everyone’s heard of Pei Qiong Mountain Villa’s reputation. What’s wrong with showing respect?”

Cai Zhao meekly lowered her pink cheeks, “I won’t say anything then,” playing the role of a timid, naive girl.

While others might not notice, the nearby waiters almost bulged their eyes – wasn’t this the same fierce woman who cut off a hand yesterday? Were they dreaming then, or having a nightmare now?

Even Zhou Zhiqin, despite his worries, couldn’t help but smile.

He looked closely at Cai Zhao, “This young lady looks quite familiar.”

As Cai Zhao tensed, Mu Qingyan casually remarked, “Father often says my sister has a common face, resembling everyone.” Cai Zhao inwardly cursed, resisting the urge to pinch his waist.

Dongfang Xiao wondered how Yan Ning’s father could have met his half-sister born to a different father, but reasoned that perhaps the stepfather and son were close enough to use familial terms.

Zhou Zhiqin kept trying to place Cai Zhao’s resemblance, finally saying, “If you young siblings aren’t familiar with jianghu, why come to this snowy wilderness? Not only are jianghu folk dangerous, but these mountains are no joke. There are many man-eating beasts and…” He suddenly teared up, unable to continue.

Cai Zhao asked, surprised, “Senior, what’s wrong?”

Dongfang Xiao sighed, “Brother Zhou had an only son who began training in jianghu two years ago. Last year, between summer and autumn, he somehow came to these snowy mountains. His attendant brought back only half his remains, likely killed by some fierce beast.”

Cai Zhao felt deeply saddened, eventually asking, “If so, wouldn’t coming here be even more painful for Senior Zhou?”

Though Zhou Zhiqin suspected the siblings’ identities might be false, he appreciated the young girl’s sincere concern. He sighed, “My foolish son, unskilled, rashly ventured into danger and lost his life in these mountains. It’s no one’s fault, but I…” His voice choked, “I still want to see where he died, hoping to find his other half.”

The snow and wind were merciless, but a father’s love was touching. Cai Zhao felt at a loss for words.

Dongfang Xiao also sighed deeply, “Brother Zhou is grieving. I’m accompanying him to look, but you siblings should turn back.”

Cai Zhao couldn’t reveal their true purpose of testing her fiancé, and finding no excuse, looked to Mu Qingyan for help.

Mu Qingyan said directly, “We siblings have our reasons. We must go up the mountain.”

Having said this much, Zhou Zhiqin and Dongfang Xiao felt it improper to dissuade them further.

“I overheard upstairs that everyone here plans to ascend the mountain this afternoon. We’ve heard along our journey that the snowy mountains are dangerous and rarely visited. Why are there so many people going up this time, besides you two seniors and us?” Mu Qingyan asked humbly.

Dongfang Xiao hesitated, “I’m not sure either. It’s neither summer nor autumn, why are so many people going up?”

Mu Qingyan deliberately glanced at the lone bandit and the master-servant trio, feigning confusion.

Noticing this, Zhou Zhiqin explained, “I don’t know those three, but that skinny, shifty-looking man is Lan Tianyu, a notorious bandit. If not for his recent lack of crimes, the Northern Chen Six Sects would have dealt with him long ago. Still, he’s a thief, so you siblings should be cautious.”

Seeming to hear himself mentioned, Lan Tianyu turned and grinned, showing yellow teeth.

Qian Xueshen finally came downstairs, yawning and looking boneless. He lazily approached Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao. Cai Zhao quipped, “Oh, you’re finally up?”

Qian Xueshen showed no shame: “If I wasn’t starving, I wouldn’t have gotten up.” Seeing Zhou Zhiqin and Dongfang Xiao’s distinguished demeanor, he quickly bowed in greeting.

After introductions, Dongfang Xiao was startled, asking again, “Young Master Wan is… Miss Feng’s fiancé?”

He had doubted Cai Zhao and Mu Qingyan were siblings, suspecting they were eloping lovers. Suddenly, this pale youth who didn’t match the girl at all appeared, claiming to be her official fiancé!

“What… what should we do?” Cai Zhao, noticing the surprise in the two elders’ faces, could only force a weak smile.

Mu Qingyan’s smile didn’t reach her eyes as she said, “Please forgive us, elders. My sister has suffered from an ailment since childhood, which remains uncured.”

“You’re the one with an ailment! You all have ailments!” Cai Zhao inwardly fumed.

The three, feeling uncomfortable sitting at someone else’s table, chose the farthest, most secluded table to sit and talk privately. Qian Xueshen urgently called for the waiter to bring food, ordering the best-steamed buns, stewed pancakes, roast chicken, and roast duck.

While wiping his chopsticks, he whispered, “I’ve heard that the disciples of Peiqiong Manor are all elegant and extraordinary. How come this Elder Zhou looks so disheveled? Could he be an impostor?”

“What do you know? His only son died! Let’s see how elegant you’d look if your only child died!” Cai Zhao glared at him fiercely.

Qian Xueshen suddenly understood Mu Qingyan’s displeasure and said sourly, “Just because your fiancé is the young master of Peiqiong Manor doesn’t mean you should defend all Zhou clan members. With so many disciples, Peiqiong Manor is bound to have some bad apples…”

“Nonsense! Your Thousand Faces Sect is the one full of scoundrels, which is why you all died out. Don’t drag Peiqiong Manor into this!” Cai Zhao wielded her chopsticks like a weapon and snarled, “Uncle Zhou grew up with my aunt. She knows him well. In terms of martial arts, he’s second only to Uncle Zhou at Peiqiong Manor. When Uncle Zhou led the fight against Nie Hengcheng’s followers, Uncle Zhou was there to assist him—risking his life! As for character, his wife has been bedridden for years, and he’s never abandoned her, caring for her tirelessly. He’s a hundred times better than you Qian clan demons!”

“Alright, alright! All the Zhous are perfect gentlemen, happy now?” Qian Xueshen nearly got sprayed with saliva. “Master Mu, please control her. We’re the ones who’ll be risking our lives with her later, yet she’s completely on the Zhous’ side.”

Mu Qingyan, seemingly oblivious to their argument, turned her head and said quietly, “I have no complaints about Hero Zhou Zhiqin. His son died last year between summer and autumn. Soon after, winter came, and heavy snow blocked the mountain paths. Peiqiong Manor is in the south, at least a two-month journey from here. It’s reasonable for him to arrive at Snow Mountain at this time.”

“However, he seems to be at odds with Jin Baohui from the Siqimen. Is there a story behind this?”

Cai Zhao perked up, “My mother told me about this. Back then, this Jin fellow, relying on his status as Old Master Yang’s brother-in-law, often pulled rank on my aunt and the others. He also loved to keep vicious dogs, vultures, and venomous snakes, which sometimes harmed civilians. My master and Uncle Zhou strongly disapproved of this.”

“Keeping pets isn’t inherently wrong, but since he raised such dangerous creatures, he should have kept them under control to prevent harm to innocents. Once, his vicious dogs killed several young children. In a fit of rage, my aunt stormed Siqimen, killed all his pets, and crippled one of his arms and legs. After that, he never dared to show off again.”

Mu Qingyan sneered, “He caused children’s deaths, and losing an arm and a leg was all the punishment he got?”

Cai Zhao sighed, “Actually, my aunt wanted to enforce a life for a life,’ but Old Master Yang desperately intervened, both threatening and begging. My master eventually pulled my aunt away. Old Patriarch Yin advised my aunt to consider the bigger picture, as the Six Northern Sects were uniting against Nie Hengcheng. He urged her not to create discord among the sects.”

Mu Qingyan snorted coldly.

Qian Xueshen, gnawing on a chicken leg, mumbled, “So, this Elder Zhou is not only a good person but also skilled in martial arts. That’s great news—we’ll have a formidable ally on Snow Mountain. What about Elder Dongfang? Is he powerful too?”

Cai Zhao exclaimed happily, “Of course he is! Years ago, when some elder from the righteous path or the demonic cult issued a kill order, Elder Dongfang played a crucial role!”

Mu Qingyan glanced at her sideways, “You don’t need to be polite. That kill order was issued by your aunt. Didn’t you know?”

Cai Zhao was shocked, “Really? Aunt never mentioned… She only told me how the righteous path traced clues, eliminated the evil elder’s strongholds one by one, killed his numerous disciples, and finally cornered and slew the wicked elder.” She had listened to it as if it were a legendary tale.

Mu Qingyan, both amused and exasperated, explained, “That was your aunt’s kill order to hunt down Sky Essence Elder Duan Jiuxiu. Of course, Dongfang Xiao gave his all, as it was this Elder Duan who had severely injured Cloud Script Daoist and massacred the Clear Wind Temple.”

Qian Xueshen, tearing off two duck legs to gnaw on, marveled, “To think that Lady Cai was so decisive and fierce, openly killing a Seven Stars Elder while the demonic cult could only watch helplessly.”

Mu Qingyan continued, “If it were any other elder, the Divine Cult certainly couldn’t just stand by—it would be too humiliating. But because it was this particular Elder Duan, Nie Hengcheng must have turned a blind eye.”

“Why is that?” Cai Zhao asked curiously.

“Because Duan Jiuxiu was also my great-grandfather’s adopted son.”

Cai Zhao gasped, leaning back in surprise.

Mu Qingyan elaborated, “Duan Jiuxiu and Nie Hengcheng were both adopted by my great-grandfather, but Nie Hengcheng always had the upper hand. In the end, my great-grandfather chose Nie Hengcheng as the Acting Law King, while Duan Jiuxiu could only settle for being one of the Seven Stars Elders. How could he be content with that? For decades, he constantly plotted against Nie Hengcheng, gathering disciples and establishing his faction, all to get even with Nie Hengcheng one day.”

“Bound by the cult’s rule of ‘no internal killing,’ Nie Hengcheng endured Duan Jiuxiu for decades. When he learned of Lady Cai’s kill order, Nie Hengcheng must have been overjoyed.”

“But old Duan was truly vicious. Just because the Clear Wind Temple master laughed at him for being ‘eternally second-best,’ he vowed to destroy their sect. Fine, the Divine Cult destroying other sects isn’t uncommon, but he could have attacked openly—it’s not like he couldn’t win. Instead, he waited until Clear Wind Temple was weakened after attacking the Ghostly Bamboo Grove Dao on Yin Dai’s orders. Then he snuck in at night, used poison, and carried out a bloody massacre.”

“Not content with just killing and burning, he violated several Daoist nuns to death, hung their naked corpses on trees outside the temple, and even turned children under ten into human jerky. What a disgrace to the Divine Cult! And he was so proud of himself, thinking he was some kind of hero. Hmpf, he deserved what he got!” Mu Qingyan said contemptuously.

Qian Xueshen couldn’t help but whisper, “I’ve always heard that your cult members kill indiscriminately and use any means necessary. Isn’t what Elder Duan did… quite normal for you?”

Mu Qingyan glared at him fiercely, “What do you think the Divine Cult is? A band of lowly thieves?”

Qian Xueshen dared not speak further.

Cai Zhao, shocked by the story, exclaimed, “So that’s what happened. No wonder my aunt was angry enough to issue a kill order… But seriously, what kind of adopted sons did your great-grandfather choose? Nie Hengcheng, Duan Jiuxiu—what kind of people are they?”

Surprisingly, Mu Qingyan wasn’t very angry. She said casually, “They’re not too bad. Out of the vast sea of humanity, my great-grandfather managed to pick the two most vicious, cunning, and ambitious ones. In a way, that’s quite an achievement.”

Qian Xueshen laughed so hard he almost choked on his duck neck, “Master Mu’s self-deprecating humor shows true grace.”

Cai Zhao glared at him, “You’ll see how graceful he is when he doesn’t give you the antidote!”

Qian Xueshen’s face immediately fell.

While they were discussing others, others were also discussing them. However, none of the four tables, including Zhou Zhiqin and Dong Fangxiao, could guess Mu and Cai’s backgrounds. They couldn’t even discern Mu Qingyan’s martial arts style.

This wasn’t surprising. For nineteen years, Mu Qingyan had been either in the Demonic Cult or at Chang Fortress and Qingque Sect, never venturing into the jianghu. As for Cai Zhao, she had gone straight from Luoying Valley to Mount Jiuli, and news of her impressive display the night she left the mountain hadn’t spread yet.

Thus, no one could figure them out.

Qian Xueshen was eating voraciously while yawning, looking quite unseemly.

Cai Zhao frowned, “Can you stop yawning while eating? You look like a consumptive ghost.”

Qian Xueshen retorted, “How could I sleep with all the commotion last night? Just as I’d fall asleep, a group would arrive; just as I’d start to doze off, another group would come; when I finally fell asleep, boom! Another group. It was terrible—I didn’t get a wink of sleep!”

Cai Zhao, who had slept well, softened her tone, “Why don’t you go take a nap later? I’ll wake you when it’s time. Not sleeping all night makes you especially hungry. You should’ve asked the waiter to bring you some late-night snacks.”

Qian Xueshen grimaced, “You think I didn’t try? The innkeeper and waiters were busy with new guests and ignored me. I had to go to the kitchen myself to find food. And boy, did I stumble upon quite a show!”

Cai Zhao eagerly asked what he saw.

Qian Xueshen lowered his voice, “Remember that thin, sallow woman from yesterday? Turns out she’s the innkeeper’s wife. When I went to the kitchen for food last night, I caught her embracing the cook!”

“Really?!” Cai Zhao’s gossip instincts flared up.

“I saw it with my own eyes,” Qian Xueshen’s eyes gleamed. “After being woken up seventeen or eighteen times, I was wide awake.”

Cai Zhao giggled, “An old man with a young wife—he deserves to be cuckolded. I think…”

“There were seventeen or eighteen times,” Mu Qingyan suddenly interjected. “The inn’s main door opened five times, probably for five groups.”

Cai and Qian both looked at her, seemingly annoyed at her for spoiling the fun.

Mu Qingyan tapped the table with her chopsticks, “Elder Zhou and Elder Dong Fang are one group, Jin Baohui from Siqimen is another, the lone bandit Lan Tianyu is one more, and that master with two servants makes another. Now in the main hall, besides us, there are only four tables. Where’s the fifth group?”

Just then, they heard steady, powerful footsteps from upstairs.

The footsteps were deep and resonant as if treading on everyone’s heads, slowly descending the wooden stairs.

“Here comes trouble,” Mu Qingyan’s gaze cooled slightly.

This was the fifth group.

There were three people. In front was a handsome man in his forties, dressed luxuriously with an imposing air. His eyes were as cold as electricity when he looked at people, and his movements were silent—a top-tier expert with well-concealed skills.

Behind him followed an old servant and a beautiful concubine.

The handsome man walked to the central table and ordered the waiter, “Go fetch your innkeeper.”

The waiter quickly complied.

The old servant looked ordinary and was busy wiping the table.

However, the concubine was a natural beauty. Not only was she graceful and alluring, but her every glance and smile was also full of charm. Her gaze was like tiny hooks, making all the men feel a tingling sensation.

She served the handsome man as he sat at the table, personally wiping his hands and pouring water for him.

Mu Qingyan’s eyes deepened. She was about to share her observations with Cai Zhao when she noticed Qian Xueshen staring blankly at the beautiful concubine.

Surprisingly, Cai Zhao’s eyes were even more fixed than his.

Feeling both amused and annoyed, Mu Qingyan was about to snap Cai Zhao out of it when suddenly, a shrill cry came from the direction of the kitchen—

“Help! Murder! The innkeeper is dead!”
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The innkeeper lay on his bed, facing the wall. When the waiter pushed him, they discovered a knife stuck in his chest. Half the bedding was soaked red with blood, and he had been dead for some time.

Everyone exchanged glances. As the lone bandit Lan Tianyu stepped forward, Jin Baohui immediately said sarcastically, “Does your innkeeper have any valuables? If so, better secure them before someone steals them.”

Lan Tianyu frowned, “Then you do it.”

“I’m no coroner,” Jin Baohui replied, pulling out a white handkerchief to cover his nose and standing against the wall in disgust.

The handsome middle-aged man who had just come down and the master with two servants stood in the corner, showing no intention of approaching.

Zhou Zhiqin looked at the young faces of Cai Zhao and her companions, then decided to examine the body himself. Though not a coroner, he had seen countless corpses over the years.

“The body is already stiff, and lividity is just setting in, still light in color. The innkeeper was likely killed about two hours ago,” Zhou Zhiqin said, turning the body over. Under the dim candlelight, the innkeeper’s wrinkled, ugly face looked eerily horrifying.

“A single fatal stab to the chest, no other wounds. There are bruises on the lower face, suggesting the mouth and nose were covered to prevent screaming during the stabbing.” Zhou Zhiqin examined the bedding and clothes. “The killer used the bedding to cover the wound, preventing blood from spraying onto themselves—this is the work of an experienced hand.”

He pulled out the murder weapon, frowning, “What kind of knife is this?”

Cai Zhao immediately recognized the long, curved blade covered in dark blood: “It’s a boning knife from the kitchen!”

Upon hearing this, the four waiters immediately clamored to seize the cook for questioning.

Qian Xueshen mumbled, “Are adulterers these days so bold as to act on their desires so quickly?”

“Don’t accuse people without proof,” Cai Zhao said in a low voice. She turned to Zhou, “Elder Zhou, can you discern any martial arts style from the innkeeper’s wound?”

Zhou Zhiqin shook his head, “It’s just a straightforward stab to the chest. No special technique is needed; any man with enough strength could do it.”

“Man?” Cai Zhao caught the key point.

Zhou Zhiqin thought for a moment, then corrected himself, “Not necessarily a man. A woman with martial arts skills could do it too.”

Cai Zhao was about to inquire further when she realized she was being too eager. She quickly put on a delicate act, sighing, “Oh my, I’m terrified! I’m most afraid of all this killing and bloodshed.”

Then she heard Mu Qingyan chuckling behind her—”Mu, you’re asking for a beating!”

The four waiters quickly brought in the cook and the innkeeper’s wife, forcing them to kneel before everyone.

Zhou Zhiqin, having inadvertently become the main investigator of this murder case, began questioning.

The cook, named Wang Erniu, swore his innocence. The waiters started shouting:

“Elder Zhou, you don’t know, but these two have long been involved in an improper relationship. The innkeeper was kind and repeatedly advised Wang Erniu, saying he was young and foolish, and would forgive him if he repented!”

“The innkeeper scolded this wretched woman several times. She must have harbored resentment and incited Wang Erniu to kill the innkeeper!”

“The innkeeper was good to you, repeatedly forgiving you, yet you repay kindness with enmity!”

“Elder Zhou, you must seek justice for our innkeeper!”

Zhou Zhiqin angrily said, “Do you two confess?”

Wang Erniu’s face turned red, but he refused to confess, “That old beast wasn’t human. I’ve long wanted to kill him, but I didn’t! If you don’t believe me, check my room. Qin Niang and I have already packed our belongings. We were planning to escape when the old beast was guiding us up the mountain. Why would we bother killing him?”

Zhou Zhiqin’s face darkened, “The innkeeper treated you well. Your affair with his wife is disloyal, and your lack of remorse is inhumane. What use is there in keeping such an unrighteous and inhumane scoundrel alive?” His face showed killing intent.

“Who’s unrighteous and inhumane?! That old beast hasn’t been able to perform his marital duties for years. Why has no one sought justice for me?!” Qin Niang suddenly raised her head. Though sallow and sickly, her features were delicate, with a pointed chin—she was quite beautiful.

Jin Baohui became interested, unconsciously stepping forward. Lan Tianyu gave him a mocking glance.

Qin Niang’s eyes blazed with anger, “Erniu and I have been engaged since childhood. We were about to marry when that old beast threatened my parents’ lives to force me to marry him!”

Jin Baohui said in a soft voice, “Regardless of the reason, once married, you should have adhered to wifely duties. How could you commit adultery?”

Cai Zhao glared at him.

Qin Niang sneered, “Indeed, five years ago I thought the same. Since I was married, I should serve my husband well and remain faithful. At least my parents wouldn’t go hungry or cold. But that old beast wasn’t human at all…”

She forcefully tore open her clothes, revealing her scarred shoulders, neck, and chest. She then pulled up her sleeves, showing her frail arms covered in burn marks, whip scars, pinch marks, and bite marks, shocking everyone who saw.

Dong Fangxiao exclaimed, “This… this is utterly brutal!”

Zhou Zhiqin’s face turned ashen with anger.

One waiter said, “You committed adultery, so what if the innkeeper beat you a few times?”

Qin Niang cursed, “You’re spewing lies! Erniu has been away learning to cook for years and only returned last year. How could all these wounds be from just this past year?!”

Dong Fangxiao said, “Indeed, these many layers of scars indicate they’ve accumulated over at least four or five years.”

Everyone present, being experienced in the jianghu, could tell the age of Qin Niang’s scars at a glance.

Seeing the situation turn unfavorable, another waiter started crying, “The innkeeper always worried that his wife would despise him for his age. He would occasionally drink too much and accidentally hit her when drunk. He always regretted it afterward!”

Jin Baohui carelessly made a sarcastic remark, “Well, that’s married life. They fight and make up. Surely a man can’t be accused of murdering his wife just for hitting her a few times.”

Cai Zhao couldn’t hold back anymore and glared at him, “Does this Master Jin have a wife?”

Jin Baohui was taken aback, “My wife passed away years ago.”

“How fortunate,” Cai Zhao said sarcastically. “When we return, I’ll surely find a good match for Master Jin—a fierce woman skilled in martial arts. Let Master Jin experience what it’s like to ‘fight and make up’ then!”

Mu Qingyan casually added, “Sister, don’t bother. Where would you find a fierce woman willing to marry such a fat man? Don’t subject an honest fierce woman to that fate.”

Jin Baohui was furious, while Zhou Zhiqin and others smiled.

Another waiter started crying, “Although Wang Erniu only returned last year, the innkeeper’s wife had seduced many others before. The innkeeper tolerated it several times and only hit her when he couldn’t bear it anymore!”

Dong Fangxiao pressed, “Who did she seduce? Name them.”

The fourth waiter’s eyes flickered, “They were all traveling merchants, not from this town.”

Suddenly, Qin Niang laughed shrilly, “Since you insist on slandering me, I’ll have to expose all your dirty secrets! That old beast,” she pointed at the innkeeper’s body, “was impotent!”

This statement made most people in the room uncomfortable, except for the handsome middle-aged man and his servants, who remained impassive.

“That old beast not only liked to beat me himself but also enjoyed watching other men whip, insult, and burn me with charcoal!” Qin Niang’s eyes bulged with rage. The four waiters shrank back together.

She pointed at them, “Yes, these four were his accomplices!”

“Inhuman beasts!” Zhou Zhiqin smashed a tea table with one palm, his anger erupting.

The four waiters knelt together, begging for mercy and claiming they were just following the innkeeper’s orders and never used excessive force.

Wang Erniu’s face was covered in tears, “I originally thought that although the innkeeper was older, he was wealthy and influential. Qin Niang would at least have a good life with him. I never imagined…”

“So you killed the innkeeper because he was abusing your master?” Lan Tianyu suddenly asked.

Wang Erniu shouted, “No, absolutely not! Last night, after this guest and his followers arrived…” He pointed at Jin Baohui. “I noticed more people were going up the mountain than the innkeeper had initially prepared for. The guests’ provisions weren’t enough, so I went to Old Yu’s place at the end of town overnight. I bought all their cured meats, sausages, and dried sweet potatoes. I’ve been back for less than an hour – how could I have had time to kill the innkeeper?”

Qian Xueshen suddenly asked, “Are you sure you just got back?”

“Old Yu’s family can vouch for me,” Wang Erniu replied. “I was at their place counting goods until dawn. Then, their two sons helped me bring back two carts of food. We just finished unloading everything.”

“Then the innkeeper probably wasn’t killed by Wang the cook,” Qian Xueshen spoke up. Noticing everyone’s gaze, he continued sheepishly, “Well, I was hungry last night when Master Jin’s group arrived. They had a lot of people and luggage, and the staff was busy organizing and carrying things, so no one paid attention to me. I went to the kitchen myself, hoping to ask the cook to make me some noodles.”

“When I got there, I happened to see Wang the cook, and the innkeeper’s wife embracing and crying. I waited at the door for a while, but they kept rambling on, so I gave up. On my way back, I saw the innkeeper talking to a waiter. He said he hadn’t slept either and had to guide us up the mountain the next day. Since he had already shown Master Jin to his room, he could go rest now. He told the waiter to clean up without disturbing him.”

“After walking a few steps, I saw the innkeeper’s wife coming from another direction. I thought the illicit couple had finally finished talking, so the cook could make my noodles. I quickly turned back. However, just as I reached the kitchen courtyard, I saw Wang the cook leaving through the back door – it was so frustrating. So I snuck into the kitchen and found some cold wine and steamed buns to fill my stomach. By the time I finished eating, the cook still hadn’t returned from the back door.”

Dong Fangxiao summarized for Qian Xueshen: “You first saw Wang the cook, then the living innkeeper, and then saw Wang leave through the back door, not returning until an hour ago… How long does it take to get from the inn to the end of town?” He looked at one of the waiters.

The waiter replied quietly, “At least half an hour.”

Dong Fangxiao turned to the group, “It takes at least an hour to go to and from Old Yu’s place at the end of town. Adding the time for shopping and loading the cart, Wang the cook simply didn’t have time to kill the innkeeper.”

He pointed at Qin Niang, “Moreover, the innkeeper’s wife is delicate and weak, with no martial arts skills. She couldn’t have delivered a fatal blow with one strike. This suggests that someone else must have murdered the innkeeper.”

Everyone had initially thought this was just a typical case of an unfaithful wife conspiring with her lover to kill her husband. However, after all this discussion, they realized it wasn’t so simple.

Lan Tianyu, being the most vigilant, scanned everyone present: “Killing the innkeeper with a single strike to the chest while he was sleeping isn’t a difficult task. This means almost everyone in this inn could potentially be the killer.”

His words revealed the hidden suspicions among the group, sending a chill down everyone’s spine.

“Is this mess finally over?” a lazy voice asked. Everyone turned to look.

Mu Qingyan was leaning against the doorframe. Due to his height, the purple and gold jade crown on his jet-black hair nearly touched the top of the frame. He continued nonchalantly, “Is it worth all this trouble to investigate the death of such a despicable person?”

“How can you say that?” Jin Baohui said awkwardly.

The waiters who had witnessed Mu Qingyan’s ruthlessness before didn’t dare to make a sound.

Mu Qingyan, with one hand behind his back, said, “This innkeeper first forced a marriage, then constantly abused his wife after bringing her home. His various atrocious methods were truly horrifying – he was a bad person.”

“Since he was a bad person, his death is a good thing, isn’t it? It’s wonderful, even deserved. We’re all good people, so why should we dwell on the death of a bad person?”

The expressions of those present gradually froze. Cai Zhao covered his forehead, not wanting to hear anymore.

“As they say, justice will prevail, and karma will catch up. This old beast had done so much evil – who knows, maybe some righteous hero passing by saw the injustice jumped through the window, and slaughtered this old beast.”

“Isn’t this a good thing? The only pity is that we can’t treat this hero to a drink.”

“Don’t you all agree with what I’m saying?”

Mu Qingyan’s clear, cold eyes fixed on Jin Baohui.

Jin Baohui forced a smile, “Of, of course, you’re right.”

Suddenly, a round of applause came from the corner of the room. It was the handsome middle-aged man clapping.

He said with a smile, “This gentleman speaks well. We all have important business up the mountain, yet we’re being held up here by such a wretched old man. It’s truly laughable.”

Zhou Zhiqin sighed deeply, “Indeed, heaven’s punishment may be survived, but self-inflicted doom cannot be escaped.”

Dong Fangxiao looked out the window and said, “Let’s have an early lunch and then head up the mountain. The days are short here; we don’t want to be delayed until nightfall again.”

“But what about the innkeeper’s body?” a waiter asked quietly.

Mu Qingyan casually said, “Feed it to the dogs…” Everyone was shocked, and Zhou Zhiqin was about to speak again.

“That won’t do,” he continued. “First, put it on ice. You can deal with it when you have time.”

Cai Zhao was startled and punched Mu Qingyan’s back lightly with her small fist.

Mu Qingyan’s expression grew even more cheerful.

Wang Erniu and Qin Niang, who had been prepared to die together, were now unharmed and couldn’t help feeling both surprised and delighted.

The four waiters didn’t dare to object, but lowered their heads with a vengeful look, planning to seek revenge after the guests left.

After finally serving the important guests their meal and packing their luggage, Mu Qingyan suddenly proposed that the four waiters should guide them to the snowy mountain.

The four waiters were shocked.

“Your innkeeper is dead. If you don’t guide us, who will?” Mu Qingyan’s face turned cold.

The others also thought this was a good idea. Despite their complaints, the four waiters had no choice but to agree.

Zhou Zhiqin fell back a step and said to Cai Zhao with a smile, “Your brother is quite a good person.”

Cai Zhao was confused.

“By the time these four return from the mountain’s edge to the inn, Wang the cook and Qin Niang will be long gone,” Dong Fangxiao said softly. “Your brother is protecting them.”

Cai Zhao wanted to say they were overthinking it, that Mu Qingyan simply enjoyed seeing people uncomfortable. But remembering her “identity,” she quickly put on a proud and shy expression: “Thank you for praising my brother. He has always been this kind and considerate to others…”

“What is my sister saying about me?” Mu Qingyan turned back with a smile.

Cai Zhao replied with a twitching mouth, “I’m speaking well of you, brother.”

Mu Qingyan spread his arms, revealing a thick, fluffy fur cloak of ash-gray color, and draped it over the girl’s shoulders.

His eyes were warm like the sun as he said softly and caringly, “It’s cold on the mountain. Don’t let my sister catch a chill.”

Dong Fangxiao’s eyelids twitched again – are you two really siblings?

Several snow sleds were already waiting outside the inn. The group either rode horses or sat in the sleds, heading straight for the snowy mountain.

After a full half hour of racing, they finally saw the golden peak of the snow-covered mountain in the distance, seemingly wrapped in a soft glow.

One of the waiters pointed ahead and said, “This is the south slope of the snowy mountain. We can go up from here.”

Another waiter, fearing Mu Qingyan might cause more trouble, quickly added with a smile, “In the past, when the innkeeper guided people, he would also stop here.”

Mu Qingyan got off the sled, stood still, and smiled, “Thank you, all four of you, for coming such a long way with us.”

The four waiters began to say it was nothing, but before they could finish their polite words, a flash of silver light appeared before their eyes. They felt a chill at their throats, followed by four thuds as they fell into the snow. After a few twitches, they breathed their last.

Each of the four corpses had a red line across their throat, with hot blood continuously flowing out, quickly staining the white snow.

The handsome gentleman, as cold and beautiful as jade, stood quietly in the center, holding a long sword.

This sudden act caught everyone by surprise.

Especially Jin Baohui, as the sword in Mu Qingyan’s hand, belonged to one of his guards. Mu Qingyan’s movements were so fast that the guard couldn’t even react, let alone resist.

“What is the meaning of this, Master Yan?” the handsome middle-aged man asked with a displeased expression.

Mu Qingyan asked in return, “Do you all think these four were good people or bad people?”

Jin Baohui cursed inwardly, thinking, “You’ve already killed them, and now you ask? How can we say you killed good people?”

No one else spoke, except for Zhou Zhiqin, who after a moment’s thought, said, “These four aided in evil deeds. They were not good people.”

Dong Fangxiao also added, “For years, they helped the innkeeper abuse a weak woman. After the murder, they repeatedly made up excuses to frame Qin Niang. Their behavior was despicable.”

Mu Qingyan turned the sword handle and slowly walked towards Jin Baohui, “I killed these four evil people. Does that make me a good person?”

Jin Baohui’s face stiffened, “Of, course, you’re a good person.”

“Ah I’ve done another good deed today,” Mu Qingyan returned the sword, his mood joyful. “Doing good deeds indeed makes one feel refreshed. In the future, I must do more good deeds.”

Most of the people present: …
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The snow-covered mountain stretched endlessly, with undulating snow drifts as far as the eye could see, dotted with black spots and lines of varying depths.

Cai Zhao, curious, asked, “Isn’t snow supposed to be white? Why is there black?”

Having grown up in the ever-spring Luo Ying Valley, where winter occasionally brought a few scattered snowflakes that quickly melted in puddles, she had never seen such massive snow piles.

Lan Tianyu turned back to answer, “This is just the foot of the mountain, where people often pass. The snow doesn’t accumulate, revealing the rocks and soil beneath. The mountain forests, when covered in snow, aren’t visible, but once the mountain winds blow off the snow, they appear black from a distance.”

Leading the group, he shed his previous wariness from the inn. Facing the mountain wind and scattered snowflakes, his eyes shone brightly, and his expression relaxed as if he had returned home.

Mu Qingyan asked with a smile, “Master Lan speaks like an expert. Did you perhaps grow up around these snowy mountains?”

Lan Tianyu’s face brightened as he replied, “Indeed. I was born in the snow region to the west. I grew up climbing in and out of these snowy mountains. Even my light footwork was honed on these snow layers. Back then, I…”

A soft cry came from the back of the group, just loud enough to be heard. It was the beautiful, alluring concubine who had twisted her ankle.

The handsome middle-aged man steadied her, “Qinong, step carefully. If it’s too much, you should go back down the mountain.”

Qinong, her eyes full of emotion, replied in a coquettish tone despite the kind words, “Thank you for your concern, master. But wherever you are, that’s where I’ll be.”

More than half the men in the group envied the handsome middle-aged man’s good fortune. However, he remained stoic, releasing Qinong and continuing forward, wasting the seductive woman’s charms and causing the other men to sigh in disappointment.

Two hours had passed. If they were still at Qing Que Sect, this would be when Furong and Feicui would be bringing tea to Cai Zhao. But here in the mountains, dusk was already setting in, the sky growing dark.

According to local customs, it was unwise to travel on the snowy mountain after dark. One misstep into an ice crevasse or snow cliff could result in instant burial under an avalanche, leaving no trace to be found.

Lan Tianyu scanned the horizon, his brow relaxing as he pointed to several black spots in the distance, “There it is, our resting place for the night.”

Jin Baohui, panting heavily, almost collapsed at the news. Thankfully, he had brought enough manpower; his guards took turns dragging, carrying, and supporting the 200-pound master up the mountain.

The next worst off was the silent master and his two servants. The master’s face was pale, his legs trembling slightly, clearly running out of inner strength.

After another half hour of trudging, the group finally reached their destination.

Cai Zhao looked around, finally understanding, “Now I see why we left in the afternoon.”

They had arrived at a wind-sheltered mountain hollow where five or six brick hunting cabins of varying sizes were scattered in a plum blossom pattern. Surrounding the cabins was a ring of towering snow pines, each with dozens of red silk ribbons tied to their upper halves. As the mountain wind rose, snow fell from the trees and the red ribbons fluttered, creating a striking contrast against the black and white snowy landscape.

The mountain nights were bitingly cold and windy, making tents insufficient for warmth. To allow herb gatherers and hunters to venture further and harvest more, several wealthy patrons had jointly funded the construction of many overnight cabins along the southern slope of the snowy mountain decades ago. They hired over a hundred craftsmen for the project. Residents only needed to maintain the shelters annually.

This first stop happened to be half a day’s journey from the inn.

Upon arrival, the group split up to occupy the cabins.

Jin Baohui, having the largest entourage, chose the biggest cabin, with Lan Tianyu following him in.

Zhou Zhiqin and Dong Fangxiao, being just two, took the smallest cabin.

The remaining nine people, conveniently in groups of three, found their cabins without fuss.

Whether intentional or not, Mu Qingyan chose the cabin furthest from the others.

Seeing Mu Qingyan and Qian Xueshen carrying firewood and provisions from the sled, Cai Zhao rolled up her sleeves to help but was pushed away by Mu Qingyan. Displeased, she lowered her voice, “Since we’ve agreed to travel together up the snowy mountain, I won’t shy away from doing my part. Don’t treat me like some delicate flower.”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes held a hint of mockery, “Treat you delicately? Don’t make me laugh. We’ve been trudging through snow for half a day, half the men are exhausted, and fat Jin nearly broke down. Yet you, Miss Cai, aren’t even flushed or out of breath. You’re still full of energy, eager to do heavy lifting. Is this my fragile, martial arts-ignorant sister?”

Cai Zhao blushed. She had forgotten her role.

Mu Qingyan stared at her steadily.

Cai Zhao held out for a moment before surrendering.

She slumped her shoulders, feigning weakness, “Brother, why do I suddenly feel dizzy?” How utterly humiliating!

Mu Qingyan gently supported her, smiling kindly, “Children don’t understand. We’re at high altitude here; don’t be too excited. Now you’ve overexerted yourself.”

Meanwhile, Qian Xueshen was left behind, miserably carrying the supplies for the three of them for the next few days.

The hunting cabin, uninhabited for a winter, was cold and damp. Mu Qingyan removed his cloak, had Cai Zhao tie up his sleeves, and set about cleaning. He bundled dry grass to sweep the floor, and lit a wooden torch to singe the four corners of the room, driving out the ice crystals that had seeped in.

Inside the cabin, Cai Zhao no longer needed to pretend. She rolled up her sleeves and helped. However, as an amateur, she couldn’t match Mu Qingyan’s tall, long-armed, efficient movements. She couldn’t help but sigh, “I should thank your father for teaching you so well.”

Mu Qingyan looked up with a smile, “Actually, I’d like to thank your aunt as well.”

When Qian Xueshen finally dragged in the large pile of supplies, he found the cabin clean and tidy, with a warm fire burning in the center. His resentment immediately dissipated, thinking that although Mu and Cai could be sharp-tongued, they were a thousand times better than those demanding gentlemen outside.

As night fell, the three sat around the fire, roasting dried meat and using a copper kettle to boil snow water to soften their dry rations.

Qian Xueshen couldn’t help but ask, “Who do you think killed the innkeeper?”

“You’re still hung up on that?” Cai Zhao said lazily, leaning against a pile of straw.

Qian Xueshen was so excited he nearly dropped the meat from his wooden fork, “By the heavens! If I hadn’t happened to go to the kitchen for food, the blame for the murder would have fallen on the cook and the innkeeper’s wife! The real killer might be among those people outside. The thought of it keeps me up at night. How can I not be concerned?”

“Relax, I’ll protect you until we find the Snow Kirin Beast,” Cai Zhao said, biting her lip. “What I’m more concerned about is what the waiters and the cook said.”

Qian Xueshen was puzzled, “The waiters? The cook? What did they say?”

Mu Qingyan suddenly spoke up, “The waiter said the innkeeper went to sleep after receiving Fat Jin’s group. The cook said when Fat Jin’s group arrived, he realized more people were going up the mountain than the innkeeper had previously mentioned, so the prepared provisions weren’t enough.”

“So you noticed it too,” Cai Zhao looked up. “It seems the innkeeper knew about many people coming last night and had instructed the cook to prepare enough provisions in advance. When Fat Jin’s group arrived, it was assumed everyone was accounted for, so the innkeeper went to sleep.”

Qian Xueshen blinked, “Someone must have sent word ahead to the innkeeper to prepare for the mountain trip. What’s wrong with that?”

Cai Zhao glared, “Look at fat Jin, pampered and privileged as he is. Would he come to such a godforsaken place to suffer without good reason? What could be up that mountain to draw him here? Herbs, animal pelts… no matter how precious, they can be bought with money. Besides, the Si Qi Gate isn’t particular about such things, and money comes easily to them. What exactly is Fat Jin doing here? When things are out of the ordinary, there must be something fishy going on!”

Qian Xueshen blurted out, “Could there be a priceless treasure up the mountain?”

Cai Zhao threw a twig at him, “Idiot, I just said Si Qi Gate has plenty of money!”

Qian Xueshen ducked, “Then it must be a martial arts secret manual!”

Cai Zhao threw another twig, “After the Northern Chen Patriarch, the most powerful martial arts are either with Northern Chen or the Demon Cult. What other impressive martial arts secrets could there be elsewhere?”

Qian Xueshen could only shrink to the side.

Cai Zhao turned to Mu Qingyan, “Why aren’t you saying anything?”

Mu Qingyan’s expression remained calm, “Rather than guessing their purpose for going up the mountain, we should first guess how many of them there are. We might not need to concern ourselves with why they’re going up, but we should be wary of them potentially harming us. After all, they have strength in numbers. Even that concubine Qinong is quite skilled in martial arts. We, on the other hand, are just two and a half.” He was accustomed to preparing for the worst.

Qian Xueshen protested, “Hey, am I the half?”

“Don’t interrupt, stay out of it,” Cai Zhao turned back. “I’ve thought about this too. First, we’re not included in the innkeeper’s calculations. Second, Uncle Zhou is probably here by coincidence, even though his only son died here years ago. Who could have predicted when he’d come – he even missed the Northern Chen Patriarch’s memorial ceremony to be here. As for the rest, fat Jin is part of it, since the innkeeper said everyone was accounted for when he arrived. As for Lan Tianyu…”

“I think he’s also part of the innkeeper’s count,” Qian Xueshen interjected. “I saw him enter the cabin with Fat Jin’s group earlier. They must know each other already. Hey, isn’t Si Qi Gate also part of Northern Chen? Would a righteous sect casually associate with thieves?”

Cai Zhao sighed, “Actually, except for the Demon Cult being our mortal enemy, we don’t avoid associating with other jianghu factions or individuals, whether they’re grey or white. My great-uncle Cai Changfeng almost became a sworn brother with a fake medicine peddler when he was young. Luckily, he was talked out of it.”

Cai Zhao continued, “Besides, Lan Tianyu sharing a cabin with Fat Jin’s group might just be a chance acquaintance they made on the road, not necessarily an old friendship. As for the rest, we don’t even know their names, let alone their intentions for going up the mountain.”

Mu Qingyan looked up at the ceiling beams, “True. I still can’t figure out who that quiet master and his two servants are.”

Cai Zhao blinked, “And we don’t know who Miss Qinong’s master is either.”

“I do,” Mu Qingyan said.

Cai Zhao: “?”

The firelight cast half-light, half-shadow on the young man’s handsome face. “His surname is Hu, called Hu Tianwei. He was the top disciple of Elder Tianji, Duan Jiuxiu. Nie Hengcheng’s top disciple was Zhao Tianbao, so Duan Jiuxiu named his top disciple Hu Tianwei – to distinguish himself from Nie Hengcheng.”

Cai Zhao was stunned for a moment before saying, “Duan Jiuxiu died so long ago. How could you have met his top disciple?”

Mu Qingyan glanced up lightly. Qian Xueshen, catching his cold gaze, felt as if he’d been spotted by a wild beast in a desolate cave. He shuddered and immediately found an excuse to go relieve himself.

After Qian Xueshen left, Cai Zhao asked softly, “Does this have to do with your father?” She had noticed that Mu Qingyan disliked mentioning his father in front of others.

Mu Qingyan nodded, “After Nie Hengcheng’s death, the cult was in chaos for years. First, Zhao Tianbao and Mu Yisu went around like mad dogs, causing havoc. Soon after, in the battle at Qingluo River, both were severely injured. Then Nie Zhe, wielding the remnant forces of the Tiangang Dishacamps, established himself as the acting cult leader. The two remaining Seven Star Elders had reservations, and it was then that my father, his injuries somewhat healed, emerged from seclusion…”

“Your father was injured?!” Cai Zhao exclaimed.

Mu Qingyan’s dark eyes looked at her.

Cai Zhao suddenly realized: “Your father died from severe injuries… I thought he died from illness.”

Mu Qingyan lowered his thick lashes: “He was fine originally. In the year I was born, he was suddenly ambushed, resulting in severe injuries. Many thought he had died then, but fortunately, years of detachment from worldly affairs left him unaffected by joy or sorrow. This helped him survive. During years of quiet recuperation, he created a method to nourish his qi and protect his meridians, stabilizing his condition. Regrettably, this method could only extend his life by a decade or so, not cure him completely. He still passed away four years ago.”

Cai Zhao’s emotions surged. After a while, she asked, “…Who injured your father?”

Mu Qingyan frowned: “Father didn’t tell me, only that the person was already dead. I guess it was someone from within the cult, because shortly before I was born, Elder Tianquan, Qiu Baigang, died.”

“Who’s that?”

“He was the oldest of the Seven Star Elders, only ten years younger than my great-grandfather, and the leader of the faction most loyal to the Mu family within the Divine Cult.”

Mu Qingyan slowly stirred the fire, his expression unusually calm. “Elder Qiu’s death was suspicious, and everyone guessed it was Nie Hengcheng’s doing, but there was no evidence. If I’m not mistaken, Nie Hengcheng’s subordinates probably killed Elder Qiu, and then decided to strike first against my father, fearing his revenge.”

“After Elder Qiu’s death, my father was severely injured and disappeared. The Divine Cult, founded by the Mu family, was about to change its name to Nie. Unfortunately, Nie Hengcheng’s joy lasted less than a year before he was killed by your aunt at Tu Mountain. His grand ambitions turned to dust in the blink of an eye, quite laughable really.”

Cai Zhao’s head jerked, and she suddenly asked, “How many years did your father hide to recover?”

Mu Qingyan stared at the flames: “Five years.”

Cai Zhao felt she had touched on something. “Who raised you before you were five?”

Mu Qingyan quietly gazed at her.

“Was it your mother?” Cai Zhao pressed.

A mocking smile curled Mu Qingyan’s lips.

Cai Zhao’s breathing quickened, “You, you…”

Her anxious, helpless expression was utterly captivating. The young man was mesmerized and reached out to her. Just as his hand was about to touch her cheek, the girl hurriedly turned away, asking softly, “When exactly did you see Hu Tianwei?”

Mu Qingyan laughed bitterly to himself, then said, “When I was about six or seven, Hu Tianwei came to see my father at night. Nie Zhe was incompetent, and they asked my father to come out of seclusion, with Duan Jiuxiu’s faction willing to provide full support.”

Cai Zhao: “Your father, being so detached, must have refused – but did Duan Jiuxiu still have any forces left?” According to her aunt, all the evil forces from that legendary story had been eliminated.

Mu Qingyan continued to stir the fire: “You might not believe it, but your aunt’s reputation in our Divine Cult is far more resounding than in your Six Sects of Northern Chen.”

“Why wouldn’t I believe it? Before Old Sect Leader Yin Dai passed away, he certainly didn’t want anyone to have more prestige than him. No matter what impressive feats my aunt accomplished, he would have suppressed them. As for your Demon Cult, you’ve genuinely suffered a lot at my aunt’s hands, how could you not remember it vividly?”

Mu Qingyan chuckled: “Indeed. Even today, when many old members of the cult mention your aunt, they’re terrified as if a killing star has descended. Especially after the tragic destruction of Qingfeng Temple, your aunt was furious and insisted on hunting down the Tianji faction. Duan Jiuxiu’s disciples, originally known as the Seven Great Disciples and Eight Golden Warriors, were slaughtered by your aunt and her people. The rest of Duan’s followers also lost their heads… Only Hu Tianwei, having mastered the art of hiding like a turtle, managed to escape into deep mountains and cold valleys, barely surviving.”

He laughed again, “So, there were no ‘forces of Duan Jiuxiu’s faction’ left. Hu Tianwei was just boasting in front of my father.”

His gaze lowered, noticing the girl silently pressing her hand against her waistband. His eyes flashed, “What are you planning to do?”

Cai Zhao looked up: “A survivor who slipped through my aunt’s net shouldn’t have lived all these years. Let me finish him off.”

Mu Qingyan stopped her: “Getting the Snow Kirin Beast’s saliva for your father is more important. We shouldn’t create unnecessary complications. As long as Hu Tianwei is alive, you can always kill him later. Right now, you’re still supposed to be a delicate, weak girl.”

“…Alright.” Cai Zhao slowly released her hand.

The firelight flickered, and she suddenly thought of something. “Wait, wait.”

She looked up excitedly, “Even if I can fool Uncle Zhou now when I marry Brother Yu Qi, Uncle Zhou will recognize me when he sees me!”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes were innocent: “Is that so? Zhao Zhao is so smart, I hadn’t even thought of that.”

Cai Zhao slapped her leg in regret: “I should have had Qian Xueshen disguise me. Now we’re in trouble!”

Feeling more and more frustrated, she gave up, “Why am I still pretending? I might as well come clean with Uncle Zhou first thing in the morning.”

“Better not,” Mu Qingyan held his palm close to the fire, his expression calm. “No matter how fallen Duan Jiuxiu’s faction is now, Hu Tianwei was once an important figure in the cult, and there’s also that master and two servants whose background we don’t know. If your identity is exposed, unless you kill them all before going down the mountain, they’ll contact their cult brothers once they’re back, which could endanger your father.”

“So, you should continue your disguise. Given the unclear situation, the more we hide, the safer we’ll be.”

Cai Zhao tensed up, falling silent.

Mu Qingyan smiled gently at her slightly biting her cheek, then waved his right hand towards the door, which opened slightly.

He said teasingly, “Big Strong, come in.”

Qian Xueshen shuffled into the room, shivering, with snow on his hair and eyebrows, looking like a little old man. Cai Zhao couldn’t help but smile. Qian Xueshen carefully explained, “This cabin is made of brick and tile, with a thick wooden door. I didn’t hear anything.”

Mu Qingyan: “I know. I checked earlier when we were cleaning the cabin.”

Cai Zhao noticed Qian Xueshen’s sleeve moving up and down and asked curiously, “What’s in your sleeve?”

“I caught it while relieving myself in the woods,” Qian Xueshen quickly pulled out a large gray rabbit that was kicking its legs. “I’m not very full. Why don’t we roast it?”

Cai Zhao’s eyes lit up: “Sure, I brought some salt and spices from the inn’s kitchen before we left. But my cooking skills aren’t great. Can you roast rabbit?”

Qian Xueshen’s eyebrows danced up and down as he smiled, “Not to brag, Miss Cai, but just you wait and see… Hey, what are you doing…”

As they were talking, Mu Qingyan moved like lightning, snatching the gray rabbit. He said in a deep voice, “I won’t feel at ease until we figure out the identity of that master and his two servants.”

Qian Xueshen stared at the rabbit, more excited than when he caught it, “Then go figure it out! Why take my rabbit?”

Cai Zhao also tried to persuade him, “Brother, calm down. Don’t be rash. We can talk this over. Just put the rabbit down first… Hey, hey…”

As he stood up, his clothes fluttering, Mu Qingyan strode out the door. Cai Zhao and Qian Xueshen had no choice but to scramble after him.

Mu Qingyan’s method of “figuring it out” was simple and brutal. He channeled his inner force and began pounding on the door of the master and two servants, making loud banging noises.

In the dead of night, with the mountain ridges silent, the sound of the pounding was particularly startling.

Soon, people from all the cabins came out, even Jin Baohui poked his head out from behind his guards to watch the commotion.

The master and two servants slowly opened their door, standing in the doorway, confused.

Zhou Zhiqin frowned, “Everyone is exhausted from the day’s journey. What is Young Master Yan up to, making such a racket?”

Mu Qingyan laughed loudly, “The moon is bright and the stars are clear tonight. I’m in high spirits and wish to spar with these three gentlemen.”

Hearing the last part, the master opened his mouth in surprise, his eyes showing fear. Before he could turn to flee, Mu Qingyan had already lightly chopped towards him with a palm strike. The two servants quickly moved to block, one wielding a knife, the other a sword, both showing considerable skill.

Mu Qingyan used a single palm, moving sideways. In an instant, they exchanged seven or eight moves. On the ninth move, Mu Qingyan spotted an opening and with one finger each, knocked down the two servants. He immediately pursued the master, and they began close combat.

It was clear to everyone that Mu Qingyan wasn’t using his full strength, only using single palm strikes to attack left and right, forcing the master to reveal his true skills. Initially, Zhou Zhiqin wanted to intervene, but after being held back by Dong Fangxiao and watching for a few moves, he stopped.

After about thirty moves, the master’s face was flushed red, his eyes bloodshot with anger. “I was minding my own business, why are you forcing me like this? This is too much!” He then used all his strength to angrily strike out with his right palm.

Mu Qingyan, timing it perfectly, threw the struggling gray rabbit in his left hand towards his opponent.

With a loud thud, the master’s right palm struck the gray rabbit squarely.

The rabbit fell to the ground, its legs twitching painfully a few times before going still.

The stars and moon in the snowy night sky were exceptionally bright. A clear, pale green palm print was visible on the rabbit’s corpse, like the eerie gaze of a venomous snake or the ghostly fire on bones. The sight made Cai Zhao’s scalp tingle.

Seeing this palm print, Zhou Zhiqin was shocked: “This, this is…”

“It’s the Five Poison Palm,” Mu Qingyan said calmly.

The silent, silver moonlight spilled over his billowing robes. His gaze was cold and decisive, “You are Chen Fuguang, Chen Shu’s younger brother.”
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Mu Qingyan’s words seemed to make the snowy night even colder.

Qian Xueshen was bewildered. “Who’s Chen Shu?”

Cai Zhao questioned, “Chen Shu has a brother?”

While they were still exchanging confused glances, Zhou Zhiqin stepped forward and asked gravely, “Young Yan, are you certain about this?”

Mu Qingyan explained, “After the Yunnan master who created the Five Poison Palm technique joined the demonic cult in his later years, the secret manual fell into the hands of the cult leader. Subsequently, Nie Hengcheng passed this skill to his second disciple, Chen Shu.”

Qian Xueshen couldn’t help but whisper, “Isn’t Master Mu being too presumptuous? Couldn’t someone outside the demonic cult have learned the Five Poison Palm technique?”

Cai Zhao replied in a low voice, “Don’t be foolish. The demonic cult has strict rules. To learn their techniques, one must first join the cult. Even the leader can’t casually teach internal skills to outsiders.”

Zhou Zhiqin approached Chen Fuguang, his voice intense. “When I first saw you yesterday, I thought you looked familiar. So you’re Chen Shu’s brother! Indeed, you bear a striking resemblance to that demon. Well, well, how interesting!”

Chen Fuguang stammered, clearly flustered, “I… I… Don’t falsely accuse me…”

Mu Qingyan continued, “Chen Shu caused havoc outside, but few knew he had a brother with poor physical aptitude, unsuitable for martial arts. Despite his vileness, Chen Shu cared deeply for his sibling. To ensure his brother’s safety, he kept Chen Fuguang away from cult affairs and secretly taught him the Five Poison Palm. However…”

He glanced at the dead rabbit on the ground and smirked. “Unfortunately, after all these years of practice, Brother Fuguang has only mastered the first two levels of the Five Poison Palm, barely enough to kill a rabbit.”

Qian Xueshen, unable to see the significance, remarked, “That seems quite impressive to me. Why is it only considered the first two levels?”

“Master Lei from our sect once said that as one progresses in the Five Poison Palm technique, the palm print’s green color deepens,” Cai Zhao explained quietly. “When Chen Shu used it, his palm prints were dark green, with the wind carrying poison. Look at this rabbit – the palm print is only light green.”

Qian Xueshen examined the dead rabbit again, confirming Cai Zhao’s observation.

In reality, the Five Poison Palm was a deviant technique that showed quick results but lacked long-term potential. Given the same aptitude and training period of three to five years, the Five Poison Palm would yield faster results and allow one to dominate opponents initially, but it would eventually plateau.

Compared to Qi Yunke, who couldn’t defeat Chen Shu in his youth, if Chen Shu hadn’t died, Qi Yunke would have easily overpowered him after a few more years.

To contend with Duan Jiuxiu, Nie Hengcheng had also practiced the Five Poison Palm for several years in his youth. He quickly discovered its limitations and switched to other techniques. He had originally planned the same for his impatient second disciple, Chen Shu – first establishing a reputation with the Five Poison Palm, then switching to other skills once he secured a position in the cult.

Unexpectedly, the Five Poison Palm’s power allowed Chen Shu to repeatedly defeat righteous martial artists, earning him great fame. Tasting success, he refused to change techniques. Only when Cai Pingzhu broke through the palm’s toxicity did Chen Shu regret his decision. Without a life-saving skill and no time to learn a new one, he was left vulnerable.

Zhou Zhiqin, his face cold as frost, said slowly, “Chen Shu killed innocents, his crimes innumerable. How many righteous heroes suffered and died from his Five Poison Palm? Chen Fuguang, come here and face death!” He stepped forward menacingly.

Chen Fuguang, pale with fear, stammered, “I… I… My brother was indeed Chen Shu, but I never joined the demonic cult!”

Zhou Zhiqin paused, startled.

Chen Fuguang fell to the ground, pleading, “It’s true, I swear! You’ve fought the demonic cult for years. Have you ever heard of me? When you hunted my brother, you investigated everything about him but never knew he had a brother. That’s because I never joined the cult or participated in their affairs!”

Zhou Zhiqin stopped, turning to look at Dong Fangxiao.

Dong Fangxiao said quietly, “I think he’s telling the truth. If he’s not part of the demonic cult… the sins of the father shouldn’t extend to his family.”

Everyone understood Zhou Zhiqin’s hesitation. Though crimes shouldn’t affect family members, letting the brother of such an evil person go free felt somewhat wrong.

“So, Chen Shu broke the cult’s rules,” a leisurely voice interjected.

Everyone turned to see Hu Wei approaching slowly, accompanied by his concubine Qinong and a mute old servant.

Hu Wei looked at Chen Fuguang and said, “Nie Zhe, as acting cult leader, still shows some consideration for his uncle’s former confidant. Zhao Ba’s family is well cared for even now. I clearly remember Chen Shu having a brother, yet he never appeared after Chen Shu’s death. I see now – you feared the cult would discover your brother’s violation of the rules by secretly teaching you the Five Poison Palm.”

Zhou Zhiqin frowned, his body slowly gathering energy. “From your words, it seems you’re also part of the demonic cult.”

Hu Wei grinned, “I keep my name and title. I am Hu Wei, the chief disciple of Elder Ji.”

Zhou Zhiqin immediately unsheathed his sword, launching into a technique called “Bright Moon in the Sky,” thrusting directly at Hu Wei.

Cai Zhao recalled her aunt mentioning this move – a rare, fierce technique in the Peiqiong Manor swordsmanship. She had tried practicing it but lacked the power to make it effective. Watching Zhou Zhiqin use it now, she couldn’t help but admire how it truly resembled moonlight flooding the earth, leaving the opponent exposed.

Hu Wei twisted sideways, his palms striking out in quick succession. With a loud clap, he deflected Zhou Zhiqin’s sword, bending it back.

Seeing this, Dong Fangxiao also joined the fight with his sword. The two friends attacked from both sides, but Hu Wei’s palm techniques were vicious and domineering. Even against two opponents, he held his ground.

Cai Zhao watched in awe. “As expected of Elder Ji’s chief disciple, Hu’s skills are impressive.”

Qian Xueshen, following behind, asked, “Could you beat him?”

“…Not right now,” the girl’s voice was uncertain.

Qian Xueshen teased, “You’re not like your aunt. I heard that at your age, Heroine Cai was already feared by both demonic cult members and petty criminals alike.”

“You’re right,” Cai Zhao sighed lightly. If she had known what awaited her upon leaving Luoying Valley, she wouldn’t have slacked off after her aunt’s death. If she had trained diligently for those three years, she’d be much more confident now.

Qian Xueshen asked again, “Could Young Master Yan defeat this Hu?”

Cai Zhao glanced at Mu Qingyan standing a few steps away and whispered, “To be honest, I still can’t gauge the depth of his skills.” She had never seen Mu Qingyan forced to use his full power.

As they spoke, the three combatants had exchanged over ten moves. Hu Wei’s palms were gradually overwhelming the two swordsmen.

Suddenly, Qinong cried out, “You righteous sects resort to outnumbering your opponent?!” She flung a handful of plum blossom needles, glinting coldly in the moonlight with a dark blue sheen, clearly poisoned. Zhou Zhiqin and Dong Fangxiao immediately leaped back.

After steadying himself, Hu Wei turned and delivered a heavy slap to Qinong, scolding, “When did I allow you to interfere in my duel with these two experts? Go help Master Chen up now!”

Qinong’s cheek swelled, tears welling in her eyes. She dared not talk back and obediently went to help Chen Fuguang.

The guards behind Jin Baohui couldn’t help but express sympathy.

Cai Zhao was furious. “What kind of man hits a woman?!”

Qian Xueshen held her sleeve with all his might. “Calm down! It’s just a lovers’ quarrel. Besides, aren’t you supposed to be acting delicate?”

Remembering Mu Qingyan’s instructions, Cai Zhao reluctantly held back her anger.

Hu Wei laughed and said to Zhou Zhiqin, “One-on-one, you’re no match for me. Two-on-one would tarnish your righteous reputation. Why don’t we set aside our sect differences for now and let me ask a couple of questions?”

Zhou Zhiqin grunted and stepped back.

Hu Wei turned to Mu Qingyan. “Young Master Yan, even our cult didn’t know Chen Shu had a brother. How do you know all this? Who exactly are you?” His eyes flashed dangerously as he finished speaking.

Zhou Zhiqin and Dong Fangxiao also looked at Mu Qingyan curiously.

Mu Qingyan merely smiled softly.

Hu Wei, displeased, demanded, “What are you smiling at?”

Mu Qingyan replied calmly, “I just thought of something amusing. Brother Hu, you said ‘I keep my name and title’… Well, when Heroine Cai Pingzhu was eliminating Elder Ji’s disciples, it would have been better if you had kept your name and title then. Perhaps I could have paid respects at your grave, which by now would be overgrown with three-foot-tall grass.”

His words were extremely sarcastic, causing snickers among the crowd.

“What are you saying, brother?” Cai Zhao smiled sweetly. “When Heroine Cai exterminated Ji’s remnants, their bodies were either thrown into mass graves or fed to swamp crocodiles. There are no graves for you to pay respects to.” — Cai Pingzhu’s deep hatred for Ji’s faction’s cruelty towards Qingfeng Temple led her to show no mercy, and deliberately brutal in her actions.

Mu Qingyan feigned surprise: “Oh, is that so? Thanks to Heroine Cai, we can save money on incense and candles.”

These words elicited more laughter from the crowd. Even Zhou Zhiqin and Dong Fangxiao’s gloomy expressions lightened, shaking their heads with amusement.

Hu Wei’s face turned ashen. He coldly said, “Enough nonsense. Answer my question!”

Mu Qingyan calmly adjusted his sleeves. “If you can, reveal my background. If not, stop your prattling. I’ll say this though — Duan Jiuxiu is a pig, Nie Hengcheng is a dog, and the top members of the demonic cult are no better than pigs and dogs.”

As adoptive sons of Mu Qingyan’s great-grandfather, Nie Hengcheng and Duan Jiuxiu were ambitious and selfish, disregarding the Mu family’s kindness. For ten years, they undermined the Mu family’s power, eliminated opposition, and expanded their influence. Their followers, each with their agenda, fought openly and secretly, eventually causing the death of Mu Qingyan’s father. Indeed, they were worse than pigs and dogs.

While Cai Zhao understood this, others might not.

They assumed Mu Qingyan’s family or sect must have a deep-seated grudge against the demonic cult, hence their years of investigation into the cult’s secrets for future revenge.

Zhou Zhiqin and Dong Fangxiao’s attitudes softened.

Hu Wei stepped closer, growling, “So you refuse to answer honestly?”

Mu Qingyan replied calmly, “If you want to fight, I’m ready. Let’s see if you can discern the origin of my martial arts.”

Hu Wei hesitated.

Cai Zhao inwardly laughed.

Mu Qingyan’s great-grandfather and grandfather were both weak and disliked fighting. Although Mu Zhengming had high martial skills, he never entered the martial world or even showed his abilities within the cult. By now, the Mu family’s martial arts hadn’t been seen for three or four generations — it would be impossible to guess their origin!

Unlike her situation — Cai Pingzhu had been widely known in her day, and Cai Zhao’s techniques would be immediately recognizable. Realizing this, she couldn’t help but sigh.

“What’s happening?!” Lan Tianyu suddenly exclaimed, staring at the sky.

Unnoticed by the group, thick black clouds had gathered, slowly obscuring the bright moonlight. Everyone had been too focused on their confrontation to notice the gradually darkening night.

A wave of cold air surged over them, seeping into their bodies. The darkness deepened, becoming as opaque as thick ink. With a series of pops, the wind extinguished the fires in the open-doored cabins, leaving the snowy ridge in pitch blackness.

“Quick, back to the cabins!” Lan Tianyu’s urgent voice cut through the darkness.

As the last moonlight was obscured, Cai Zhao saw Mu Qingyan’s robes fluttering towards her. She felt her right hand firmly grasped in his, while Qian Xueshen called out in panic beside her.

Due to the snow’s reflectivity and the previous bright moonlight, they hadn’t lit torches. Being midnight, everyone had flint, but only the ever-cautious Lan Tianyu had lit a weak flame.

As the group fumbled their way back to the cabins, a deep, beastly roar resonated, seemingly right beside them.

The roar was neither tiger nor leopard, but indescribably eerie — like an old owl’s sinister laugh or a cat’s dying screech. The more timid among them covered their ears. Even Cai Zhao did so.

While she wasn’t afraid of facing strong enemies, this unknown terror made her tremble slightly.

Mu Qingyan quickly struck Qian Xueshen’s mute and paralysis points, causing him to fall stiff and silent, only his eyes moving frantically. Ignoring him, Mu Qingyan embraced Cai Zhao and pressed them both to the ground.

As terror gripped the group, a white flash appeared. A massive beast-like creature leaped from mid-air, lunging towards the only light source — where Lan Tianyu stood.

Lan Tianyu reacted swiftly, immediately extinguishing his light, and plunging the area into total darkness.

Cai Zhao could see nothing but heard screams from Jin Baohui’s direction, mixed with the frantic sounds of weapons being drawn. Zhou Zhiqin’s calls for calm were drowned out by the deafening beast roars. The heavy scent of blood quickly spread across the hillside.

Cai Zhao, gritting her teeth, wanted to help save lives, but Mu Qingyan held her firmly in his arms, one hand pressing on her wrist’s pulse point, immobilizing her.

“Let me go!” she demanded.

“The situation is unclear. We can’t act rashly,” he replied.

“Are you practicing the Turtle Art of Cowardice? You’ll live a thousand years being so timid!” Cai Zhao said, intentionally provoking him. Of course, Mu Qingyan wasn’t cowardly — he could be quite wild when he chose to be.

Mu Qingyan’s voice remained cool, “That’s unnecessary. Living as long as you are enough.” As he spoke, his breath warmed her ear, making Cai Zhao feel hot despite the icy surroundings.

Fortunately, the black clouds dispersed quickly. In the faint light, they saw an enormous white beast, its mouth bloodied, its front paws tearing open a guard’s abdomen before carrying the body away in a swift leap.

As the moon hung high again, the ground was strewn with mangled corpses.

Mu Qingyan helped Cai Zhao up, then bent to release Qian Xueshen’s pressure points.

Qian Xueshen scrambled back to the hunting cabin, shouting that he’d never come out again.

Cai Zhao surveyed the scene.

Jin Baohui’s group suffered the heaviest losses. Over half of his strong guard unit was dead or severely injured, either mauled to death or with limbs torn off, lying on the ground in agony. The scene was horrifically bloody.

Jin Baohui and Lan Tianyu had rolled into a snow pit two zhang away, hiding under the snow and escaping harm.

Two of Chen Fuguang’s guards were bitten.

One had half his chest cavity torn away, his still-beating heart exposed on the snow. The other had lost half his head, brain matter strewn across the ground, red and white.

The terrified surviving guards screamed hysterically at the sight.

Chen Fuguang, who had fallen earlier, had been pulled behind a snow mound by Qinong, narrowly escaping danger. He now held her hand tightly, his expression dependent, unwilling to let go.

Hu Wei was unharmed, though his mute old servant had suffered some flesh wounds on his left arm from a swipe of the beast’s claws.

“…Yulin, did Yulin encounter this creature?! Was Yulin torn in half by this beast?!” Zhou Zhiqin stared at the scattered limbs and corpses, his voice trembling in shock.

Dong Fangxiao sighed, stepping forward to grasp his arm. “Don’t look anymore. Let’s go back inside.”

“I… I must avenge Yulin!” Zhou Zhiqin’s heart ached with pain and hatred, imagining the fear and suffering his only son must have endured.

Lan Tianyu pushed away the shaking Jin Baohui, brushing snow off himself and saying bitterly, “I’ve said it before — early spring is the worst time to be in the mountains. Wild beasts are starving after winter, at their most ferocious and hungry now.”

Mu Qingyan asked with interest, “Oh? You’ve said this before? To whom?”

Lan Tianyu was suddenly speechless.

“So…” Hu Wei circled the remains on the ground, “What exactly was that thing?”

“It was a Snow Mountain Bai Hound,” Jin Baohui spoke up. Though pale with fear, his speech was clear. “A mythical fierce beast that guards gates. Legend says the Northern Chen Ancestor kept two as gatekeepers. Adult Bai Hounds can grow over two zhang tall, with strong bodies and sharp teeth. They move as fast as lightning and crave the flesh and blood of living creatures.”

Mu Qingyan looked towards the distance, smiling slightly. “It seems this great snow mountain holds many unknown ‘surprises’ for us.”
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That night passed without further incident, but most people tightly shut their cabin doors, sleeping with weapons in hand.

The next day, as the sun rose, the survivors emerged from their cabins. Looking at the frozen blood and mangled bodies on the snow, they felt as if a lifetime had passed. Lan Tianyu seemed to have aged a decade overnight, his face shriveled and wrinkled like dried orange peel. He asked hoarsely, “Well, shall we continue up the mountain?”

Hu Tianwei remained nonchalant, affirming he would continue.

Chen Fuguang initially hesitated but, encouraged by Qinong’s gentle gaze, mustered the courage to agree.

Zhou Zhiqin coldly observed them. Determined to avenge his only son, he was resolved to continue. He advised Dong Fangxiao against taking unnecessary risks, but Dong Fangxiao replied, “We’re sworn brothers. We live and die together. Don’t try to dissuade me, brother.”

Qian Xueshen pleaded, “You’ve seen the situation. We’re not even halfway up, and it’s bound to get more dangerous. Let’s turn back. Surely there are other ways to break my shape-shifting spell.”

“What other ways?” Cai Zhao asked skeptically.

Qian Xueshen admitted sheepishly, “I don’t know yet… Sigh, Young Master Yan, please talk some sense into her.”

Mu Qingyan responded casually, “It’s fine, just a few days’ delay. If we don’t find anything within a week or so, we’ll descend immediately. The Golden-Feathered Giant Eagle can get us back to Qingque Sect in two or three days. We’ll still arrive before Song Shijun and expose the impostor.”

Qian Xueshen was on the verge of tears.

The group set off again. With over half of Jin Baohui’s guards dead or injured, they could no longer pull the sleds. Everyone had to ride donkeys up the mountain. Cai Zhao also led a sturdy mountain donkey to carry supplies and luggage.

The day’s journey was far more challenging than the previous one. As far as the eye could see, white-dominated, with black receding. According to Lan Tianyu, this meant the snow was getting thicker higher up the mountain, completely covering the rocks and soil below.

The path was desolate and cold. Not only was there no sign of human habitation, but even the sounds of birds and beasts in the snowy forest were rare. The world seemed to consist only of the silent blue sky, the empty white snow, and the perpetually cloud-hidden golden mountain peak.

That night, after reaching the second hunting cabin, Zhou Zhiqin and Dong Fangxiao prepared night pearls, staying awake all night and waiting for the Snow Mountain Bai Hound to reappear. However, the night passed uneventfully.

Lan Tianyu mused, “It seems this Bai Hound is intelligent. If the moon and stars are bright, illuminating everything, it doesn’t come out. If we could capture one alive and bring it down the mountain, it would be priceless.” As a former bandit, he naturally knew about valuable goods.

Zhou Zhiqin only coldly smiled, clearly not intending to let the Bai Hound live.

Jin Baohui hesitated, “I don’t think the Bai Hound only appears on pitch-black nights. It might just dislike the scent of humans… Well, it’s hard to say…”

Ignoring their speculations, Zhou Zhiqin set up bell ropes and other traps around the cabin for the next two nights, hoping to catch the Bai Hound. However, nothing came of it, and he only managed to develop dark circles under his eyes.

Cai Zhao couldn’t help but say, “From love comes fear, from love comes worry. One who is free from love has neither fear nor worry. Uncle Zhou, having lost his beloved son, has lost his clear thinking.”

Qian Xueshen also sighed, but Mu Qingyan spoiled the mood: “Little girl, don’t recite Buddhist sutras. Are you trying to compete with that old monk Fakong?”

After two days of travel, on the third day, the mountain became noticeably steeper. The air thinned, making it difficult for the donkeys to proceed. Even those with low cultivation like Jin Baohui were pale-faced.

The guards supporting Jin Baohui panted, “This mountain is too steep.”

Hu Tianwei, unfazed, remarked, “Steeper is better. The steeper it is, the sooner we’ll reach the summit.”

Everyone agreed with this logic.

Lan Tianyu announced loudly, “We’ve reached deep into the mountainside. Due to the rarity of human presence, years of accumulated snow have turned to hard ice. It’s easy to slip.” He suggested everyone tie iron nails and caltrops to their boot soles with hemp rope to prevent slipping.

Mu Qingyan had already prepared these items. Qian Xueshen grumbled, “If I roll down the mountain, don’t come looking for me. I’ll wait for you at the inn. Just in case, Young Master Yan, why don’t you give me ten or twenty antidote pills first?”

Mu Qingyan replied expressionlessly, “You’d better grab some snow and rub your face. Daydreaming can shorten your life.”

Cai Zhao laughed so hard her stomach hurt.

Chen Fuguang struggled to keep up, stumbling at the rear of the group.

Surprisingly, Qinong remained by his side, gently supporting and encouraging him.

Chen Fuguang, his voice trembling with emotion, said, “Qinong, your kindness… Someday, I will not let you down.”

Qinong’s eyes were full of tender affection as she softly replied, “Young Master is a kind and gentle person. Meeting you is my good fortune.”

Hu Tianwei, leading the group, seemed completely oblivious to this exchange.

Cai Zhao, watching from afar, couldn’t help but think Hu Tianwei’s head looked a bit green. As she was secretly amused by this, she heard Qian Xueshen cry out beside her, his body suddenly dropping half a length.

Startled, Cai Zhao pulled Qian Xueshen up, realizing that beneath the snow layer was a hollow thin ice. Qian Xueshen had stepped on it, breaking through as if stepping into a mud pit.

Mu Qingyan’s reaction was interesting. Although it was Qian Xueshen who had stepped on the hollow ice, his immediate first reaction was to firmly grab Cai Zhao. Qian Xueshen rolled his eyes dramatically.

Lan Tianyu rushed over to look and loudly warned everyone, “The ground beneath our feet is now all packed with snow and ice. The ice layer is getting thicker, and we don’t know how deep the rocks and soil are underneath. Unlike rock and soil, ice easily forms hollow cavities and can even crack. Everyone, watch your step. Don’t step carelessly, and it’s best to tie yourselves together with ropes.”

Everyone followed his advice.

Sure enough, cries of surprise soon echoed around as many people fell into ice pits. Even Dong Fangxiao was caught off guard, ruefully pulling himself out of a hole.

As the sun began to set in the west, a long scream suddenly rang out. One of Jin Baohui’s chief guards had vanished from sight, having fallen into an ice crevasse without resurfacing.

Hearing the echoing screams, everyone rushed over to look. They discovered that where the guard had fallen was an extremely deep ice crevasse, perhaps four or five zhang deep, with sharp, elongated ice spikes at the bottom.

The guard, caught off guard, hadn’t had time to gather his qi to jump clear. He fell directly onto the ice spikes, which impaled him. His eyes were wide open, blood staining the ice, creating a horrifying scene.

Before anyone could comment, two more long screams were heard. Another guard had fallen into a crevasse that seemed even deeper from the sound of it. Unfortunately, he was tied to another guard by their belts. As one fell, he dragged the other down with him. One died from the impact, while the other was impaled through the eye socket by an ice spike, piercing his skull and killing him instantly.

Jin Baohui turned pale with fright, almost collapsing.

Lan Tianyu sighed, “Ice crevasses are unpredictable. We should form a single file line, with the person in front scouting the path.”

Zhou Zhiqin and Dong Fangxiao, unwilling to associate with the demonic cult members, formed a line with Mu Qingyan, Cai Zhao, and Qian Xueshen. Zhou Zhiqin took the lead at the front. The rest of the group also formed a column, with Lan Tianyu leading.

Jin Baohui panted as he followed behind, “What’s all this chaos? Years ago, when we came up the mountain, everything was peaceful. How come today it’s…”

Lan Tianyu turned back and lightly scolded, “Talking while out of breath—isn’t that difficult?”

Mu Qingyan smiled and asked, “So, Senior Jin, you’ve been here before, many years ago?”

Realizing his slip, Jin Baohui forced a laugh and refused to say more.

Hu Tianwei, meanwhile, laughed loudly without restraint, his eyes gleaming with excitement. “Strange occurrences in the land indicate that heaven will soon bestow a divine object. If this journey proves fruitful, it’ll be a thousand times better than calm seas. What’s there to fear?!”

Mu Qingyan continued smiling. “May I ask what divine object could make you seniors disregard your safety like this?”

Hu Tianwei coldly replied, “You’ll know when we get there.” Then, turning his gaze to Cai Zhao, he added, “By the way, the Yan siblings’ lightness skills are impressive. Especially Miss Feng—she’s made us all take notice.”

At this point, it was becoming difficult to completely conceal their abilities.

Everyone could see that this supposedly ‘delicate’ young lady moved with light steps. Though her breath wasn’t long-lasting, it was steady. Even if her combat skills weren’t strong, her lightness technique was certainly excellent, indicating training from a renowned school.

Cai Zhao wanted to slap Hu Tianwei, sending him flying like a waterfall cascading three thousand feet, but she maintained her delicate facade. Blushing, she said, “My mother says it’s not ladylike for girls to fight. She thinks it’s enough to practice lightness skills.”

Hu Tianwei smiled flirtatiously. “Your mother is very wise.”

“Enough chit-chat,” Jin Baohui called out loudly. “Shouldn’t we find a place to rest? Look, it’s almost dark.”

Dong Fangxiao smiled bitterly. “He’s right.”

Everyone strained their eyes to look into the distance, but after a while, they saw no fluttering red ribbons. Instead, they noticed a dark shadow in a nearby mountain recess. Lan Tianyu, accustomed to observing snowy landscapes, spoke first: “There’s a house over there.”

The two groups had to detour, carefully walking for half an hour before approaching it.

On the way, they discovered several strange plants in secluded, snow-covered areas. Some resembled vines twining around rocks, exposing a few bare branches, while others looked like moss, deeply embedded in the snow.

Lan Tianyu and Jin Baohui gazed at these odd plants, sighing softly.

Upon arrival, they found a wooden compound with two connected houses. It had a fence in front and a storehouse in the back. The two main houses likely contained a kitchen, bedroom, and dining room. However, it seemed long abandoned. The buildings were dilapidated, with holes in the roof allowing snow to enter. Ice had formed both inside and outside.

Cai Zhao asked in bewilderment, “This isn’t a hunting lodge, is it?”

“No, people lived here long-term,” Mu Qingyan replied, examining the state of disrepair and ice thickness. “It’s been about five or six years—did the family move away?”

Jin Baohui’s face grew even paler as if he had exhausted all his strength. Lan Tianyu lowered his head to support him.

Chen Fuguang, on the other hand, had a flushed face, unfocused eyes, and labored breathing.

Qinong felt his forehead and said softly, “Young Master seems to have a fever. He needs to rest and take some medicine.”

Zhou Zhiqin looked around the compound. “It seems the mountain folk who lived here moved away five or six years ago, leaving this place abandoned. It’s getting dark, and finding another hunting lodge would be difficult. We’ll have to make do here for the night.”

With Jin Baohui’s guards reduced by three more, the remaining group was small. Everyone found a corner in the main house to set up their cowhide tents, melting snow for water and roasting dried meat for dinner.

Mu Qingyan once again pitched two tents in a secluded corner away from the others, while Zhou Zhiqin and Dong Fangxiao openly chose the center of the main house.

Cai Zhao explored the compound with interest, examining the stove, beds, broken tables and chairs, shattered pottery, and even a baby’s cradle. She found two small, rotting wooden swords—one with a mountain peak carved on the handle, the other with a small tree.

Cai Zhao returned with a solemn expression. Qian Xueshen was already wolfing down his food.

Mu Qingyan handed her some roasted dried meat, noticing her unusual demeanor. “What’s wrong?”

“This family had… about ten people,” Cai Zhao said, looking up at the rafters. “Judging by the ice and snow, this place has been abandoned for five or six years. But the state of decay of the objects suggests it’s been uninhabited for over a decade.”

Qian Xueshen, his mouth full of dry rations, looked up and said, “That’s easy to figure out. The family moved away over a decade ago, but the roof broke five or six years ago.”

Cai Zhao looked puzzled. “I may have grown up in the South, but I’ve seen enough on this journey. Ice doesn’t only form when snow falls through holes in the roof. Remember the hunting lodge where we last stopped? The doors and walls were intact, but there was ice inside too.”

“Zhao-Zhao, you’re so clever,” Mu Qingyan smiled, his eyes glinting with a deep light.

Having spent time together, Cai Zhao knew he had something on his mind, but he said nothing more, only urging her to eat more.

That night, Qian Xueshen returned from relieving himself and whispered to Mu and Cai: “Hey, I saw Miss Qinong sneaking into Chen Fuguang’s tent! Chen is sick, and Hu tells Qinong to look after him. Hu’s sharing a tent with the mute old servant.”

Cai Zhao was surprised. “Hu Tianwei is being so generous?”

Qian Xueshen was very curious. “After all this journey, I’ve figured out that not only do Fat Jin and Bandit Lan know each other from before, but they’re also up to something on this mountain.”

“Thieves don’t leave empty-handed. I guess there must be some treasure on the snowy mountain,” Cai Zhao said jokingly. “What else could it be? It’s not like they’re here to test a fiancé by looking at snowy scenery, like me.”

Qian Xueshen sighed despairingly, “I never want to marry in this lifetime.”

Noticing Mu Qingyan’s silence, Cai Zhao asked what was wrong.

Mu Qingyan replied slowly, “My thoughts are jumbled. Something doesn’t feel right, but I can’t put my finger on it.”

“I know,” Cai Zhao said.

Mu Qingyan looked slightly surprised.

Cai Zhao continued, “At first glance, these people seem unrelated, but thinking carefully, they’re all connected. Chen Shu died at Uncle Zhou’s hands, yet Chen Shu’s brother is now on the same mountain as Uncle Zhou’s cousin.”

“Elder Tianji, Duan Jiuxiu, massacred the entire Qingfeng Temple. His only remaining disciple, Hu Tianwei, is here with the two sole survivors from Qingfeng Temple. Moreover, my aunt killed Duan Jiuxiu, and I’m here too.”

“Ironically, Fat Jin and Bandit Lan seem to be the only ones unconnected to everyone else.”

Qian Xueshen exclaimed in shock, “…I hadn’t even thought of that.”

Mu Qingyan smiled at the girl, “So you’ve been observing all this. I thought you were carefree this whole journey.”

Cai Zhao pulled a fleece blanket over herself, “My aunt says when you can’t figure something out, it’s just that the right moment hasn’t come. There’s no use overthinking. When the time comes, everything will become clear.”

The next day at dawn, everyone set off again.

Chen Fuguang’s fever had worsened. He sat on a mountain donkey, cared for by Qinong. In his delirium, he grasped Qinong’s hand, “Don’t worry. Even if I die, I’ll protect you. You won’t be a slave or servant anymore, or suffer mistreatment.”

Cai Zhao glanced at Hu Tianwei, who ‘mistreated servants’, ahead, pretending she hadn’t heard anything.

After walking for another half day, stumbling into ice pits countless times, they suddenly saw a human-shaped figure crouching in an open area ahead.

Someone tried calling out, but there was no response.

Cai Zhao felt uneasy.

Lan Tianyu went forward first, using his staff to gently brush away the thick snow on the figure’s head. After careful observation, he exclaimed, “Heavens, it’s a jade goddess statue!”

Everyone hurried over to see a dark green jade statue of a goddess standing in the center of the snowy ground.

The statue sat on a base shaped like flowers, leaves, and trees. Her eyes were closed, fingers pinched together, with a soft whip coiled around her waist.

Cai Zhao let out a soft “Oh?” and said, “The flowers on the base look like the mountain peach blossoms unique to my home.”

Luoying Valley was spring-like year-round, abundant with flowers, grass, and trees. However, few knew of a special mountain peach blossom in the valley. Its flowers were only as big as a child’s fist, with petals in three upward-curling layers, resembling adorable, round buds.

Unlike the interesting flowers and leaves on the base, the goddess statue was quite solemn.

Folk goddesses were often depicted with kind eyes and plump, gentle features. However, this goddess statue had lean, austere lines and a stern brow. Despite the simple carving, her impatient expression was still evident.

“Such a large piece of pure jade must be worth tens of thousands of gold,” Lan Tianyu murmured.

Hu Tianwei laughed, “Let me try lifting it. If it’s not too heavy, we’ll take it back.” He moved to shift the jade statue.

Lan Tianyu’s expression changed dramatically. “Don’t! The deity is connected to the ice layer. Be careful not to break it…”

But Hu Tianwei had already moved the statue, and nothing happened around them. He laughed heartily, “Lan Tianyu, you’re too timid.”

Lan Tianyu looked at the base where the statue had been moved from, puzzled. “This isn’t right. If this statue had been here for years, it should have been firmly frozen to the ice layer. How could it be moved so easily?”

Fat Jin fawned, “It’s because Brother Hu is so strong and powerful.” As a weakling, the more dangerous the situation, the more he needed to rely on the strong. At this point, he didn’t care about maintaining the facade of a respectable clan.

Zhou Zhiqin snorted coldly beside them.

Just then, everyone heard a deep cracking sound from beneath their feet, as if something was breaking apart, followed by several more cracks.

Lan Tianyu shouted, “Not good! The ice layer is breaking. Run quickly…”

Before he could finish yelling, the ground beneath everyone’s feet gave way. With a thunderous roar, an area about 70-80 feet in diameter shattered into pieces, and every one, along with the donkeys, plummeted straight down.

The cold wind howled fiercely as they fell rapidly, indicating the ice cavern below was very deep.

If they fell straight down like this, they would die or at least be severely injured. Those who fell first immediately displayed their skills. Qian Xueshen, Qinong, and Chen Fuguang were on the outer edge of the statue, so they fell later.

Zhou Zhiqin and Dong Fangxiao both drew their swords, forcefully stabbing them into the ice wall. They freed one hand each to grab Jin Baohui and Lan Tianyu, slowing their descent.

Hu Tianwei and the mute old servant extended their hands like claws, fingers curled and sharp, digging into the ice wall. After quickly reaching the ground, they caught Qinong and Chen Fuguang.

Mu Qingyan created a small hole in the ice wall with his palm, clinging to it to catch Cai Zhao.

Cai Zhao had intended to draw her Yanyang Blade, but after being caught by Mu Qingyan, she released the silver chain from her left wrist. The end of the chain was embedded into the ice wall, and she looked up, shouting, “Catch Wan Daqiang!” She felt proud of herself for remembering Qian Xueshen’s fake name at a time like this.

Everyone landed one after another. The guards and mountain donkeys, with no one to catch them, crashed heavily onto the ice surface. Some died instantly from the impact, while others broke their legs, screaming in agony.

Cai Zhao’s silver chain hadn’t embedded deeply, so her descent along the ice wall was somewhat clumsy.

As she rose from her sprawled position on the ground, just as she sat up, she noticed a shadowy figure behind the ice wall. Brushing away the snow, she saw a blue-purple corpse with a twisted, ferocious face and a long, protruding tongue, like a fierce ghost.

For the first time since coming to the snowy mountain, Cai Zhao let out a scream.
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Hearing the girl’s cry, Mu Qingyan, still two or three zhang from the ground, casually tossed Qian Xueshen aside. His left foot touched the ice wall, and his long sleeves spread like flowing clouds or a bat’s wings as he swiftly flew to Cai Zhao’s side, pulling her into his embrace. Cai Zhao’s teeth chattered lightly as she tried to calm herself.

By now, everyone had landed and began to survey their surroundings.

They were in an enormous ice cavern with an irregular circular bottom, about 50-60 zhang wide. Holes eroded by glaciers were everywhere. The top, where they had fallen through, was 70-80 zhang above the ground. From below, the huge crack looked only as big as a well opening—the entire ice cavern resembled a giant hollow ice urn, with them at its belly.

Most terrifying were the numerous grotesque corpses encased in the surrounding ice walls.

Through the semi-transparent ice, everyone could see these blue-purple, rigid bodies—faces twisted from starvation, unwilling expressions of those who died from exhaustion, the agony of those wounded and poisoned by the cold, and even some who had taken their own lives in despair after getting lost. The millennia-old ice preserved them lifelike, chilling everyone to the bone.

Cai Zhao asked through chattering teeth, “Are these all martial artists who died on the mountain?” She pointed at the weapons near the frozen corpses.

Mu Qingyan’s eyes were deep and his voice calm: “This snow mountain is divided. Some areas allow people to hunt and gather to make a living, but others are forbidden territories—these dead entered places they shouldn’t have.”

Cai Zhao grew anxious: “Have we entered a forbidden area now?”

Mu Qingyan remained silent.

As Cai Zhao was about to speak again, her gaze suddenly fixed on something beyond his shoulder, both frightened and confused. “…This person was still alive when they died.”

This strange statement made Mu Qingyan turn to look. In the upper southeast corner of the ice wall was a seated corpse, hands grasping a wooden fork skewering roasted sausages, one cheek bulging, clearly in the act of eating.

However, its expression was one of shock, eyes wide open, as if it had seen something terrifying—and then, everything had been frozen at that moment.

Mu Qingyan’s expression grew even more serious as he gripped the girl’s small hand painfully tight.

As everyone began to recover from their shock, Zhou Zhiqin shoved Jin Baohui to the ground and furiously berated Hu Tianwei: “You greedy, unprincipled scoundrel! Lan Tianyu warned you not to move the statue, but you stubbornly did it anyway. Now you’ve caused us all to fall into this hundred-zhang deep pit. It’s all your fault!”

Hu Tianwei coldly replied, “I’ll move the statue if I want to. No one can stop me!”

Dong Fangxiao also raged, “Your master, Elder Tianji, was a formidable figure who once struck fear across the land, with hundreds or thousands of followers. How could a mere jade statue bewitch you so?”

Mu Qingyan laughed coldly, “Don’t be fooled by Mr. Hu’s fine clothes, elders. He’s likely putting on airs while struggling to get by. When Duan Jiuxiu died, their faction became like crippled wild dogs—either killed under Cai Heroine’s execution order or hiding in deep mountains and cold valleys, living in constant fear. Later, when they heard Nie Hengcheng had died, they tried to return to the demonic cult to stir up trouble.”

“But while Nie Zhe failed in external conflicts, he excelled at internal strife. Moreover, Duan Jiuxiu had made too many enemies in his time. In short order, the original Tianji faction was completely expelled from the demonic cult. Rejected by both the righteous martial world and ostracized by the demonic cult, Mr. Hu has likely been in hiding these past years, unable to maintain his former lifestyle.”

These words were extremely cutting. Hu Tianwei’s face fluctuated between red and blue, filled with both shame and venom.

Dong Fangxiao suddenly understood, “I see now. I heard Nie Zhe wanted to elevate a demonic cult vixen to an elder position. With so many vacant elder positions from those who had passed, he specifically chose to have that vixen succeed Elder Tianji. So that’s why. Indeed, when people leave, the building empties; when people go, the tea grows cold…”

Hu Tianwei roared in anger and lunged at Dong Fangxiao. Zhou Zhiqin stepped forward with his sword to protect his dear friend. There was a metallic clash as the two were forced back several steps.

Only then did everyone see that Hu Tianwei was holding a pair of iron-colored ghost-headed judge’s pens.

Zhou Zhiqin flourished his sword before him, its edge emitting a faint hum. He declared proudly, “Demonic cult fiend, utterly shameless, resorting to sneak attacks as usual. If you want to fight, then fight! I’ll gladly oblige!”

As they were about to clash, Lan Tianyu quickly intervened, “Enough, enough! This isn’t a martial arts arena, it’s an ice cavern in the mountain’s belly. There are millennia of accumulated snow hanging above our heads! If we make too much noise, we might collapse the cavern. Then none of us will be able to get out!”

Jin Baohui, sitting on the ground and panting, said, “Old Lan is right. Everyone, calm down. Let’s at least get out of this hellhole before settling scores. I don’t want to be buried alive in this ice cavern.”

“After all that trouble and nearly falling to our deaths, where’s the jade goddess statue?” Qian Xueshen limped around, searching.

Mentioning this angered Jin Baohui, who pointed at a foot-wide ice hole on the ground, “It rolled in there. We’ve truly lost both people and wealth!… Why are you just standing there? Come help me up!” The latter half was directed at his two remaining guards.

Before falling into the ice cavern, he had four guards left. During the fall, one had landed headfirst, his skull cracking open and killing him instantly. The second landed on his body, breaking his arms, legs, and several ribs which punctured his lungs, leading to his quick death.

The two guards who fell later were luckier. One happened to land on the bodies of the first two, while the other was caught by Zhou Zhiqin, who had managed to free a hand. Both only suffered minor injuries.

The two guards helped Jin Baohui to the side as Lan Tianyu lit a torch to survey the surroundings.

Qinong huddled in a corner, holding the feverish Chen Fuguang, her tears falling on his flushed face.

“There are many tunnels around, but we don’t know where they lead. It’s best not to risk exploring them,” Lan Tianyu said, putting away his torch. “We have no choice but to return the way we came.”

Jin Baohui looked grim, pointing at the concave ice walls around them. He shouted, “The walls are already slippery, and they curve inward. How can we climb out?!”

Given his obesity and weight, it was manageable for someone to catch him while falling, but climbing would be challenging. It would take at least Zhou Zhiqin and Dong Fangxiao working together to carry him.

What about the others with poor lightness skills?

Lan Tianyu remained composed. He took iron caltrops from his boot soles, wrapped them in cloth bands on his palms, and with a clang, struck them into the slippery ice wall as handholds. With a kick of his feet, he began climbing the wall like a gecko.

Seeing this, others followed suit, finding it effective.

Hu Tianwei finally showed a hint of a smile: “As expected of an expert. This is a good idea.”

At this moment, Qinong approached timidly, begging to bring along the feverish Chen Fuguang. Hu Tianwei backhanded her, sending her flying, and sneered, “You shameless slut, already going soft after touching a man?” The rest of his words were too vulgar to repeat.

Ignoring her split lip, Qinong knelt and repeatedly kowtowed, begging. Within moments, her forehead began to bleed.

Chen Fuguang struggled to stop her, but could barely move.

The scene resembled a melodramatic soap opera, beloved by village aunties.

Zhou Zhiqin couldn’t bear to watch and wanted to help, but Jin Baohui stopped him: “We both belong to the Six Northern Chen Sects. You and Dong Fangxiao will help me up later. Surely you don’t intend to abandon me to save that demon Chen Shu’s brother?”

The Northern Chen Sects and the Demonic Cult were mortal enemies for generations. Hearing this, Zhou Zhiqin halted.

Cai Zhao also wanted to help, but she couldn’t be sure if Chen Fuguang had never done evil. What if she saved a bad person?

Unexpectedly, after humiliating Qinong, Hu Tianwei suddenly agreed to help. After all, Chen Fuguang was thin, only half Jin Baohui’s weight, making him much easier to carry.

Everyone prepared and began carefully climbing the ice wall.

Lan Tianyu climbed first, followed by the others, with Mu Qingyan, Cai Zhao, and Qian Xueshen last.

Qian Xueshen urged anxiously, “Let’s hurry up! They might seal the opening after climbing out, leaving us to die!”

Cai Zhao objected, “Even if Hu Tianwei has ill intentions, Uncle Zhou is there. They’ll wait for us at the opening.”

Mu Qingyan said nothing, silently observing Hu Tianwei’s climbing form before moving.

Following Lan Tianyu’s guidance, everyone avoided the ice corpses to prevent breaking the relatively weak ice layers.

Every few people’s distance, Mu Qingyan created small holes in the ice wall, making climbing easier for the girl and Qian Xueshen behind him. The two guards, being the least skilled, fell behind, naturally following Mu Qingyan’s group.

The ice, formed over centuries or millennia, was incredibly hard. Striking it with bare hands was like hitting iron, rapidly depleting one’s inner strength. Zhou Zhiqin looked slightly worried, while Hu Tianwei watched Mu Qingyan with a smug smile, seemingly waiting for him to exhaust himself.

However, after sixty or seventy strikes, climbing halfway up the wall, Mu Qingyan remained unfazed, his strikes unwavering.

Now it was Hu Tianwei’s turn to change expression.

“We’re almost there!” Lan Tianyu called out joyfully.

The bright opening was within reach. Zhou Zhiqin and Dong Fangxiao, close behind, also smiled, along with Jin Baohui, suspended between them by cloth straps, his grin nearly splitting his face.

Suddenly, Mu Qingyan stopped, his expression grave: “Do you hear footsteps above the ice layer, coming towards us?”

Cai Zhao was startled. Qian Xueshen, sweating profusely, said, “What? Footsteps? I don’t hear anything.”

“No, there are footsteps,” Cai Zhao focused, listening intently.

By now, Zhou Zhiqin, Hu Tianwei, and others also heard the footsteps above. Before anyone could react, a familiar, chilling howl pierced the air as a massive, ferocious white figure lunged at the ice opening.

“It’s the Snow Mountain Bai Mane Beast! Ah…” Lan Tianyu screamed frantically.

Half his body was caught in the beast’s jaws, his agonized screams echoing.

The sudden attack left everyone momentarily stunned.

Zhou Zhiqin reacted first, freeing a hand to draw his sword. But the clever beast swerved, lunging straight for Jin Baohui. Its sharp claws slashed out, cutting through the two cloth straps.

Terrified, Jin Baohui fell, screaming like a slaughtered pig, his flailing limbs useless.

If allowed to fall, Jin Baohui would surely die.

With one hand on the ice wall and the other holding his sword, Zhou Zhiqin couldn’t act. Seeing this, Dong Fangxiao leaped towards Jin Baohui, barely catching his belt.

Freed from his burden, Zhou Zhiqin roared, swinging his sword at the Bai Mane Beast, seeking vengeance for his beloved disciple. Hearing movement behind it, the beast turned, thrusting Lan Tianyu, still in its mouth, towards Zhou Zhiqin.

Seeing Lan Tianyu’s blood-covered face and half his body in the beast’s massive jaws, Zhou Zhiqin had to change tactics mid-air. He twisted, concentrating all his power into a heavy side slash.

The powerful strike made the beast release Lan Tianyu in pain. He fell straight down before everyone’s eyes.

With Dong Fangxiao holding Jin Baohui and Hu Tianwei carrying Chen Fuguang, no one was free to help. As Lan Tianyu was about to fall to his death, Cai Zhao quickly threw out her silver chain to catch him. Due to the distance, Lan Tianyu’s momentum nearly pulled Cai Zhao down, but Mu Qingyan leaped down to grab her.

Hu Tianwei, now enraged, tossed Chen Fuguang to Qinong and the mute old servant, leaping up to join the fight against the Bai Mane Beast.

Zhou Zhiqin continued slashing with his sword, but the beast’s body was incredibly strong its hide-like metal. The sword could only inflict minor wounds, further enraging it. With a howl, it suddenly lunged at Dong Fangxiao below.

Caught off guard and with both hands occupied, Dong Fangxiao was kicked hard in the chest by the beast’s hind legs. He coughed blood and slid down seven or eight zhang with Jin Baohui before managing to grab the ice wall.

Zhou Zhiqin knew the beast was injured and needed to finish it off quickly.

Hu Tianwei finally reached them, throwing one of his judge’s pens. It struck the beast’s right eye, causing thick reddish-brown liquid to spurt out. The Bai Mane Beast howled in agony.

Zhou Zhiqin grinned, “You beast, your time has come!” He moved to deliver the final blow.

Suddenly, another familiar, owl-like screech came from the ice cavern opening above. An even larger Bai Mane Beast leaped down, roaring.

There were two Snow Mountain Bai Mane Beasts?!

Everyone was shocked.
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Everyone was startled, realizing the chaotic battle at the ice cave’s entrance above them was taking a dangerous turn. Zhou Zhiqin thrust his sword into the ice wall with one hand while holding onto the unsteady Dong Fangxiao with the other. Hu Tianwei struggled alone against two white-furred beasts, barely able to defend himself.

Below, Mu Qingyan couldn’t bear to watch and shouted, “Don’t fight them in mid-air! Get to the ground first!”

Hu Tianwei and Zhou Zhiqin immediately understood. Although the white-furred beasts were formidable, they were still mortal creatures. If confronted by several skilled martial artists on solid ground, they might not fare well. However, the current situation favored the beasts. Their padded paws and sharp claws allowed them to move effortlessly on the icy walls, while the humans were at a disadvantage.

Zhou Zhiqin twisted his right hand, pulling his sword slightly out of the ice wall. He then used his strength to descend, carving a straight crack in the wall. Using this momentum, he brought Dong Fangxiao and Jin Baohui to the ground. Hu Tianwei spun his arm and forcefully threw his second judge’s pen. As the two beasts quickly dodged, the pen struck the ice wall with a bang, allowing Hu Tianwei to leap down.

The two white-furred beasts clung to the top of the ice cave. The larger one used its mouth to remove the judge’s pen lodged in the first beast’s eye socket, licking the wound a few times. Then, both beasts roared and pounced downward.

Once on the ground, the tide quickly turned. Except for the injured Lan Tianyu, Dong Fangxiao, Chen Fuguang, and those tending to them like Qinong, everyone else could stand and face the enemy.

Hu Tianwei picked up his fallen judge’s pens, while Zhou Zhiqin took Dong Fangxiao’s sword. Mu Qingyan remained empty-handed.

Cai Zhao wanted to join the fight, but Mu Qingyan shot a glance at Qian Xueshen. Immediately, Qian Xueshen began to wail dramatically, “Oh, I must have hurt my leg earlier! Help me, help me!”

Cai Zhao coldly replied, “Think before you speak. You’re holding your head, not your leg.”

Qian Xueshen sighed, “Since you understand ‘your brother’s’ intention, why make it difficult for me?”

Noticing Qian Xueshen’s sunken cheeks, Cai Zhao suddenly said, “When we leave this ice cave, you should go down the mountain.”

Qian Xueshen was stunned. “But… we haven’t found what we’re looking for yet.”

Cai Zhao sighed softly, “You’re not a bad person. I shouldn’t have forced you to come here and risk your life.”

Qian Xueshen’s expression grew complex. He earnestly advised, “Little Cai, I’m older than you. Let me teach you something today—you can’t judge whether someone is good or bad just by looking at their face.”

Cai Zhao remained unswayed. “I know, it’s the ‘don’t judge a book by its cover’ thing again. My aunt said if you think someone is good, then consider them good. Don’t make baseless suspicions. At worst, if you’re deceived, you can always settle accounts later.”

“That’s not necessarily—oh!” Qian Xueshen was about to argue when a head-sized chunk of ice flew towards them. Cai Zhao quickly pulled him aside, narrowly avoiding it.

They turned to look and saw that one of the white-furred beasts had hurled a massive ice block. Zhou Zhiqin’s swift swordplay shattered it mid-air, sending ice shards flying in all directions.

Watching Zhou Zhiqin, Qian Xueshen had a thought and couldn’t help but glance at Cai Zhao again.

By now, the two white-furred beasts were being forced to retreat under the group’s assault, sustaining numerous injuries.

Suddenly, the larger beast stood up straight and roared, with the other joining in. Their howls were deafening, like waves crashing against the ice cave walls. The beasts’ cries, already as eerie as night owls became even more piercing as they echoed off the walls. The humans felt dizzy and nauseous, and ice chunks began falling from above.

As ice rained down, the smaller beast seized the opportunity to charge at a trembling section of the wall. It rammed its head forcefully, shattering the ice and causing the entire cave to shake violently.

“This is bad! The cave is collapsing!” Jin Baohui’s panicked scream heightened the already tense atmosphere.

Zhou Zhiqin lowered his hands from his ears and, risking deafness, charged at the two beasts. However, they quickly twisted around and disappeared into an ice tunnel behind them. As Zhou Zhiqin was about to give chase, Dong Fangxiao shouted from behind, “Don’t follow them! Beware of dangers in the tunnel!”

Zhou Zhiqin halted, turning to see Dong Fangxiao unable to dodge the falling ice shards. He rushed back to protect him.

Amidst the chaos of screams and shouts, it was unclear how much time passed before the cave’s trembling finally subsided.

In the darkness, everyone heard Lan Tianyu’s labored breathing. “Yan… Young Master Yan, I… I have a fire starter in my pocket.” He had been pulled aside and protected by Mu Qingyan during the cave’s violent shaking.

Mu Qingyan felt for the fire starter in his pocket. Using its light, others began lighting their walking sticks and canes.

“Old Jin! Where’s Old Jin?” Zhou Zhiqin helped Dong Fangxiao, whose forehead was bleeding, to sit against the wall. Then he noticed Jin Baohui was missing.

“I’m… I’m here…” a weak voice came from a pile of freshly fallen ice.

Zhou Zhiqin and Cai Zhao quickly removed the top two large ice blocks. Jin Baohui emerged trembling from the ice pile, his round face purple from lack of air.

Cai Zhao looked around. “Qian… Big Qiang, where are you? If you’re alive, say something!”

“Here… I’m alive!” Qian Xueshen crawled out from a nearby tunnel, shaking.

At the same time, Qinong emerged from another tunnel, dragging Chen Fuguang.

The three of them had sought shelter in nearby tunnels when they saw the sharp, massive ice blocks falling.

Hu Tianwei and the mute servant only suffered torn clothes, looking somewhat disheveled.

Lan Tianyu was in poor condition. Half of his body had been in the beast’s mouth earlier, and his injuries were severe. After removing his blood-soaked, tattered sleeves and pant legs, the group discovered that one arm had been bitten off at the elbow, hanging by mere shreds of skin and flesh. One leg was badly mauled, exposing bone.

Seeing his condition, Lan Tianyu let out a bitter groan. He used his good hand to pull out a dagger from his waist and handed it to Mu Qingyan. “Please… Young Master Yan, if you would.”

Mu Qingyan tore off a piece of cloth for Lan Tianyu to bite down on. With the man’s silent permission, he slowly cut away the dead flesh from the arm, then tightly bandaged the wound. He then treated the leg injury similarly. Fortunately, the fallen pack animals and luggage weren’t buried by ice, so they had access to spare clothes. These were torn into strips, providing enough material to treat the injuries.

The most unfortunate was still Jin Baohui, whose two remaining guards were now gone for good.

One had been struck repeatedly by large chunks of ice, his brains and blood splattered on the ground. The other had lost his footing, rolled into a pit, and was buried by an avalanche of ice. Cai Zhao and others dug for a while but only recovered a single boot. It seemed the man, like the jade statue, had fallen into a bottomless ice chasm.

After accounting for everyone, they raised their torches to survey their surroundings. They realized the cave was so dark because the entrance above had collapsed. In other words, they were now trapped inside the ice cave.

Jin Baohui immediately broke into tears, wailing and cursing, “No more! We’re not going any further! All my attendants and guards are gone! This cursed snowy mountain is trying to kill us all! I… I don’t want to die here…”

“Stop pissing like a horse!” Hu Tianwei, irritated by the crying, snapped. “None of your servants were any good. They either helped you collect and raise vicious beasts or bullied commoners. They deserved to die! Keep wailing, and I’ll skin you alive!”

Jin Baohui reluctantly quieted down, sniffling.

“What do we do now? We won’t die here, will we?” Qian Xueshen began to panic.

Cai Zhao looked confused. “We shouldn’t. When I was young, my aunt had a blind fortune-teller predict my future. He said I’d die peacefully of old age.”

“You believe what those charlatans say?” Qian Xueshen was nearly driven mad by this nonsense.

“Why not? He was the most expensive fortune-teller in our town. It cost two taels of silver for one session.”

Meanwhile, Zhou Zhiqin apologized to his close friend, “Brother Dong Fang, it’s my fault for insisting on avenging my son. I’ve dragged you into this predicament.”

Dong Fangxiao, sitting cross-legged and regulating his breath, opened his eyes slightly. “We’re sworn brothers. Don’t talk about fault. If it were for my sake, you’d do the same.”

Seeing this from afar, Cai Zhao couldn’t help but admire, “Truly honorable heroes, loyal to their word in life and death.”

Mu Qingyan, expressionless, remarked, “Too fake.”

Qian Xueshen chimed in sarcastically, “This time, I agree with Young Master Yan.”

Cai Zhao snorted coldly, “You two outsiders only agree when you’re mocking me.”

Mu Qingyan explained, “It’s not mockery, it’s fact. Brothers of decades should have said everything that needs saying. True understanding is wordless. Needing to verbalize feelings now shows their relationship isn’t that deep.”

Qian Xueshen added, “Even if it’s not shallow, they haven’t faced life-and-death situations together.”

Cai Zhao retorted, “…Big Qiang, do you still want me to let you go down the mountain after we escape?”

Qian Xueshen immediately changed his tune, “On second thought, Little Han has a point. As they say, ‘A candle doesn’t shine without being lit, and reason isn’t clear without being spoken.’ Even close brothers should express their feelings clearly.”

Mu Qingyan smiled and scolded, “Coward.”

Nearby, Lan Tianyu, hearing their banter, couldn’t help but say, “How can you joke around at a time like this?”

Cai Zhao replied, “My aunt says even if we’re dying, we should die happily. Would frowning and cursing help us escape?”

Mu Qingyan nodded, “My sister is right.”

Qian Xueshen added, “My fiancée and future brother-in-law are correct.”

Even the severely injured Lan Tianyu couldn’t help but smile.

Though he knew these three weren’t related or engaged, watching them commit to their act even while trapped in an ice cave was amusing.

“Don’t worry, we can get out,” Lan Tianyu suddenly said, then repeated louder.

Hu Tianwei rushed over, anxious. “What did you say, Old Lan? We can escape?”

Lan Tianyu weakly explained, “Tie cloth strips at each tunnel entrance and check for air movement.”

Everyone followed his advice—indeed, they found slight air movement at more than one tunnel.

Lan Tianyu continued, “These glacier-eroded caves sometimes lead to dead ends, but others connect to the outside. I wasn’t sure at first, but when those two beasts disappeared into a tunnel, it confirmed my suspicion of a way out.”

Jin Baohui had a realization. “Now that you mention it, I remember. White-furred beasts don’t live underground. They need wind, rain, and sunlight to thrive.”

Lan Tianyu nodded. “So, they must know the way out. We should follow the tunnel they took.”

Hu Tianwei’s face lit up. “Best of all, if those huge beasts can fit, so can we. Old Lan, you’ve done well. I’ll carry you when we go.”

Zhou Zhiqin glanced at Hu Tianwei with disdain, snorting softly.

Though Hu Tianwei wanted to leave immediately, Lan Tianyu suggested resting briefly to put some distance between them and the recently escaped beasts. Everyone agreed this was wise.

They spread out their belongings, some meditating to recover strength or tending to wounds, others eating dried food or drinking alcohol to warm up. They also gathered essential items from the pack animals and explored nearby tunnels.

With hope for escape rekindled, the atmosphere in the ice cave improved. The only nuisance was the occasional appearance of large white rats from various tunnels.

These rats were larger than normal, with glowing red eyes full of malice and dense, sharp teeth that sent chills down everyone’s spine. Hu Tianwei and Zhou Zhiqin stomped on over a dozen of them.

Jin Baohui, however, seemed fascinated by the rats. “What a shame we can’t take some back to raise. Look at those teeth—perfect for burrowing through ancient ice, sharper than ordinary swords.”

After resting, everyone felt refreshed. Even Dong Fangxiao had recovered about 70-80%.

Hu Tianwei eagerly carried Lan Tianyu on his back, Qinong gently supported Chen Fuguang, and Zhou Zhiqin looked after Dong Fangxiao. Jin Baohui reluctantly stayed behind Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao, hoping for their protection.

Just as they were about to set off, another dozen or so white rats scurried from tunnels in all directions.

Hu Tianwei frowned. “This is endless. Let’s ignore them and go.”

“Wait,” Mu Qingyan suddenly said. “Don’t you hear something sliding inside the ice?”

Hu Tianwei responded irritably, “Don’t be paranoid. What sound? I don’t hear anything. Let’s get moving…”

“Hold on,” Zhou Zhiqin concentrated, listening carefully. “I hear it too.”

It was a low, slow sound, like ice skates scraping in winter, or slippery carp sliding on ice—a hissing, rustling noise, muffled yet filled with unknown terror.

Mu Qingyan watched the scurrying white rats. “Have you heard the saying ‘snakes and rats in the same nest’?”

Everyone froze, unsure of his meaning.

Mu Qingyan explained, “Why do snakes and rats share a nest? While snakes prefer living in burrows, they can’t dig them themselves—but rats can. So snakes often seek out rat colonies, gaining both shelter and food in one go.”

“Please, stop talking!” Jin Baohui’s teeth chattered. “I feel a chill…”

Before he could finish, a thunderous crash echoed as a smaller tunnel burst open. An enormous white snake emerged, its scales like thin ice sheets. Its mouth spanned nearly twenty feet wide, its body as thick as seven or eight people embracing. Only half of its body was visible, leaving its full length unknown.

Humans seemed insignificant and frail before it.

The snake, with cold, fierce eyes glowing green, raised its body several stories high. It fixed its gaze on the group, flicking its bright red tongue, resembling a demon.

Hu Tianwei froze, breaking out in a cold sweat. “What… what kind of monster is this?” His earlier bravado about “heaven-sent miracles” was long gone.

As they stood motionless, the giant white snake moved—gliding with a chilling wind, its breath reeking of decay. It lunged at the group, shattering the ice floor and nearby walls.

In a panic, everyone scattered, pelted by ice shards. The cave shook violently again. Qinong, holding Chen Fuguang, rolled into a small hole for safety. Qian Xueshen was swept into another tunnel by the fierce wind.

Cai Zhao thought hiding might be best.

“No choice now, we must fight!” Zhou Zhiqin drew his sword, as did Dong Fangxiao.

Hu Tianwei pulled out his judge’s pens, grinning. “Don’t fear! It’s just a beast. If we work together, we can share its body equally!” Though less knowledgeable than Jin Baohui, he recognized the white snake’s rarity.

Mu Qingyan’s long sleeves billowed, gathering energy, clearly ready to fight.

Zhou Zhiqin shouted, “Brother Dong Fang, draw its attention from the front. We’ll attack from the sides.”

Dong Fangxiao agreed.

Hu Tianwei glanced at Zhou Zhiqin, understanding his intent to protect his sworn brother—with Dong Fangxiao’s agility, he could stay safe if he maintained a distance of four to five zhang from the snake. If the snake tried to grab him with its tongue, Dong Fangxiao could cut it off.

Those attacking from the sides, however, would be in danger if the snake turned suddenly in pain.

With no objections, Dong Fangxiao threw several ice chunks at the snake, immediately drawing its attention.

Qingfeng Monastery’s lightness skill was once renowned in the martial world. Dong Fangxiao moved gracefully through the air, dodging the snake’s attacks effortlessly. The snake repeatedly missed, only shattering more ice without even touching Dong Fangxiao’s clothes.

Zhou Zhiqin, Hu Tianwei, and Mu Qingyan each chose a vital point on the snake’s body, preparing to attack together.

Cai Zhao protected Jin Baohui below, her other hand gripping her silver chain tightly.

After several failed lunges, the white snake paused briefly, seemingly gathering strength. As it lunged at Dong Fangxiao again, it slowly opened its massive mouth.

Suddenly, Cai Zhao remembered the frozen corpse with its expression of disbelief and terror. A chill ran down her spine—

“Avoid its mouth! Don’t face it directly!” she screamed.

But it was too late.

The snake’s mouth, large enough to swallow a horse whole, opened slowly, revealing two human-sized fangs surrounded by countless smaller teeth. A blast of icy breath, like a gust from the underworld, shot towards Dong Fangxiao. Even Cai Zhao on the ground and Mu Qingyan on the side felt its bone-chilling cold.

Dong Fangxiao was hit directly by the breath, instantly freezing solid. He fell with a thud, shattering like a broken inkstone or vase.

As the frosty mist cleared, they saw Dong Fangxiao had been frozen into an ice statue, breaking into four or five pieces upon impact. His body was split in half, each part further shattered, with blood and marrow crystallized at the broken edges.

Zhou Zhiqin’s eyes reddened. Disregarding his safety, he rushed over, cradling Dong Fangxiao’s frozen remains and wailing, “It’s my fault, it’s all my fault…”

The others were stunned.

So was Cai Zhao.

She never imagined Dong Fangxiao would be the first to die.

“It’s a Green-Eyed Ice Crystal Giant Snake!” Jin Baohui suddenly exclaimed, his eyes gleaming with fascination. “I thought it was just a myth, but it’s real!”

At that moment, Qian Xueshen stumbled out of a tunnel, seemingly just regaining consciousness, rubbing his head.

Cai Zhao screamed frantically, “Go back! Get back in there! Don’t come out!”

Qian Xueshen looked towards her voice, bewildered.

The giant snake quickly noticed Qian Xueshen standing in the center of the cave floor and lunged, mouth open.

“No!” Cai Zhao cried out in anguish.

She watched helplessly as Qian Xueshen was hit by the icy breath, instantly freezing solid. The snake then smashed his frozen body, shattering it like ice. His frozen skull rolled to her feet, its expression unchanged.

This violent commotion triggered another tremor in the ice cave.

The ground shook violently, and more ice fragments rained down from above.

Mu Qingyan grabbed the girl and darted into a larger tunnel, with Jin Baohui quickly following behind.
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In the dark, ice cave tunnel, Mu Qingyan led the way, holding Cai Zhao’s hand with one hand and a night pearl high in the other. Although the pearl’s light was faint, it was enough to illuminate their path forward. At each cave junction, he used cloth strips to detect the direction of airflow, leaving marks to guide their way.

Cai Zhao stumbled along, struggling even more than the plump Jin beside her. The image of Qian Xueshen’s severed head rolling to her feet, its face frozen in terror and pleading, was seared into her mind. Consequently, she had just vomited against the ice wall, tears falling one by one, her hand nearly scraping off chunks of ice as she steadied herself.

This was the first time in her life she had experienced the death of a friend.

At some point, Cai Zhao had vaguely realized how different she was from her aunt. Cai Pingshu was always passionate and curious about the unknown, never afraid. If she encountered a bottomless dark cave, she would excitedly enter with a torch. If caught in a storm while sailing, she would face the waves head-on, determined to break through the vortex.

Cai Pingshu was inherently optimistic. Throughout her colorful adventures, she had lost close friends and brothers, yet she never lost heart or wallowed in self-pity. Instead, she always pressed forward with enthusiasm.

After what felt like an eternity to Cai Zhao, the terrain became increasingly steep. Hearing Jin Baohui’s heavy breathing, she quietly asked, “I wonder how long we’ve been walking.”

Surprisingly calm, Mu Qingyan answered immediately, “We’ve been walking for an hour and a half. We can rest for a bit.”

As Jin Baohui was about to sit down, Mu Qingyan kicked him, telling him to move further away. Knowing he had no leverage, Jin could only grumble as he moved forward with his torch.

Mu Qingyan spread his gray fur cloak on the ground for the girl to sit on.

Cai Zhao looked up, confused. “How did you know we’ve been walking for an hour and a half?”

“I’ve been checking your pulse,” Mu Qingyan said, sitting down beside her. “It was fast at first but has settled now.”

They sat close together, their heartbeats audible. Cai Zhao felt the tall, calm presence beside her was as solid and reliable as a mountain, gradually calming her emotions.

“Zhaozao,” Mu Qingyan said softly.

“Mm?”

“Qian Xueshen’s death wasn’t your fault. He was already in their hands. They would have killed him sooner or later after using him.”

“I know.”

“Then why are you still in a daze, as if you’ve lost your soul?”

“…My aunt said I’m too soft-hearted. I’m not suited for the jianghu life.”

“That’s an arbitrary statement.”

“It’s not arbitrary at all. I’ve always been like this. When Uncle Sand Pot next door retired and sold his shop to move back to the countryside, I was so upset I didn’t eat wonton for a whole month.”

“Didn’t the new wontons taste good?”

“No, they were delicious. The soup base was even made with pork bones and shrimp powder, tasting better than before. But I was still sad, feeling that the world is heartless and time flows like water, never preserving beautiful things. No matter how good the new things are, they’re not the same as before.”

Cai Zhao loved a peaceful, leisurely life with clear streams and lively markets.

She and her aunt were indeed different.

Mu Qingyan frowned, facing the girl. “How old were you when you learned that Lady Cai didn’t have long to live?”

“Seven or eight? Five or six? I don’t remember,” Cai Zhao shook her head. “My family didn’t hide it. They told me my aunt was sick and didn’t know when she would… They couldn’t have hidden it if they tried. My aunt was constantly drinking medicinal soups, taking herbal baths, and having acupuncture treatments. I wasn’t a fool.”

Mu Qingyan leaned back. “Your family intended to prepare you early, so you wouldn’t be caught off guard and unable to cope. But they didn’t consider the consequences of making a young child constantly think about losing a loved one.”

“My aunt said the same thing. She didn’t agree with letting me know so early either,” Cai Zhao shrugged indifferently. “But my mother said that all jianghu children need some tragic backstory to fit in.”

“My mother was always afraid of growing up, having to shave her head, and never eating meat again. My aunt and father lost their parents at a young age. But they all grew up fine, didn’t they? They became righteous people who fought against injustice, much better than those who grew up smoothly like the Songs or the Yangs.”

Mu Qingyan chuckled softly. “Your mother is quite something.”

“Yes, she is. When I was little, I wished for flowers to always bloom, the moon to always be full, and for happiness to last forever. My mother told me to go to bed and stop overthinking. She said, ‘If flowers never wither, how can we appreciate their beauty when they bloom? If the moon is always full, how can we cherish its fullness? If there’s no sadness in life, how can we long for happiness?'”

In her childhood, Cai Zhao had been so afraid of loss, death, and anything that could change the beautiful status quo.

Mu Qingyan asked, “Do you understand those words now?”

“I’m still trying to understand. I suppose I’ll fully grasp it someday.” She had to face it now.

The girl’s expression was both knowing and helpless. Mu Qingyan felt sympathy for her and pulled her closer.

“Brother,” the girl suddenly said after a moment of silence. She had grown accustomed to calling him that.

“Yes?”

“What kind of person was Nie Hengcheng?”

Mu Qingyan was somewhat surprised. “Why are you suddenly asking about him?”

“When I was little, I used to play by the Qingluo River. I only saw boats passing by, rarely any fishermen. Later, I learned that after the great battle at Qingluo River, Nie Hengcheng’s loyal followers died in droves, their bodies piling up like mountains and filling the river. The local fishermen made a pact not to eat fish from that river.”

“My father said that on that night, Zhao Tianba, Han Yisu, and the others quickly realized they had fallen into a trap, surrounded. Yet they refused to retreat, determined to avenge Nie Hengcheng at all costs. My father felt that although they were demonic cult members, their unwavering loyalty to Nie Hengcheng was admirable.”

Mu Qingyan was silent for a while before responding, “Throughout history, many leaders of our sect – Patriarchs, Law Kings, Elders, even the Four Altar Masters – have used drugs to control their subordinates. But Nie Hengcheng didn’t. Not only did he not do it himself, but he also disliked others doing so. My father once said that Nie Hengcheng’s talent and strategy were rarely seen in this world. In his youth, he led from the front, and as he grew older, he became stern and decisive. To your Northern Chen Six Sects, he might have been a demon, but to many of our followers, he was a pillar of strength, an anchor in the storm.”

“He sounds like a good person. Why did he become so cruel and bloodthirsty later?” Cai Zhao asked curiously.

Mu Qingyan replied, “Because he accidentally mastered an incredibly powerful martial art.”

“Is it the one that Elder Yin Dai desperately wanted to know about?”

“Yes,” Mu Qingyan’s voice deepened. ” I’m not sure about the details of that martial art. My father only said it was an ancient, divine skill that should have disappeared from this world long ago.”

Cai Zhao pondered, “I see.”

Mu Qingyan continued, “When one knows their limitations, they respect the laws of nature. But once they realize they can move mountains and seas at will, they lose that respect. My father deeply regretted Nie Hengcheng’s fate.”

Cai Zhao smiled bitterly, “That makes sense, but if we had the power to move mountains and seas right now, we would have already escaped and Qian Xueshen might still be alive.”

Mu Qingyan frowned, about to say something, when suddenly they heard Jin Baohui’s shrill cry from the tunnel ahead, “Come quick! Hurry, come here!”

Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao jumped up and rushed over. They found Jin Baohui frantically digging at an ice wall with a dagger, shouting, “Come help me dig!”

Mu Qingyan grabbed Jin Baohui’s shoulder, saying sternly, “Calm down and explain what’s happening.” Just then, he heard the girl behind him gasp softly. He quickly turned to look.

This area was a junction with multiple paths, surrounded by ice caves leading to unknown destinations. The recent massive tremor had partially exposed several corpses previously sealed within the ice walls. Near Cai Zhao, a stiff, purple hand protruded from the ice, its fingers eerily outstretched. Behind Mu Qingyan, half of a bluish-purple head emerged, its face contorted and eyes bulging, resembling a demon fresh from hell. The wall Jin Baohui was frantically digging at revealed half a shoulder of another corpse.

“Quick, help me dig out this body!” Jin Baohui babbled incoherently. “I’ll reward you handsomely… I mean, I’ll do my best to repay you, Young Master Yan…”

“I won’t help unless you explain clearly,” Mu Qingyan stated firmly.

After much internal struggle, Jin Baohui realized he couldn’t break through the iron-hard ice with his limited martial arts skills. Gritting his teeth, he confessed, “Fine, I’ll tell you. Look, the corpse’s right hand is holding a small bottle—I want that bottle!”

Cai Zhao craned her neck to look. Indeed, the corpse’s right hand, still encased in ice, clutched a small apricot-yellow jade bottle about three to four inches long, its mouth rimmed with dull copper wire. “What’s so special about this bottle? Is there something valuable inside?”

Noticing Jin Baohui’s evasive gaze, as if debating whether to lie, Cai Zhao smiled and said, “Elder Jin, it’s best to tell the truth. If it truly doesn’t affect us, we’ll help you without question. But if you’re trying to deceive us… well, my brother has quite a temper, and we have no prior relationship with you.”

Mu Qingyan played along, letting out a heavy, cold snort.

Jin Baohui immediately crumbled, hastily explaining, “I’ll tell you, I’ll tell you! I’m not lying, it’s really of no use to you. The bottle contains the saliva of a rare beast—have you heard of the Snow Scale Dragon Beast?”

Hearing this name, both Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao flinched, exchanged a glance, then expressionlessly shook their heads.

Jin Baohui, not suspecting their reaction, continued, “It’s a legendary creature. A full-grown Snow Scale Dragon Beast is larger than a small courtyard, with wings on its ribs and sharp claws. Except for the sea, it can roam freely in the sky and on land, known as the ‘Celestial Martial God, Dragon King of the Land’. Legend has it that the Northern Chen ancestors kept a few, which proved incredibly useful during the great battle against the demon cult.”

His eyes gleamed with longing as he spoke.

“Even if it is the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva, how can you tell through the ice?” Cai Zhao asked, puzzled.

Jin Baohui explained urgently, “Can’t you smell that scent? Spicy, sweet, with a hint of fresh grass… It must have spilled while the corpse was running. He didn’t make it to this ice cave before freezing or starving to death.”

Upon his reminder, both Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao indeed noticed a faint grassy scent mixed with an odd spicy sweetness. Cai Zhao wasn’t convinced, “Is this the scent of the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva? This corpse must be at least a few hundred years old. How could the spilled scent still linger?”

Jin Baohui swallowed hard, “You don’t understand. The Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva doesn’t freeze in cold but only melts in heat. This snowy mountain is freezing, so the scent can last for ages.”

Mu Qingyan responded with an “Oh,” and then placed his palm on the ice wall. Channeling his energy, he applied force. With several cracking sounds, the iron-like ice wall split along several fissures, ice fragments falling away to reveal the frozen corpse inside.

Cai Zhao noticed that Mu Qingyan seemed to pause slightly as the ice layer cracked.

In that brief moment of hesitation, Jin Baohui eagerly used his dagger to chip away at the corpse’s fingers, snatching the small jade bottle. He shook it, hearing the slow movement of liquid inside, then removed the stopper and poured a drop onto his palm. After sniffing and tasting it, his face lit up with wild, almost manic joy. “…Perfect, this is it!”

Cai Zhao couldn’t bear to watch. “That stuff is hundreds of years old. Be careful not to upset your stomach, Elder Jin. Are you sure it’s Snow Scale Dragon Beast saliva? Don’t make a mistake.”

Jin Baohui was ecstatic, “It’s real, it’s real! Back in the Northern Chen ancestors’ time, Snow Scale Dragon Beasts were plentiful, running around everywhere. You could bump into them during training. Later, they became rarer, until they went extinct about 160 years ago. But many sects kept some of their saliva for its nourishing properties. My family used to train beasts, so we had some too. I saw the last bottle when I was a child. I’ve smelled and tasted it before, so I’m certain!”

Clutching the small jade bottle, he was so elated he nearly jumped for joy. However, his happiness was short-lived as Mu Qingyan swiftly snatched the bottle from his hands.

“What are you doing? Give it back to me!” Jin Baohui angrily tried to lunge at him.

Mu Qingyan effortlessly pushed him away with one palm, smiling, “Speak nicely. Don’t be so aggressive. You might frighten my sister, and you can’t afford that, can you?”

Jin Baohui was thrown two zhang away. He painfully peeled his fat body off the ice surface, aching all over but not daring to complain.

Mu Qingyan twirled the small jade bottle between his slender fingers. “So, you came to the great snowy mountain for this Snow Scale Dragon Beast saliva?”

Jin Baohui cautiously replied, “Yes, that’s right.”

“If this item is so precious, why should I give it to you?”

Jin Baohui panicked and quickly babbled, “No, no, no, it’s not precious at all… I mean, it is precious, but not that precious! Oh my…”

After a moment of confusion, he gathered his thoughts and explained, “It’s like this. The Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva does have nourishing properties, but its effects aren’t unique. Many other medicines have similar benefits. Take the snow ginseng from this mountain, for example. Using a good quality snow ginseng to replenish energy and heal injuries for cultivators is even more effective than this saliva.”

“Think about it, if this saliva was that precious, how could various sects have used it up so easily long ago? My family had more, which is why I could see the real thing as a child. Back then, I didn’t think the saliva was anything special. When my grandfather was injured once, we were out of fresh bear gallbladder, so we used that bottle of saliva as a supplement.”

At this point, Jin Baohui was filled with regret, “If I had known it would be useful now, I would have insisted on keeping that bottle of saliva!”

Cai Zhao and Mu Qingyan exchanged a glance.

Regardless of whether the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva was truly a great panacea, they had no intention of giving it to Jin Baohui. They still needed to expose the impostor in the Qingque Sect. However, they wanted to extract more information.

Seeing their silence, Jin Baohui thought they were hesitating and became even more eager, “Really, if you don’t believe me, ask your elders when you get home. The Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva isn’t some miraculous medicine that can resurrect the dead or regrow flesh and bone. It’s just an ordinary nourishing substance! The valuable parts of the Snow Scale Dragon Beast aren’t its saliva, but its heart, liver, and horns. They say those can increase cultivation and power several times over!”

Faced with such a greedy and sinister expression, Cai Zhao couldn’t hide her disgust.

Mu Qingyan spoke calmly, “No matter how convincingly you speak, you can’t provide any evidence right now. You’re just taking advantage of our youth and inexperience. Who knows if this jade bottle doesn’t contain some priceless treasure? If you want me to believe you, it’s simple. Since you say the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva is just an ordinary nourishing substance, tell us why you’re so desperate to find it. What’s its true purpose?”

Jin Baohui’s expression flickered, but he refused to reveal the truth, “Everyone in the jianghu has their secrets, Young Master Yan. Why force me? In any case, if you give me this saliva, you can choose one of my family’s three heirloom treasures—the Eye of the Fire Qilin, the Venom Sac of the Blood Swamp Lizard, or the Seven-Zhenzhu Lotus from Penglai Fairy Island. How about that? I can bite my finger and write you a sworn statement right now!”

Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao were surprised again. The fact that Jin Baohui was willing to exchange such treasures showed how desperately he wanted the saliva. This made Mu Qingyan even more reluctant to give it up, repeatedly using words to lure Jin Baohui into revealing the saliva’s true purpose.

Jin Baohui was on the verge of breaking and revealing the truth when suddenly, a familiar voice came from the direction of the air current at the cave entrance—

“Old Lan, hang in there! At least guide us out before you die. I’ll take care of your old mother!”

Then, an even more familiar but weak voice replied, “Don’t worry about my mother. I’ve left her enough money and land. The young girl she adopted recently is filial and spirited. She’ll take good care of her.”

These two voices unmistakably belonged to Hu Tianwei and Lan Tianyu!

Jin Baohui rejoiced as if hearing heavenly music. He immediately cheered and ran towards the cave entrance without looking back, shouting, “Hu Zi, Hu Tianwei, Hu Tianwei, I’m here… Ah!”

However, in his haste, he stumbled into a pile of ice fragments at the corner, burying himself halfway, with only his lower body visible and struggling.

After Mu Qingyan pulled him out by the ankles, Jin Baohui clutched his throat, coughing repeatedly. His fat face was flushed red, seemingly having swallowed some large ice chunks that were choking him.

While patting his back, Cai Zhao advised, “Quickly, try to spit it out. If you can’t, induce vomiting. The ice layers here are wrapped around corpses. Don’t swallow any corpse fragments mixed in the ice.” Even as she said this, she felt nauseated and numb.

Surprisingly, Jin Baohui showed extreme determination. He closed his mouth, stiffened his neck, forcefully took a few deep breaths, then turned and continued running forward.

Cai Zhao was stunned by his actions.

When Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao reached the cave entrance, they found themselves in a spacious ice chamber, circular and about ten zhang in diameter, seven or eight zhang high, with abundant light and good air circulation. Looking up, they saw sunlight penetrating through the ice, indicating that the ice layer at the top was extremely thin.

After being confined in dark, narrow ice caves for so long, seeing such bright sunlight both surprised and delighted Cai Zhao. She could hardly believe it, “This… can we get out of here?”

Lan Tianyu, sitting against the wall and panting, replied, “Yes, we’ve reached the upper ice crevice. There’s no need to search for an exit anymore. The ice layer above is less than two chi thick. With your abilities, you can break through and get out.”

The “you” he referred to naturally meant Hu Tianwei and Mu Qingyan.

Cai Zhao then noticed that besides Jin Baohui, Mu Qingyan, and herself, only Hu Tianwei, Lan Tianyu, and the mute servant were in the ice chamber. There was also the enormous corpse of a woolly rhino, its fur covered in blood stains, with one eye injured. It was the smaller of the two woolly rhinos.

She couldn’t help but ask, “How did it end up dead here?”

Hu Tianwei boasted proudly, “This beast tried to ambush me, but I killed it. I also wounded the other one.”

Killing a woolly rhino single-handedly made Cai Zhao look at Hu Tianwei’s combat prowess with newfound respect. “Hu Zi, you’re impressive!”

Lan Tianyu let out a cold laugh, “The impressive one is this old servant. His martial arts are profound, his techniques vicious, and his poison darts accurate. The demon cult truly hides tigers and dragons. I’m impressed.”

Cai Zhao couldn’t help glancing at the old servant twice, while Mu Qingyan approached the corpse of the maodun beast, examining the black blood around its mouth and nose. Hu Tianwei let out a cold snort, no longer paying attention to them.

Cai Zhao walked over to Lan Tianyu’s side. “Senior Lan, where’s Hero Zhou? And Miss Qinong and the others?”

Lan Tianyu shook his head. “We got separated when the ice cave shattered earlier. Don’t worry, they all have food with them. As long as they don’t run into that blue-eyed ice crystal python and follow the air currents slowly, they’ll find their way out eventually.”

Slightly relieved, Cai Zhao crouched beside Lan Tianyu and said softly, “Senior Lan, let me carry you up later. My qinggong is quite good. Once we’re down the mountain, you can get proper treatment for your injuries.”

Lan Tianyu shook his head with a bitter smile. “It’s no use for me, whether I go up or not. Don’t waste your energy. I know my condition.”

Seeing Lan Tianyu’s paper-white face, weak breath, and occasionally unfocused pupils, Cai Zhao realized his injuries were too severe and treatment had been delayed for too long. He was now at the end of his rope.

Lan Tianyu spoke haltingly, “I… I haven’t done many good deeds in my life, but… but I’ve done quite a few bad ones. Now… now that I’m dying, it’s not a pity. Little girl, you have a kind heart. Don’t delay, hurry down the mountain.”

“That’s right, quickly hand over the bottle and go down the mountain. Don’t waste time,” Hu Tianwei said with a smile as he approached. Beside him, Jin Baohui’s face was full of smug malice, having revealed everything about the jade bottle.

Cai Zhao snorted with a cold laugh, thinking to herself that she and Mu Qingyan together were more than a match for him. However, when she turned, she saw Mu Qingyan’s cold expression and tense posture as he stood defensively in front of her.

Cai Zhao was puzzled.

Hu Tianwei advanced step by step, his face twisted with a fierce smile. “Young Yan, be smart and hand over the bottle. That thing is of no use to you. Why not give it up willingly? You should know that cooperating with us will give you…”

Before he could finish, Jin Baohui suddenly let out a loud, agonizing scream. He clutched his stomach and rolled on the ground. “It hurts! I’m dying of pain! My stomach hurts! There’s something inside! Quick, someone save me…”

The sudden turn of events stunned everyone.

At first, Cai Zhao thought it was a trick, but seeing Jin Baohui’s face change color from the pain and large beads of sweat rolling down, she realized it was real. However, she had no idea why he was suddenly suffering from such severe abdominal pain.

Jin Baohui’s voice trembled with pain as he used his last bit of strength to tear open his clothes, revealing his round, bare belly.

To everyone’s horror, his abdomen seemed to be moving as if something was burrowing inside, causing his skin to bulge in and out.

Hu Tianwei pressed one hand on Jin Baohui’s shoulder and gripped his judge’s pen with the other. He said in a low voice, “Old Jin, hang in there,” then focused on the bulging area of Jin Baohui’s belly. He quickly made an incision with the tip of the pen where the bulge was about to slide away.

With Jin Baohui’s distorted scream, a round jet of blood shot out from the wound. Mu Qingyan broke off a piece of ice and threw it. With a shrill squeak, the creature was smashed against the ice wall, turning into a bloody pulp.

Fighting the numbness in her skin, Cai Zhao looked closely and saw that the pulp was a tiny furry mouse. Although its body and head were smashed, its mouth full of fine, sharp teeth was still visible.

Mu Qingyan said calmly, “It must have been a baby mouse nesting in the ice debris. Jin Baohui accidentally swallowed it when he fell into the ice pile earlier.” He tossed over a large chunk of ice to cover the mouse’s remains, preventing Cai Zhao from looking further.

Jin Baohui continued to wail weakly, “Save me! Please save me! I don’t want to die, I don’t want to die…”

Hu Tianwei glanced at the wound on Jin Baohui’s belly and stood up. “The little beast has chewed up your spleen and intestines. You can’t be saved. Accept your fate. Do you want me to give you a quick end?”

Hearing the bad news, Jin Baohui cried out in despair, but his voice was too weak to be loud.

“…If only you had vomited it out earlier,” Cai Zhao said, feeling both contempt and pity. “Truly dying for wealth.”

“Well said, little girl,” Hu Tianwei no longer paid attention to Jin Baohui and continued to approach. “Since you know it’s not good to die for wealth, why don’t you quickly persuade your brother to hand over the bottle!”

Mu Qingyan stepped in front of Cai Zhao.

Hu Tianwei smiled, “Oh? Young Yan has something to say?”

“There’s indeed one thing,” Mu Qingyan’s handsome and solemn face suddenly broke into a smile. “After all these days, Hu, have you figured out my background?”

Hu Tianwei was taken aback—of course, he hadn’t. He had never heard of Mu Qingyan’s skills or techniques.

Mu Qingyan smiled slightly, “It seems you haven’t. However, I’ve figured out the background of your master and servant.”

Hu Tianwei’s expression darkened. “What do you mean?”

Mu Qingyan suddenly raised his voice, “Elder Tianji, Duan Jiuxiu, how long are you going to hide your tail? I never imagined you’d fall into such a miserable state.”

These words shocked everyone in the ice room.

After a tense moment of silence, the old servant who had been pretending to be mute slowly raised his head, revealing a sinister smile. “Young man, you have good eyes to see through this old man’s background.”

Seeing the mute speak and Hu Tianwei respectfully standing behind him, Cai Zhao knew Mu Qingyan’s words were true. She couldn’t help but say, “You… I… I heard that Heroine Cai Pingshu had issued a death warrant for you. So you didn’t die?”

Duan Jiuxiu laughed, his dried and wrinkled old face looking even more unpleasant. “That bitch Cai Pingshu thought she was invincible, but she died before me. How laughable, utterly laughable!”

Cai Zhao’s face turned cold. “Of course, no turtle lives as long as you. There’s nothing to be happy about.”

Mu Qingyan said coldly, “Although Heroine Cai didn’t live long, she lived freely and happily while alive, enjoying silk clothes and jade food. That’s far better than your cowardly life in hiding.”

Duan Jiuxiu sneered, “Young brats, stop showing off your sharp tongues. When I capture you two, I might show some mercy and let you die quickly. But don’t worry, I’ll take good ‘care’ of your pretty ‘sister’.” Thinking of his anticipated pleasure, he let out a wicked laugh, full of lust and malice.

“That depends on whether you have the ability. Don’t end up in my hands instead. I won’t show mercy just because of your former title as Elder Tianji,” Mu Qingyan’s expression remained unchanged. “Oh, I forgot, Elder Tianji is no longer you, old Duan.”

Duan Jiuxiu flew into a rage. “Hmph! Ignorant brats who don’t know the immensity of heaven and earth! You won’t believe it until you see your coffin!” He turned to give orders, “Tianwei, let’s make our move. This Yan fellow is quite tough, don’t underestimate him.”

“Stop dawdling and come at me,” Mu Qingyan let out a clear whistle and immediately pounced forward.

As the master and disciple prepared themselves, Mu Qingyan suddenly changed direction mid-air. He quickly struck the four ice walls with heavy palms, then made virtual strikes toward the high ice ceiling and the ice floor below.

Earlier, when they fell into the ice cave, Mu Qingyan had carefully observed the two major tremors. Whether it was the two maodun beasts or the blue-eyed ice crystal python, they had all hit the ice walls, causing the cave to shake.

This ice room was no exception. As the four supporting ice walls cracked, the room immediately began to collapse.

Taking advantage of the master and disciple’s momentary confusion, Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao used their qinggong to leap upwards quickly. Duan Jiuxiu and his disciple followed closely behind. Mu Qingyan grabbed two pieces of ice that had been soaked in the poisonous blood earlier, intending to throw them down. Suddenly, a loud beast roar was heard. The larger maodun beast appeared out of nowhere, leaping past Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao, and charging straight toward Duan Jiuxiu and his disciple.

It first knocked down Hu Tianwei, making him fall heavily on the ice, then roared and pounced towards Duan Jiuxiu.

Knowing the maodun beast wanted to avenge its mate and was prepared to die together, Duan Jiuxiu didn’t dare to be careless. He kicked off the ice wall with both feet, using all his strength to strike with both palms.

The maodun beast let out a mournful cry as it slammed against the ice wall, but Duan Jiuxiu also had to land on the ground after his palm strike. Realizing it was outmatched, the maodun beast howled sorrowfully and leaped away.

As this heart-stopping scene ended, Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao finally reached the top opening. However, the ice layer at the top had split straight down the middle. Two huge, thick sheets of ice were falling into the ice room simultaneously, like a thick wall separating the two.

At that moment, the ice wall that Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao were climbing suddenly cracked and fell backward. They realized that this ice room was just a partition in a massive ice cave, with vast areas of space beneath the surrounding ice layers.

Ice fragments rained down everywhere, and endless snow poured in. The two could only struggle to leap towards the gaps above them.

Completely separated by thousands of feet, Mu Qingyan shouted with all his might to the girl, “After we escape, let’s meet at the foot of the mountain!”

Cai Zhao responded loudly, “It’s a promise!”

Just before escaping the ice cave, Cai Zhao looked back one last time—

As the ice room completely collapsed, Duan Jiuxiu and his disciple were still at the bottom. It was too late for them to leap up, so they quickly ducked into another ice hole, probably to find another way out.

Jin Baohui lay motionless on the ice, covered in blood, presumably dead.

Lan Tianyu sat by the collapsing wall, waiting for death. From his mumbling lips, Cai Zhao could tell he seemed to be repeating words like “retribution.”

Cai Zhao didn’t dare to linger, fearing she might be buried again by the incoming snow. She could only keep leaping towards the outer edge of the ice layer. It took her nearly half an hour of continuous jumping before her feet finally touched solid ground instead of hollow ice.

She stood up and looked around. Everything was a vast expanse of white, with no smoke or animal sounds. The loneliness and coldness made it feel like the end of the world.

She sat down heavily and reached for her fur water pouch to drink. As she did so, she felt something strange in her bosom. She pulled it out and saw it was the small apricot-yellow jade bottle. She didn’t know when Mu Qingyan had slipped it into her clothes.

“He should be able to escape, right?” Cai Zhao murmured to herself.

Mu Qingyan’s qinggong was no worse than hers, and his inner strength was even greater. If she had made it out, he should be fine too.

They had come up the mountain as a lively group of three, but now she was left all alone, which inevitably made her feel low. Fortunately, the pack on her back was intact, with dry food and clothes still there. She could slowly make her way down the mountain, waiting for Mu Qingyan along the way.

Facing the dazzling sun, Cai Zhao sat askew for a long time, feeling more and more frustrated the more she thought about it.

Suddenly, she stood up, pointed at her reflection in the icy leaves, and began to berate herself in a deep voice, “What are you waiting for? You talked big when you came up the mountain, but now some have died, some have scattered, and you’re running down the mountain like a coward. You’ve completely disgraced your aunt!”

“Have you finished your business? No, wait, there’s another thing—have you finished it? Can you go down the mountain with a clear conscience? In the future, don’t say your aunt raised you. Your aunt can’t bear this shame!”

After scolding herself harshly, Cai Zhao indeed felt much better. Her mind quickly began to calculate.

—Step one, find a safe place to rest and recover, preparing for the big battle.

Since she had thought it through, she couldn’t pretend to be confused anymore.

—Step two, find a high point with the best panoramic view.

After securing her pack tightly to her body, she held her head high and strode forward with determination.
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The cliff was the only flat snow-covered area within a hundred miles. Twenty zhang away from the cliff stood a thatched cottage, its exterior completely covered by thick snow. Only a few tall snow pines stood behind it, their old red ribbons fluttering in the wind, bringing a splash of color to this pure white world.

Inside the cottage, a warm stove burned in the center. Duan Jiuxiu sat cross-legged in a corner, meditating with his eyes closed. Hu Tianwei sat by the stove warming himself, while Zhou Zhiqin leaned listlessly against another corner.

Hu Tianwei smiled and beckoned, “Hero Zhou, come warm yourself by the fire. We’re all grieving over Hero Dong’s tragic death. It’s best if you try to accept it and move on.”

Zhou Zhiqin mumbled, “I never thought… never imagined… We were sworn brothers, as close as family. We’ve faced death so many times, yet he died here…”

“It’s not just Hero Dong. Old Jin and Old Lan are gone too. Our losses this time are truly devastating,” Hu Tianwei sighed.

Zhou Zhiqin coldly retorted, “Hmph, stop pretending. I don’t see you being particularly sad.”

Hu Tianwei laughed, “The dead are gone. What’s the use of excessive grief? You should be thanking me. The white beast that ate your son killed one of ours, and the other is fatally wounded. It won’t live long.”

Zhou Zhiqin replied, “I didn’t see it with my own eyes. How do I know you’re not just boasting?”

Hu Tianwei frowned, “What, do you still want to hunt down the remaining white beast? What if we encounter that blue-eyed ice crystal python again?”

Zhou Zhiqin let out a cold snort but said nothing.

“Never mind, let’s have a drink to warm ourselves up.” Hu Tianwei picked up the wine pouch by the stove, took a sip himself, and then offered it to Zhou Zhiqin.

Zhou Zhiqin hesitated, then walked towards Hu Tianwei. He took the pouch, wiped his mouth, and was about to drink when the snow cottage door burst open. A snowball flew in rapidly, knocking the wine pouch from Zhou Zhiqin’s hand.

Cai Zhao, panting, leaned against the doorframe. “Hero Zhou, don’t drink that wine! It must be poisoned!”

Zhou Zhiqin was startled, Hu Tianwei delighted, and Duan Jiuxiu’s eyes snapped open, gleaming like a venomous snake spotting its prey.

“Miss Xiao Han, you… Didn’t you go down the mountain?” Zhou Zhiqin asked in surprise. “Where’s your brother?”

Cai Zhao waved her hand dismissively. “Hero Zhou, never mind that now. Do you know that man isn’t Hu’s old servant? He’s Elder Tianji, Duan Jiuxiu! He’s not dead; he faked his death to escape the kill order years ago!”

Zhou Zhiqin looked incredulous but decisively moved away from Hu Tianwei to Cai Zhao’s side.

Duan Jiuxiu slowly stood up, cackling, “I was just wondering how to find you, and here you are, delivering yourself to our doorstep.”

Hu Tianwei obediently went to support him.

Cai Zhao said hatefully, “Evil demons like you two who have committed so many atrocities should have been dismembered long ago! Hero Zhou, let’s join forces and kill them!”

Zhou Zhiqin slowly unsheathed his sword with its heavily nicked blade, then handed Dong Xiao’s intact sword to Cai Zhao. He said gravely, “Duan Jiuxiu, years ago you massacred Qingfeng Temple, committing countless bloody crimes. Since my sworn brother Dong is gone, I naturally must avenge him!”

“Hero Zhou, you truly are a righteous man!” Cai Zhao took the sword, her eyes showing admiration and respect. Then she turned and cried out, “Villains! Prepare to die!” With that, she lunged towards Duan Jiuxiu and his disciple.

“Well said!” Zhou Zhiqin followed suit.

Duan Jiuxiu and his disciple remained expressionless, maintaining defensive postures. However, as Cai Zhao approached midway, Hu Tianwei finally couldn’t suppress a slight opening of his mouth, revealing a few sharp teeth, his eyes flashing with anticipation and joy.

In that split second, a silver light suddenly flew from Cai Zhao’s left wrist, striking the left pillar with a clear sound. With a powerful twist of her wrist, her entire body flew to the left like a light-colored kite. Just as she was about to hit the pillar, she used one foot to pivot, shooting back like a fully drawn arrow. By then, Zhou Zhiqin was already in front of her…

In an instant, as if a beam of golden-red light had broken through dawn, an unstoppable, vigorous sun fell straight down. Zhou Zhiqin let out a miserable cry, drawing an arc in mid-air before crashing heavily into the corner.

The cottage suddenly fell silent.

Duan Jiuxiu and his disciple were too shocked to move, watching as Zhou Zhiqin howled in pain on the ground—a deep, bone-deep gash ran from his left shoulder to his lower abdomen, and his sword-wielding right hand was severed at the wrist.

In truth, from the moment Cai Zhao flew away from him, Zhou Zhiqin knew something was wrong. As a renowned expert among the Six Northern Sects, he had made a feint forward and managed to turn in mid-air, raising his sword to defend.

Unfortunately, what he faced was no ordinary weapon.

“The… The Yan Yang Blade?!” Zhou Zhiqin, clutching his split abdomen tightly and fighting through excruciating pain to sit up, stared fixedly at the dazzling weapon in Cai Zhao’s hand. “You… you’re Cai Zhao?!”

“It’s been a long time since we parted in childhood, Uncle Zhou. How have you been?” Cai Zhao spoke slowly.

Zhou Zhiqin’s face was full of anguish. “Child, have you gone mad? Why did you attack me?!”

Cai Zhao smiled faintly. “Stop pretending. My aunt and father grew up in Peiqiong Manor. They could recognize the Zhou family’s swordsmanship with their eyes closed. Although I don’t have eyes on my back, in that split second when I leaped away, I saw Uncle Zhou’s sword in the opening stance of ‘Drinking Under the Moon.'”

“At that time, we were still half a room away from them. ‘Drinking Under the Moon’ is a close-combat technique. Uncle Zhou, who did you intend to kill then?”

Zhou Zhiqin broke out in a cold sweat. “No, no. They said you were one of the demon cults, that you killed Lan Tianyu and Jin Baohui, so I… I just…”

“Please, Uncle Zhou, stop joking,” Cai Zhao said coldly. “Whether I’m from the demon cult is debatable, but Hu Tianwei is undoubtedly the chief disciple of a demon elder, with countless blood debts. You can sit by the fire and share wine with him, yet try to kill me. Who do you think is the fool here?”

Zhou Zhiqin was speechless, his pleading gaze turning towards the corner. But as soon as he moved slightly, Cai Zhao’s icy voice rang out, “Elder Duan and your disciple had better not move a step.”

Indeed, Duan Jiuxiu and his disciple were about to step forward, but they froze when they saw Cai Zhao’s left hand holding a small apricot-yellow jade bottle. She was only half a step away from the stove and could easily throw the bottle into the fire.

They immediately halted.

“I assume Jin Baohui told you what’s in this bottle,” Cai Zhao said, showing them the vial.

The master and disciple stared intently. It was indeed the three to four-inch long apricot-yellow jade bottle Jin Baohui had described, with an old copper wire around its mouth. Hu Tianwei said, “Who knows if there’s any venom in the bottle? Stop playing tricks!”

Cai Zhao frowned. “You don’t believe me? No matter, I’ll sprinkle a bit for you to smell.” She pushed the jade stopper with her left thumb, about to open the bottle.

“No need, no need!” Hu Tianwei shouted immediately—such a small bottle couldn’t contain much venom. It would surely be reserved for his master first, with only leftovers for himself. He certainly didn’t want to waste a single drop.

“Elder Duan and your esteemed disciple, please stand far away, preferably against the wall,” Cai Zhao said with a smile.

Duan Jiuxiu snorted, “Don’t pretend to be a tiger using a fox’s power. If we kill you, we can still get the bottle.”

Cai Zhao’s face darkened. “The snow scale dragon beast’s saliva doesn’t freeze in cold but melts with heat. Elder Duan, what do you think will be faster: me throwing the saliva into the fire, or you pouncing on me? You two subduing me, or me severing my heart meridian?”

The girl’s earlier attack on Zhou Zhiqin, though calculated to seem accidental, showed exceptional precision and power. The master and disciple pair knew clearly that even if they worked together, they couldn’t subdue the girl in just a few moves.

“Such a pretty young lady, are you willing to die like this?” Hu Tianwei forced a joking tone.

Cai Zhao replied calmly, “My great-uncle Cai Changfeng died alongside Elder Tianxuan without fear. My aunt Cai Pingshu used the self-destructive Heavenly Demon Technique to kill Nie Hengcheng, life for life. Do you think I’m unwilling to sacrifice my own life?”

Hu Tianwei’s smile vanished as he turned to his master, only to find him equally silent.

If it were anyone else, they might not believe such willingness to die. But coming from a Cai family madwoman, they unconsciously believed it ninety percent.

“Whether I die or not isn’t important. What’s important is that without this snow-scale dragon beast’s saliva, your future might be quite embarrassing,” Cai Zhao said, her smile blooming. “Of course, if you can find another snow-scale dragon beast, you can still obtain the saliva. However…”

She tilted her head slightly as if looking towards the mountain peak outside. “The last confirmed sighting of a snow-scale dragon beast was one hundred and sixty years ago. Though there have been rumors of hearing its cry since then, they’re just rumors. By the way, what did your informant tell you? How did he know the snow-scale dragon beast had appeared?”

“What informant!” Hu Tianwei couldn’t contain himself.

Cai Zhao replied, “The innkeeper who died at the inn. Wasn’t he your spy at the foot of the mountain?”

Duan Jiuxiu grinned, “Clever girl. Yes, Feng San (the innkeeper) was our informant. He obtained a scale from the mountain folk. I had Jin Baohui examine it, confirming it was indeed from a snow-scale dragon beast!”

Cai Zhao chuckled softly, “I thought it was something more. It’s just a scale. The beast might have died long ago. Or perhaps it simply flew away.”

The girl smiled, “Isn’t the saliva in my hand easier to obtain?”

Duan Jiuxiu gritted his teeth but had no choice but to compromise. He retreated several steps until he was against the wall, right next to Zhou Zhiqin.

Hu Tianwei had to follow, asking as he walked, “What exactly do you want in exchange for the saliva?”

Cai Zhao replied, “Simple. Just kill Uncle Zhou.”

Hu Tianwei was stunned, “You… what did you say?!”

Cai Zhao added, “To prevent any trickery, I want you to cut off Uncle Zhou’s head. Once I see his head separated from his body, I’ll leave the jade bottle and go.”

The girl’s face was as beautiful as a peach blossom, yet her words about beheading someone were so casual that even Hu Tianwei, accustomed to killing, was momentarily shocked.

Zhou Zhiqin hurriedly hugged Duan Jiuxiu’s leg, pleading repeatedly, “Don’t, don’t kill me, please…”

Duan Jiuxiu remained motionless, laughing coldly, “Indeed, a little bitch raised by that bitch Cai Pingshu, equally vicious!”

Cai Zhao’s face immediately darkened. “I suddenly don’t want to live anymore. I’ll die with you all.” She moved to pull out the bottle’s stopper, pretending to pour out the saliva.

“No, no, stop!” Hu Tianwei shouted repeatedly. “Let’s talk this through. Why are you going crazy?”

Cai Zhao coldly stated, “I don’t want to hear any more disrespectful words about my aunt.”

Hu Tianwei broke out in a cold sweat. “Master misspoke… I mean, Master just spoke carelessly, he didn’t mean to disrespect your aunt! Besides, your aunt nearly wiped out our entire sect back then. Wouldn’t it be strange if we didn’t curse her?”

Seeing Cai Zhao about to pour out the bottle again, Hu Tianwei had to give in. “Alright, alright, we won’t say anything, we won’t say anything!”

Only then did Cai Zhao replace the stopper.

Duan Jiuxiu was furious, gritting his teeth, “Don’t bluff. If you push me too far… hmph, I might not need this saliva after all. You must die!”

Cai Zhao shook her head, “Even if I must die, you two will surely die more miserably than me. The great demonic taboo forbids outsiders from learning demonic martial arts, violators are tortured to death. Do you know what tortures there are…”

She recalled the scary stories Mu Qingyan had told her late at night. “A hundred years ago, someone stole demonic martial arts. After being caught, they were turned into a human candle. They say it was a slow fire, burning for two whole days before death. The body had shrunk by half, dried like human jerky.”

“Seventy years ago, someone from the Siqi Gate snuck in to steal techniques. They were executed by lingchi, supposedly sliced over a thousand times. All the skin and flesh were cut away, yet they say the person could still breathe.”

“Over fifty years ago, a daring bandit broke the taboo again. The demonic punishment hall drove red-hot iron rods into his vital points. He screamed for three days and nights before dying…”

“Enough, stop talking!” Hu Tianwei’s shocked face twitched uncontrollably.

“You two have already been expelled from the demonic sect,” Cai Zhao continued, maintaining a calm expression while inwardly disgusted by these torture methods, silently cursing Mu Qingyan for unnecessarily scaring her.

“…If people found out you not only tried to steal techniques but attempted to steal Nie Hengcheng’s divine skills, I wonder what fate would await you two.”

Duan Jiuxiu’s face was extremely unpleasant. He kicked away the still-pleading Zhou Zhiqin. “Kill you, and no one will even know I’m still alive.” As he spoke, his eyes filled with murderous intent.

Cai Zhao smiled lightly and asked, “Why don’t you ask where my ‘brother’ went? He escaped here too, after all.”

Duan Jiuxiu paused, stopping in his tracks. “Where did your brother go?”

“Wrong again. You should first ask Uncle Zhou if I have a brother,” Cai Zhao said amiably.

Duan Jiuxiu suppressed his anger. His gaze swept over Zhou Zhiqin, who quickly said, “No, no. Cai Zhao only has a younger brother. She has no elder brother.”

“Then who is he?” Hu Tianwei pressed.

“Naturally, he’s my bodyguard,” Cai Zhao explained. “Young Master Yan was injured earlier, so I ordered him to go down the mountain first. He knows what he needs to know. Whether I return or not, he will surely not cover for you two.”

“He would leave you alone on the mountain?” Hu Tianwei doubted.

Cai Zhao replied frankly, “I am his master. A servant naturally obeys his master’s orders.”

This convinced the master and disciple pair.

Duan Jiuxiu’s face was full of killing intent. “So, in a few days, everyone in the martial world will know I’m still alive?”

Cai Zhao nodded, “Ah so that’s why you need this snow-scale dragon beast’s saliva. It’s the only thing that can save your lives.”

Hu Tianwei grew increasingly nervous, at a loss for what to do.

Suddenly, Duan Jiuxiu laughed. “Don’t talk nonsense, little girl. This accusation of stealing techniques is just a fabrication by your Northern Chen Six Sects to frame me. Your aunt failed to kill me years ago, and now you’re trying to provoke Shen to do it. My sworn brother won’t fall for such tricks so easily.”

Knowing he wouldn’t admit defeat readily, Cai Zhao said, “Fine, let’s discuss this properly then.”

“Ever since I saw you at the inn and throughout our perilous journey, I’ve been puzzled. Why would your disciples, Chen Fuguang, Jin Baohui, Lan Tianyu, Uncle Zhou, and Dong Xiao work together to brave Snow Mountain despite your differences? What could unite you all?”

“It wasn’t until Jin Baohui revealed in the ice cave that he was after the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva, and Elder Duan’s identity was exposed, that I began to piece things together. As this idea became clearer, Uncle Zhou and Dong Xiao could no longer hide their involvement.”

She glanced disdainfully at Zhou Zhiqin on the ground and continued, “Chronologically, it started with the Qingfeng Temple massacre. I suspect that when Elder Duan slaughtered everyone there, Dong Xiao didn’t just luckily escape – the Elder spared him.”

Duan Jiuxiu cackled, “Correct. Everyone at Qingfeng Temple, regardless of age or gender, was tough. I was getting bored with the killing when I suddenly came across this coward. He not only wet himself in fear but also kowtowed, begging me to spare his life! Heh, I decided to let the dog live, thinking he might be useful someday.”

“The Elder was indeed far-sighted. He did prove useful later, didn’t he?” Cai Zhao said mockingly. “My aunt led people to eliminate the Elder’s disciples and strongholds one by one until she finally caught you. If I’m not mistaken, it was Dong Xiao who secretly intervened, allowing you to escape with your life.”

Duan Jiuxiu bared his yellow teeth. “That coward may lack courage, but he’s not short on brains. His senior, Daoist Yunzhuan, was already incapacitated, leaving him as the sole survivor of Qingfeng Temple. Cai Pingsu handed me over to him for disposal. The coward then proposed to torture me to death, suggesting I be thrown into a crocodile pond to be eaten alive. Meanwhile, he secretly sent a message.”

“Within a day and night, as they brought me to the crocodile pond, Tianwei had already arranged for people to dig a secret tunnel beneath the muddy bottom. After I was thrown in with stones tied to me, Tianwei immediately rescued me and left a corpse of similar build and clothing. Once the crocodiles had mostly devoured the body, leaving some floating limbs, the deception was complete.”

“Scum!” Cai Zhao felt furious, thinking about how her aunt’s hard work had been wasted by such despicable people.

After calming down, she continued, “Then came Chen Shu’s death. After my aunt broke his Five Poison Palm technique, he lived in constant fear. I’ve heard that while Nie Hengcheng was cruel to outsiders, he treated his people with great affection. I guess he took pity on his disciple’s severe injury and taught him the newly learned divine skill… Is that right, Elder Duan?”

Duan Jiuxiu said, “That’s right. Nie Hengcheng may be a scoundrel, but he treated his four disciples like his own sons. Chen Shu was a waste, unwilling to patiently cultivate high-level martial arts. Instead, he practiced the inferior Five Poison Palm technique for quick fame. Hah! Since ancient times, there have been no shortcuts in martial arts cultivation. He deserved to have his life-saving skill broken by Cai Pingsu!”

“Later, he hid in Youming Huangdao to practice in seclusion, but even that he couldn’t do it properly. Being hot-tempered and unable to endure provocation, he risked leaving for some trivial matter. As a result, the Peiqiong Manor people discovered his whereabouts.”

Cai Zhao nodded, “That’s how it happened. Chen Shu brought many skilled Evil Sect members with him at that time, and Peiqiong Manor suffered considerable losses in eliminating him.”

At this point, she suddenly turned to the ground, “Uncle Zhou, come to think of it, you’re the root of all this, aren’t you? Without you, none of this mess would have happened, and your beloved son wouldn’t have died.”

“No, no, it wasn’t me…” Zhou Zhiqin covered his wound, his face pale. Meeting Cai Zhao’s cold gaze, he finally admitted dejectedly, “Yes, it was me.”

Cai Zhao continued, “Uncle Zhou, as Uncle Zhou’s right-hand man, you were inevitably in charge of the aftermath once all the Evil Sect members were eliminated. I guess you found something on Chen Shu’s corpse. Was it a letter?” She stared intently at Zhou Zhiqin.

“…It was an unfinished letter,” Zhou Zhiqin said, his face ashen. “We had been pursuing him for days and nights. Chen Shu knew he couldn’t escape us, so he tried to have his subordinates break through to deliver the letter. But we arrived before he could finish writing it.”

His mind wandered, unconsciously returning to that rainy morning. After a night of fierce battle, the courtyard of the inn was littered with the bodies of Evil Sect experts, blood mixing with rainwater to stain the ground red. The Zhou clan disciples were exhausted, and as the future manor lord’s right-hand man, Zhou Zhiqin was responsible for the cleanup as usual.

When he touched Chen Shu’s corpse, for some reason, he was compelled to search the body. He found a broken jade bottle that still emitted a strange grassy scent, both sweet and spicy, as well as half a letter.

“That letter was for Chen Fuguang, wasn’t it? About Nie Hengcheng’s divine skill?” Cai Zhao asked.

Zhou Zhiqin nodded, “Chen Shu wrote in the letter that his life was nearing its end. He was having a trusted subordinate deliver Nie Hengcheng’s Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva to his younger brother. Combined with the mental cultivation method Chen Fuguang had memorized earlier, it would allow him to master the first level of Nie Hengcheng’s divine skill.”

“So you harbored evil thoughts,” Cai Zhao said coldly.

Zhou Zhiqin’s pupils dilated, “It was Nie Hengcheng’s divine skill! Even just the first level had unimaginable power. Old Sect Leader Yin Dai used to be evenly matched with Nie Hengcheng, but after Nie practiced that divine skill for a short while, the old sect leader was no longer his match… I wanted to practice it too. Once I mastered it, I wouldn’t have to be some damned right-hand man anymore, and wouldn’t have to exhaust myself and put on a fake smile to do dirty work! My talent and martial arts are no worse than Zhou Zhizhen’s, so why can’t I be the manor lord?!”

Unmoved, Cai Zhao said, “There’s something I need to tell you, something my aunt said. Every time there was a martial arts competition at Peiqiong Manor, you only lost to Uncle Zhou by one or two moves, so you thought your martial arts weren’t much inferior to his – but actually, Uncle Zhou was going easy on you. My aunt used to criticize Uncle Zhou for not being honest, but he said that it’s not easy for Zhou clan disciples to grow, so they need encouragement and comfort.”

“If he had fought with all his strength, he could have made you eat dirt within a hundred moves,” she sighed. “In the end, it’s still my aunt who understood.”

Zhou Zhiqin was thunderstruck, “No, it can’t be true, it’s impossible…”

Hu Tianwei sneered, “Old habits die hard. Even if Zhou Zhizhen could defeat Zhou Zhiqin within a hundred moves, his resentful thoughts would persist.”

Zhou Zhiqin seemed to deflate like a paper figure drained of its spirit, shrinking into a corner.

Cai Zhao continued, “So, everything connects now.”

“Uncle Zhou discovered Chen Shu’s brother’s secret, but he didn’t know Chen Fuguang or where he was hiding – Chen Shu had protected his brother so well that ordinary people couldn’t find him. Uncle Zhou must have searched for a long time before realizing he couldn’t obtain the divine skill alone, so he had to find help.”

“His first helper was probably Dong Xiao, who thought searching blindly was pointless. Evil Sect people should be found by their kind. That’s where you come in, Elder Duan.”

“Elder Duan, you had deep roots in the Evil Sect. Even after suffering heavy losses, you surely still had some remaining influence. And you weren’t content to hide your identity forever, so both sides struck a deal.”

“After Elder Duan found Chen Fuguang, you needed the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva. I guess the Evil Sect didn’t have any more saliva, so you had to try your luck on this great snowy mountain. Then you needed someone skilled in exploring snowy mountain terrain like Lan Tianyu, and someone proficient in beast taming who could identify the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva, like Jin Baohui.”

“And so, the team was complete.”

Cai Zhao looked at Duan Jiuxiu, “Elder Duan, did I get it right?”

“Right, of course, you’re right,” Duan Jiuxiu smiled sinisterly. “However…”

Suddenly, there came a knock at the door.

Cai Zhao was startled.

Who could be knocking in these remote, snowy mountains?
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The knock was soft. After a moment, the door gently opened, and a familiar graceful figure entered—it was Qinong.

Her face was still sweet, her eyes still alluring. Cai Zhao felt momentarily disoriented as if Qinong had just descended from the inn’s second floor with her enchanting steps, completely untouched by the arduous journey they’d endured.

Qinong seemed slightly surprised to see Cai Zhao in the room. She walked to Duan Jiuxiu’s side, bowed respectfully, and presented a stack of snow-white silk handkerchiefs with faint traces of blood visible. She said, “Reporting to the Master, Qinong has completed the mission.”

Duan Jiuxiu took the handkerchiefs and unfolded them, briefly reading the characters. A smile spread across his face. “Good, well done. You’ve worked hard, Qinong.”

Hu Tianwei asked worriedly, “It can’t be fake, can it?”

Qinong playfully pinched Hu Tianwei’s ear with her left hand, saying coquettishly, “Awei, you’re always worrying. As they say, a dying man’s words are sincere. He was on his last breath—why would he deceive me?”

Hu Tianwei yelped in pain, “I was wrong, I was wrong! Please spare me, Sister Qinong. I was just concerned about your fingers hurting from writing so many blood characters.”

Qinong cast a tender glance at Duan Jiuxiu but continued addressing Hu Tianwei, “At least you have a conscience. Oh my, that mental cultivation method—I bit my finger to write it down for fear of forgetting. But as long as I’ve completed the Master’s task without a hitch, any hardship is worth it.”

Cai Zhao found this flirtatious exchange between the age-mismatched pair so nauseating that she wanted to douse them with a bucket of blood.

Duan Jiuxiu, feeling triumphant, laughed heartily. “Truly, heaven is on my side! I appreciate your devotion, Qinong.” He then turned to Cai Zhao, “Little Miss Cai, I’m on the verge of great success. If you’re willing to abandon the dark and join the light, I won’t mistreat you!”

Seeing Cai Zhao’s cold expression, he said irritably, “What, you don’t believe I can succeed?”

“Of course, I believe you,” Cai Zhao replied coldly. “If Miss Qinong can be so affectionate towards an old man with a face like dried tangerine peel, deceiving ordinary men must be child’s play for her.”

Duan Jiuxiu and Qinong’s expressions changed abruptly.

“So, Miss Qinong’s act throughout this journey, playing off Mister Hu, was all to trick the mental cultivation method out of Chen Fuguang’s mouth? Now that you have it…” Cai Zhao stared at Qinong. “Where is Chen Fuguang now?”

Qinong feigned sorrow: “Alas, Young Master Chen’s injuries were too severe. Not wanting to burden me, he jumped into a bottomless ice crevasse. He must have passed from this world by now.”

Cai Zhao coldly replied, “Chen Fuguang wasn’t injured at all. He had a fever from shock.”

Unfazed, Qinong said, “Oh, I must have remembered wrong. Young Master Chen’s illness was too severe. Not wanting to burden me, he jumped into a bottomless ice crevasse. He must have passed from this world by now.”

Cai Zhao knew that Qinong must have pushed Chen Fuguang into some ice hole after tricking him out of the mental cultivation method. What a beautiful yet vicious woman. However, this aligned with her expectations—Duan Jiuxiu and his disciple had no intention of sharing Nie Hengcheng’s divine skill manual with the others.

“Congratulations, Elder Duan. You’ve achieved half your wish. Now, let’s settle the other half,” she said. “Kill Zhou Zhiqin, and I’ll hand over the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva.”

Zhou Zhiqin, on the ground, shrank back in fear once more.

Duan Jiuxiu’s eyes darkened. “I have a deep blood feud with your Northern Chen Six Sects. You’re not planning to fight me to the death, but letting it go so easily—I suspect there’s a trick here.”

Cai Zhao replied, “Why should I fight you to the death? My guards have already gone down the mountain to spread the word of your actions. You’ve stolen Nie Hengcheng’s divine skill, breaking a major taboo of the Evil Sect. Soon, people will come to settle accounts with you. The Northern Chen Six Sects are happy to watch from the sidelines—why should we expend effort?”

This wasn’t a lie, but the full truth was even more damning. Duan Jiuxiu pressed on, “If you say I’m practicing Nie Hengcheng’s divine skill, why would you be willing to hand over the saliva? Your face may look calm, but you must be plotting something sinister!”

Cai Zhao responded, “Why plot in secret? I can tell you my intentions openly. Although the Evil Sect isn’t as powerful as it was in Nie Hengcheng’s time, even a broken ship has three pounds of nails. With just the three of you as defeated dogs, once the Evil Sect launches a full-scale search, you’ll become three dead dogs in no time—how boring would that be? I’d rather Elder Duan become more powerful, so you can fight the Evil Sect longer and more fiercely. We Northern Chen Six Sects can watch from the sidelines—what’s not to like about that?”

Duan Jiuxiu’s face flickered between black and red.

Cai Zhao’s words were extremely malicious, but by stating them plainly, she left Duan Jiuxiu speechless. The blood feud between the Evil Sect and the Northern Chen Six Sects was well-known, so Cai Zhao’s desire for mutual destruction between Duan and the Evil Sect was entirely reasonable.

“Aren’t you afraid that after I master the divine skill, I’ll eliminate Nie Zhe and then deal with the Northern Chen Six Sects?” he asked gravely.

Cai Zhao snorted, “You think everyone is Nie Hengcheng?”

Duan Jiuxiu clenched his fists. “What do you mean?”

“Years ago, you and Nie Hengcheng were both adopted by the Evil Sect’s leader. He assigned the same masters to teach you martial arts and guide you in handling affairs. But before you turned twenty, Nie Hengcheng had already far surpassed you.”

“My aunt grew up in Peiqiong Manor, practicing and living just like the Zhou clan disciples. Yet only she became invincible and eventually created her martial arts. Do you think the same manual will yield the same power when comprehended and practiced by different people?”

“Even with Nie Hengcheng’s rare, exceptional talent, it took him several years from starting to practice until he achieved the initial stage of the divine skill. Elder Duan, how many years will it take you? Before mastering the divine skill, you’ll need to focus on ensuring your safety.”

Being consistently outperformed by Nie Hengcheng since their youth had been Duan Jiuxiu’s greatest source of resentment. Having Cai Zhao publicly expose his decades-old pain pushed Duan Jiuxiu’s hatred and resentment to the extreme, filling him with murderous intent towards her.

During their exchange, Hu Tianwei had whispered Cai Zhao’s background to Qinong.

Seeing Duan Jiuxiu trembling with rage, Qinong immediately scolded Cai Zhao harshly, “You insolent little wretch! Don’t think you can act fearlessly just because you have the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva. If you provoke us too far, we’ll kill you even if it means losing the saliva!”

“Miss Qinong, don’t talk as if you have nothing to lose,” Cai Zhao retorted. “You’re in the prime of your life, so naturally, you’re not in a hurry. You have plenty of time to search for the Snow Scale Dragon Beast. But can Elder Duan afford to wait? He’s already been lying low for over a decade for this opportunity. Why ruin everything over a small dispute?”

“Then again, now that you have the manual, perhaps it would be better for you to wait until Elder Duan dies of old age, and then leisurely search for the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva,” she added, deliberately sowing discord.

Hearing this, Qinong’s face changed dramatically. She quickly said, “Master, please see clearly. Qinong has no such intentions.”

Whether Qinong harbored such thoughts or not, Cai Zhao’s words were very logical and struck Duan Jiuxiu’s core insecurity.

He knew he was already advanced in years. Once he passed away, the manual would naturally fall into his disciple’s and Qinong’s hands. By then, they would be happily together. Moreover, great achievements often require overlooking minor details. For someone of his high status to argue with a teenage girl was pointless, even if he won.

Once he mastered the divine skill and became all-powerful, he could come back and capture everyone who had offended him, making them beg for death but unable to die. That would be truly befitting a great man!

“Why must you kill Zhou Zhiqin?” Duan Jiuxiu asked hoarsely.

Cai Zhao’s dark, bright eyes seemed to pierce through to one’s soul. She replied slowly, “My reason for killing him is the same as your reluctance to do so.”

Duan Jiuxiu: “…What are you talking about now?”

Cai Zhao: “There are no secrets under the sun. You and your disciple have been in hiding for years, fearing the Evil Sect might discover your whereabouts. But practicing the divine skill requires stability—how can you achieve that while living as a fugitives? One mistake could lead to qi deviation. So where should you hide? Is there any better place than within the Northern Chen Six Sects?”

“I suspect you had this planned from the start. You could dispose of Lan Tianyu and Chen Fuguang after using them, but it would be best to keep either Jin Baohui or Zhou Zhiqin alive. Hiding in a manor under Sihui Gate or Peiqiong Manor, with Jin or Zhou to cover for you and take care of your needs, would provide a stable environment for your practice.”

“Jin Baohui is already dead. If Zhou Zhiqin dies too, where will you hide in the future?”

Duan Jiuxiu hadn’t even shared these thoughts with Qinong and Hu Tianwei. They both exclaimed, “Master’s foresight is truly admirable. We’re in awe of your flawless planning.”

Zhou Zhiqin, lying on the ground, felt both worried about being coerced into harboring Evil Sect fugitives and relieved that his usefulness might spare his life for now.

Duan Jiuxiu said, “Since you’ve guessed Zhou Zhiqin’s value to me, you should know I won’t kill him.”

“No, you will kill him,” Cai Zhao replied. “If you don’t, you’ll never master Nie Hengcheng’s divine skill. By killing him, you take some risks but still have a chance of success.” As she spoke, she moved the jade bottle closer to the fire.

Duan Jiuxiu realized this young girl, despite her smiling face, had deep, ruthless intentions that ordinary people couldn’t outmaneuver. He gritted his teeth, “If you spare Zhou Zhiqin, I’m willing to give you a great treasure or do something for you that will benefit you immensely in the future…”

“No need,” Cai Zhao coldly refused. “I’ve already thought this through. I took the risk of coming here alone specifically to kill Zhou Zhiqin. Whether you return to the sect in glory or Nie Zhe purges the ranks, that’s your Evil Sect’s internal affair. But you can’t be allowed to bring trouble to the Northern Chen Six Sects.”

“My aunt has passed away, and while physical wounds heal easily, internal injuries are hard to cure. Chen Fuguang is already dead, and the Northern Chen Six Sects don’t even know Chen Shu had a brother. How can I prove Zhou Zhiqin’s guilt? That’s why this traitor must be eliminated early.”

Cai Zhao didn’t mention another concern: the Northern Chen Six Sects were currently facing multiple crises. With Qi Yunke and Cai Pingchun’s uncertain fates and the six-and-a-half impostors lurking who-knows-where, allowing Duan Jiuxiu and Zhou Zhiqin to take advantage of the situation could have unimaginable consequences.

Duan Jiuxiu’s thoughts churned as various ideas rolled through his mind.

Cai Zhao was right about one thing: his top priority was still the manual and the saliva. Even without Zhou Zhiqin providing a hideout, if he was determined enough, he could retreat deep into the mountains, living off the land for a few years of hardship like a wild man, and still potentially master the divine skill.

“If I kill Zhou Zhiqin, you need to give me some assurance. What if there’s no saliva in that bottle?” he said reluctantly.

Cai Zhao suddenly put on a serious expression: “I swear on my deceased aunt’s name that this jade bottle indeed contains the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva.”

Remembering Cai Pingsu’s renowned integrity, Duan Jiuxiu felt more inclined to trust Cai Zhao. “Give me the bottle, and I’ll kill Zhou Zhiqin. I won’t deceive you!”

Hearing this, Zhou Zhiqin’s injuries overwhelmed him, and he fainted from shock.

Cai Zhao sneered, “I won’t say anything unpleasant, but Elder Duan seems to think his word is very trustworthy.”

Duan Jiuxiu angrily asked, “Then what do you want?”

Cai Zhao smiled slightly and swung her Yanyang Blade forcefully toward the roof beam, apparently triggering some mechanism. The four bamboo walls of the snow house suddenly collapsed outward, leaving only the roof and four pillars. The knife-like wind and snow immediately swept into the room, spreading coldness everywhere. Only the small fire in the stove near Cai Zhao remained, giving off a feeble warmth.

“First, please ask Miss Qinong and Mr. Hu to walk back thirty Zhang. It’s not very far, just to that snow pine by the cliff edge,” she said.

Qinong and Hu Tianwei looked back and saw the snow pine in the distance, appearing small amidst the wind and snow.

Duan Jiuxiu’s face darkened. “It seems you were well-prepared.” It was clear that Cai Zhao had tampered with the snow house, at least cutting the four bamboo walls so they were barely standing.

Cai Zhao smiled, “Elder Duan should have realized, I left the ice cave much earlier than you. I wasn’t just grooming myself all this time. I found this snow house long ago, originally planning to kill Zhou Zhiqin cleanly if he came alone. But since you all arrived together, I had to resort to this strategy.”

Unwilling to continue matching wits with this cunning girl, Duan Jiuxiu turned and said, “Qinong, Tianwei, go to the back.”

Qinong and Hu Tianwei reluctantly complied, quickly leaping backward. Due to the heavy snow and difficult footing, it took them half a cup of tea’s time to reach the snow pine. From a distance, their figures looked tiny.

Duan Jiuxiu turned back, “Are you satisfied now? What’s next?”

“Second, Elder Duan can now kill Zhou Zhiqin,” Cai Zhao said.

Knowing the girl’s martial arts were inferior to his own, Duan Jiuxiu wasn’t afraid of her breaking the deal. He immediately picked up Zhou Zhiqin’s sword and swung it across his neck, instantly decapitating him.

This traitor to the righteous sects finally met his deserved end.

Cai Zhao nodded, “We’re about ten zhang from the western cliff. Eight zhang below is a flat, extended ice platform where I’ve built a gentle slope with loose snow. The slope is ten zhang long, ending at the true precipice. Falling from there will take you straight down the mountain.”

“In a moment, I’ll count to three and throw the jade bottle towards the cliff. I’ve already tested with ice chunks of similar weight—I throw quite fast, and you’ll likely be unable to catch it. You’ll have to jump down the snowy slope to retrieve it. The slope is gentle, so the bottle won’t roll too quickly, but if you don’t pick it up in time, it will fall off the cliff.”

Duan Jiuxiu, now beyond anger, could only laugh coldly.

Cai Zhao began counting, “One, two, three…”

As she said “three,” she suddenly threw the jade bottle towards the cliff and leaped in the opposite direction.

Unexpectedly, Duan Jiuxiu’s form blurred as a thin cowhide rope flew from his sleeve, its tip curling around the jade bottle like a snake’s tongue. His other hand was already moving to strike Cai Zhao.

Cai Zhao reacted swiftly, immediately turning back to slash with her blade, cutting the cowhide rope in half. The jade bottle, affected by the two opposing forces, flew diagonally towards the northern cliff.

Duan Jiuxiu instantly regretted his actions. While the western cliff at least had snow at its base, the northern cliff had nothing. The jade bottle would surely shatter if it fell there. He wished he hadn’t tried to ambush Cai Zhao out of momentary anger.

In a flash, he desperately lunged for the bottle. Cai Zhao nimbly turned like a diving kite. Neither noticed a figure in flowing robes leaping straight down from the mountain above. With a thunderous crash, the roof collapsed, burying Duan Jiuxiu under the rubble and partially affecting Cai Zhao as well.

“Why haven’t you gone down the mountain yet?” a familiar, critical voice rang out from above.

Cai Zhao didn’t even need to look up to know who it was.
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The newcomer was, of course, Mu Qingyan. After being away for half a day, engaged in unknown activities, he had developed a thin layer of stubble on his well-defined jaw. His gray fur cloak still hung on his body, and he carried a bulging bundle, seemingly made from half of his torn cloak.

“Why haven’t you gone down the mountain?!” His dark eyes glared at Cai Zhao disapprovingly.

Cai Zhao rubbed his ear. “You’re still on the mountain too, aren’t you?”

“You promised me before we parted!”

“It’s all the same now. Let’s not fuss over the details.”

As they spoke, Duan Jiuxiu finally crawled out from under the collapsed roof, carefully protecting the apricot-yellow jade bottle with both hands. After standing up, he didn’t even bother to shake off the snow on his body before opening the bottle. Upon realizing it was empty, he immediately roared, “Cai Zhao, you little wretch! You dared to trick me—this bottle is empty! Even your aunt swore…”

“Wait, wait! Turn the bottle upside down and look again,” Cai Zhao quickly interrupted.

Duan Jiuxiu held out his palm under the bottle’s mouth and carefully turned the jade bottle upside down. After a moment, two drops of clear liquid slowly fell.

He: “…”

Cai Zhao smiled. “See? There’s indeed Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva in the bottle. I didn’t lie to you.”

“Cai Zhao, you little minx! How dare you toy with me!” Duan Jiuxiu exploded with rage and lunged at Cai Zhao. However, as he approached, his vision was filled with a red glow, mixed with a thick, pure internal force.

Realizing the danger, he quickly leaped backward.

At this moment, Qirong and Hu Tianwei, who had seen the collapsed roof from afar, arrived and immediately flanked Duan Jiuxiu protectively.

Duan Jiuxiu raised a single palm to protect his vital points before saying, “Young Master Yan, your palm technique is impressive. You must be Cai Zhao’s bodyguard.”

Mu Qingyan ignored him and instead asked Cai Zhao, “Did you tell them I was your bodyguard?”

Cai Zhao muttered, “I also said you went down the mountain and spread the news about Duan Jiuxiu and his disciples. Now everything’s exposed.”

Mu Qingyan narrowed his eyes. “Do you plan to get by on deception alone? Haven’t you heard that the righteous path is open and clear, and one should walk it?”

Cai Zhao: “…When you criticize me like this, you sound like someone from a righteous sect.”

Duan Jiuxiu, feeling ignored for too long, grew increasingly angry. “You little wretch! How dare you waste the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva? Prepare to die!” With that, he was about to attack along with Qirong and Hu Tianwei.

“Let’s talk this through, let’s talk this through,” Cai Zhao said with a forced smile. “I was just joking earlier. I’ve hidden the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva. I’ll give it to the elder later.”

“Bullshit! Do you think I’ll fall for your tricks again?” Duan Jiuxiu raged. “The Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva can’t be left out in the open. Yesterday, when we were packing in the ice cave, I saw clearly that you didn’t bring any bottles or containers. How could you have stored the saliva?”

Qirong immediately praised, “Master’s observation is meticulous and sharp. Qirong deeply admires you.”

Hu Tianwei echoed the sentiment.

Cai Zhao looked puzzled. “Why would I need to bring bottles? How hard could it be to carve a small ice bottle from a block of hard ice? After pouring in the saliva, I could seal it with snow and ice, then hide it in a marked spot. It’s so cold here, there’s no worry about the ice bottle melting.”

Duan Jiuxiu, Qirong, and Hu Tianwei: …

Cai Zhao turned his head. “I understand these things well. Elder Duan’s scheming… seems rather inadequate. As for his cultivation talent, it’s merely passable. No wonder my twenty-year-old aunt could easily defeat him. What did the old Demon Sect Leader see in him back then?”

Mu Qingyan drawled, “The old Sect Leader probably thought Nie Hengcheng was too clever and capable, so he wanted to adopt another son who was honest and simple to balance things out. However, he misjudged a bit—while not exactly honest, Duan is certainly old.”

Cai Zhao: “You’re so harsh.”

“You flatter me,” Mu Qingyan said, looking around. “Where’s Zhou Zhiqin? Did you kill him?”

Cai Zhao reflexively replied, “I did kill him… Uh, did you also figure out that he discovered Nie Hengcheng’s divine skill and pieced together the whole affair?”

Mu Qingyan was taken aback. “So all their fuss was about Nie Hengcheng’s divine skill?”

Being exceptionally intelligent, he quickly understood after a moment’s thought. “Right, Chen Shu had been secretly passing on martial arts to his brother Chen Fuguang. Chen Shu then died in an ambush by the Zhou family disciples. Given Zhou Zhiqin’s nature…”

Cai Zhao interrupted, “How did you notice something was off about Zhou Zhiqin?”

Mu Qingyan glanced at the master and disciples opposite them. “Jin Baohui and Lan Tianyu were tight-lipped, almost letting slip several times along the way, but Qirong and Hu Tianwei always subtly interrupted them.”

Cai Zhao recalled for a moment, then nodded. “That’s right. Actually, on the first day, Lan Tianyu almost revealed that he had been to this snowy mountain before, but Qirong interrupted by pretending to twist her ankle.”

Mu Qingyan continued, “However after we reached the mountainside, they stopped preventing Jin and Lan from saying whatever they wanted.”

Cai Zhao gathered his thoughts. “Because they never intended to let us leave the mountain alive. Initially, when we were still close to the foot of the mountain, they feared we might realize their intentions and escape immediately. Once we reached halfway up the mountain, they no longer worried about that.”

“Exactly,” Mu Qingyan said. “But isn’t this strange? Counting Jin Baohui and Lan Tianyu, Zhou Zhiqin, and Dong Fangxiao are world-renowned heroes. If members of the Demon Sect were to harm innocents, wouldn’t those two step in to help?”

“You’re right. How did I not think of that?” Cai Zhao’s eyes widened as he murmured, “Although my ‘martial arts are weak,’ but you, Zhou Zhiqin, and Dong Fangxiao against Hu Tianwei and the others—the odds aren’t in our favor. Why were they so confident they could kill us?”

“Naturally, it’s because Dong Fangxiao and Zhou Zhiqin were in cahoots with them all along. Once the fighting started, I would have been outnumbered,” Mu Qingyan said with a cold smile.

“Are you two done talking?!” Duan Jiuxiu restrained his anger. “Hand over the saliva quickly, and I might spare your lives!”

Qirong added, “Given Master’s reputation, he surely wouldn’t bully a young girl like you. Just hand it over.”

Cai Zhao rolled his eyes. “Perhaps Elder Duan might have spared me earlier, but now that you know that no one at the foot of the mountain is aware you’re still alive and that you’ve obtained Nie Hengcheng’s divine skill, you definitely won’t let either of us live—do you think I can’t figure out something so simple?”

Mu Qingyan, with a patient and refined expression, said, “Elder Duan, let me teach you a trick. In this situation, threats and enticements won’t work. You should offer to share Nie Hengcheng’s divine skill with us in exchange for the saliva. That might make us willing to hand it over.”

Cai Zhao frowned. “Just one bottle of saliva? Is that enough for all five of us to practice?”

Mu Qingyan tilted his head. “Oh, it’s not enough? Well, I guess that plan won’t work either. Never mind then. After all, Elder Duan and his disciples were supposed to have gone down the mountain already.”

Duan Jiuxiu, feeling extremely anxious, said, “Know your place. At this point, you’re just bluffing. There are three of us and only two of you. If it comes to a fight, you’re certain to lose.”

Cai Zhao suddenly noticed that the fur bundle in Mu Qingyan’s hand was moving. “…What’s in there?”

Mu Qingyan shook the bundle, and four small, white, furry heads popped out. Each was only about the size of a palm, with paws not fully grown. Their round heads bumped against each other as they looked around bewildered.

“These are…” Despite the vast difference in size, Cai Zhao immediately recognized their adult versions from the ears, limbs, teeth, blue eyes, and white fur. “Are these Snow Mountain Bai Mao Hou cubs?!”

“They’re likely the offspring of the two that attacked us,” Mu Qingyan explained. “After we separated at the ice cave entrance, I followed the injured Bai Mao Hou to its lair and found these four cubs.”

“Why did you capture them? Can they be used for cultivation too?” Cai Zhao asked, surprised. “Let’s not. They’re still so young.” Despite the ferocity of adult Bai Mao Hou, these four fuzzy cubs looked adorably soft, and she couldn’t bear the thought.

Mu Qingyan flicked her forehead, saying irritably, “The mantis stalks the cicada, unaware of the oriole behind—can’t you think a bit further?” He raised the fur bundle to his face and called out loudly, “You skulking coward, come out now!”

“Come out, or I’ll smash these four cubs to death! Their parents died for you. Even beasts show you loyalty, yet you still won’t appear?!”

Mu Qingyan’s words, though not particularly loud, resonated far like waves, causing snow to fall from the surrounding pine trees.

Duan Jiuxiu was inwardly shocked, realizing this young man’s cultivation was formidable and not to be underestimated.

The others were bewildered, not knowing who Mu Qingyan was calling.

Cai Zhao waited for a while before asking, “Who are you calling… uh…?” Before she could finish, a block of ice and snow on the cliff face suddenly moved.

From a distance, no one could see clearly what was happening. They only saw a figure in a snow-white cloak slowly emerge from behind the ice and snow, gradually approaching them.

As the person pulled back their hood and looked up, everyone except Mu Qingyan gasped in disbelief.

It was Qian Xueshen, who was supposed to be ‘dead’!

“You… how can it be you?” Cai Zhao was stunned. “I saw you…” She vividly remembered the frozen head, its expression frozen in terror, rolling right up to her.

Mu Qingyan explained coldly, “That must have been one of Jin Baohui’s guards, who was dragged into an ice cave and knocked unconscious during the first violent tremor. When the Blue-eyed Ice Crystal Python attacked, he pretended to dodge into the ice cave, disguised the guard as himself, woke him up, and pushed him out.”

“Originally, the Disguise Technique would reveal itself after death, but if the body is frozen immediately, it might delay the revelation—thus completing his cicada-shedding plan!”

Duan Jiuxiu’s mind raced, and he blurted out, “Disguise Technique? You’re from the Thousand Faces Sect!”

He then demanded, “Why are you against us? Who are you?!”

Qian Xueshen’s expression was unfamiliar—cold and calm, unlike the lively, complaining youth Cai Zhao knew. He spoke slowly to Mu Qingyan, “Did you kill Xuezhu?”

—Xuezhu was the name of the injured Bai Mao Hou.

Mu Qingyan, unusually, didn’t argue. He shook his head and said, “Duan Jiuxiu’s Thunder Palm is renowned. Those struck by it have their internal organs shattered—few top experts can withstand it. That Bai Mao Hou was already dying halfway, crawling back to its lair. I found the den by following the trail of blood it coughed up.”

Despite his usual hardheartedness and countless kills, the pleading look in the dying Bai Mao Hou’s eyes had inexplicably moved him—it was the boundless worry of a dying mother for her young.

Sometimes, beasts understand parental love better than humans.

After digging out the four cubs from the cave, he had intended to leave immediately but found them whimpering with hunger. Eight large, teary blue eyes looked at him, and he had to stop to feed them some dried food, nearly missing Cai Zhao.

“You deceitful villain! Finally willing to show yourself,” Mu Qingyan said coldly.

“I’ve wronged Xuefeng and Xuezhu,” Qian Xueshen said softly, then turned to Cai Zhao. “Miss Cai, I’ve wronged you too, but I never intended to deceive you.”

He then asked, “When did Young Master Yan notice my ruse?”

Mu Qingyan replied, “It was the frozen corpse holding the jade bottle with the saliva—that wasn’t a solid block of ice, but many ice fragments piled up and then solidified with cold water. I’ve struck real ice walls before; the resistance is completely different.”

“You were familiar with the ice cave layout. What took us an hour or two to traverse, you could shortcut around to get ahead of us. You set up that corpse and the jade bottle after faking your death, right? And that jade statue on the ice earlier—you placed it the night before when you excused yourself, didn’t you?”

Qian Xueshen replied impassively, “Wrong. That jade statue was originally placed by ancients to warn climbers of the hollow ice layer behind it, with the massive ice cave and giant snake below. I moved it back several dozen zhang to ensure you’d fall into the ice cave.”

Cai Zhao found it hard to speak. “…Did you also kill Zhou Yulin and the innkeeper?”

Qian Xueshen nodded. “The innkeeper was their underling and deserved death. As for Zhou Yulin, he wasn’t a good person either. He acted like a refined gentleman from a righteous sect in the Central Plains, but every time he came to this remote, frozen town where no one knew him, he used an alias, drank excessively, and took advantage of local girls.”

“I never thought… I never imagined…” Cai Zhao mumbled to herself.

She had never met Zhou Yulin, but in her mind, the Zhou family members were either refined and considerate like Zhou Yuqi, or cheerful and chivalrous like the brothers Zhou Yuqian and Zhou Yukun.

Who knew that even great trees could have rotten branches?

“You little bastard!” Duan Jiuxiu, realizing he had been tricked, exploded in anger. “You must be tired of living, daring to fool me. I’ll destroy you right now…”

“Do you still want the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva?” Qian Xueshen said coldly. “The bottle they have contains saliva I planted. Guess how much more I have? But you, your lover, and your disciple can all practice that divine skill now.”

Duan Jiuxiu immediately halted his descending palm.

Qirong and Hu Tianwei also tensed, stepping forward to advise Duan Jiuxiu to remain calm.

Mu Qingyan declared loudly, “You meticulously planned each step, luring us deep into the snowy mountains, leaving the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva as bait to make us fight each other to exhaustion, and even raised two Bai Mao Hou as helpers—who are you?!”

Qian Xueshen smiled sadly. “Earlier, you guessed they didn’t want you to leave the mountain alive. So, if a hunter’s family had encountered them years ago while they were searching for the Snow Scale Dragon Beast, what do you think they would have done?”

A thought flashed through Cai Zhao’s mind, and she exclaimed, “That family… in the dilapidated house halfway up the mountain… it was yours?! Your surname is Qian; you’re a child from that family!”

“The name Qian isn’t much,” Qian Xueshen said calmly. “My master saved my life and taught me skills to seek revenge. If I were just an ordinary hunter, how could I deal with these beasts in human skin?”

Duan Jiuxiu grinned. “So you’re that family’s son. What was that hunter’s surname again? I remember now…”

Hu Tianwei thought hard. “I believe it was Tao.”

Duan Jiuxiu’s face showed mock regret. “I only remember that young wife was quite a beauty. Too bad she couldn’t be spared.”

Deep hatred flared in Qian Xueshen’s eyes. “That was my aunt. My cousin was still an infant when you smashed him to death, and then your lover snapped my aunt’s neck.”

Duan Jiuxiu stroked his chin. “Couldn’t be helped. Qirong gets jealous and can’t stand pretty women.”

“Oh, Master!” Qirong surprisingly responded coyly.

Qian Xueshen spat out words through clenched teeth. “Sixteen years ago, when you couldn’t find the Snow Scale Dragon Beast, you recklessly set off explosives on the mountain, causing an avalanche that buried you all. My father and uncle dug you out one by one and brought you home to recover. Who would have thought your first act upon recovery would be to silence us all!”

“You repaid kindness with cruelty. You’re worse than beasts!”

Sixteen years ago, what had happened in the martial arts world?

Back then, Cai Zhao wasn’t born yet, and the Great Battle of Qingluo River had just ended.

The Demon Sect and the Six Northern Sects were on high alert. The former feared the latter would press their advantage and attack Youming Huangdao, while the latter worried the former might retaliate more fiercely after their defeat.

While the entire martial arts world focused on this, in the frozen snow mountains of the extreme north, a group of despicable individuals with sinister intentions were striving for their ambitions.

The Tao hunter’s family was just a small stone on their path, not even a roadblock—merely something that might irritate their feet, easily kicked aside.

Duan Jiuxiu showed no remorse. “We had no choice. Zhou Zhiqin and Dong Fangxiao were worried about people discovering that two great heroes from righteous sects were associating with Demon Sect members, so we had to act.”

“At a time like this, you’re still trying to shirk responsibility. You’ve truly become a useless old man. You’re not even fit to polish Nie Hengcheng’s shoes!” Mu Qingyan said coldly. “Zhou Zhiqin and Dong Fangxiao may have feared being discovered associating with Demon Sect members, but weren’t you afraid of your fake death being exposed? If people learned about your search for the Snow Scale Dragon Beast and Han Yisu, who’s still alive, guessed someone was trying to steal his master’s skills, you’d have nowhere to hide!”

“How dare you!” Hu Tianwei rebuked.

Duan Jiuxiu raised his hand to stop his disciple and said gravely, “You may have a point.”

“My family wasn’t even part of the martial arts world! We didn’t know any of you! How could we have exposed your identities?” Qian Xueshen shouted.

Duan Jiuxiu merely raised an eyebrow. “The stakes were too high. It was better to be safe.”

Anger burned hotter in Cai Zhao’s heart.

Growing up listening to Cai Pingzhu’s stories of fighting injustice and helping the weak, she focused more on how Cai Pingzhu and others defeated enemies, escaped danger with clever strategies, and became famous. The process was exhilarating, the endings heroic—heroes returning in glory, villains punished. But she had never considered the innocent families hurt in these stories.

Now, seeing the lone Qian Xueshen, hearing his past, remembering that wind-blown, dilapidated wooden house that once echoed with the laughter of a kind family… she finally understood what her aunt had been so passionate about.

Unable to contain her anger, she stepped forward.

Mu Qingyan held her back, whispering, “My meridians haven’t fully recovered from injury. We’re no match for the three of them. Now that we know their evil deeds, we can plan our revenge carefully later.”

Knowing Mu Qingyan spoke the truth, Cai Zhao called out, “Qian Xueshen, let’s leave first. I’ll avenge you later.”

Qian Xueshen shook his head. “Thank you, but that won’t be necessary.”

He looked up with a smile. “Earlier, when you were tampering with the snow house’s walls, did you notice how easily the snow bamboo could be cut? I built this snow house. At this altitude, there were no more shelters left. The last brick-and-stone hunter’s lodge is even lower than where my family lived.”

“For sixteen years, they never gave up searching for the Snow Scale Dragon Beast. However, they became craftier, sending subordinates to gather information instead of coming themselves, and even set up an inn at the foot of the mountain as an outpost.”

“A year ago, I finished building this house and set everything up, but unfortunately, I carelessly revealed my identity and was captured by a group in gray robes. Luckily, Xuefeng and Xuezhu were smart and capable, following the plan to attack when someone approached this snow house—Zhou Zhiqin’s son was killed by Xuezhu, who left Snow Scale Dragon Beast scales near a pile of corpses.”

“When the innkeeper came to collect the bodies, he found the scales and immediately reported it. After Jin Baohui confirmed, they all gathered at the Great Snow Mountain again. During my imprisonment, I was anxious every day. Fortunately, Miss Cai, you brought me out, or years of effort would have been wasted.”

Duan Jiuxiu grew impatient. “Why all this rambling? Tell us about the saliva. Where have you hidden it?”

Qian Xueshen still ignored him. “I’m telling you all this, Miss Cai, to let you know I’ve prepared everything. I can avenge myself.”

Hearing these words that sounded like a final testament, Cai Zhao began to worry.

Qian Xueshen turned to Duan Jiuxiu. “There was indeed a Snow Scale Dragon Beast on this mountain. My father and uncle found fallen scales when they were young and even collected some saliva that had dripped onto the snow—it’s an excellent medicine, clearing heat, and moistening dryness, life-saving during fevers when no doctor was available.”

“Unfortunately, that Snow Scale Dragon Beast died twenty years ago.” Qian Xueshen’s smile turned strange. “Though it died, my family still had some saliva left. The Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva solidifies in cold and won’t spoil even if buried in ice for decades.”

Duan Jiuxiu and his disciples began to breathe rapidly.

“Elder Duan, do you remember the couch you slept on in my home sixteen years ago? Next to that couch was a floorboard that could be lifted, revealing a large, hollowed-out ice block. My mother took out fresh, frozen chickens from there to make soup for you—right in front of you. Do you remember?”

Duan Jiuxiu had an uneasy feeling but couldn’t pinpoint why.

Qian Xueshen spoke deliberately. “The Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva was in an ice box next to those chickens.”

Duan Jiuxiu’s heart turned cold with pain—if he had searched thoroughly back then, he might have started practicing the divine skill sixteen years earlier. At his age, how many more sixteen-year periods could he waste?

“Hand over the saliva!” He advanced menacingly toward Qian Xueshen.

Qian Xueshen smiled slightly. “Ah. Miss Cai and Young Master Yan, farewell. Elder Duan and company, please follow me.” With that, he dashed toward the icy rock he had emerged from earlier.

Duan Jiuxiu immediately lunged after him, with Qirong and Hu Tianwei close behind.

Qian Xueshen’s lightness skill was decent, but no match for Duan Jiuxiu. After about ten zhang, he was nearly caught.

At that moment, Qian Xueshen’s right hand touched the icy rock, pulling hard on a hidden rope behind it.

With a tremendous crash, the ice layer in a semicircle facing Duan Jiuxiu’s direction shattered around Qian Xueshen—all four of them plummeted into the ice cave once again.

Cai Zhao was alarmed and about to rush over when Mu Qingyan held her back tightly.

A massive white snakehead rose high from the hole where the four had fallen, its eyes cold jade green, flicking a blood-red, foul-smelling tongue.

“This is the Blue-eyed Ice Crystal Python’s lair!” Cai Zhao exclaimed in shock.

Mu Qingyan’s face was tense. “It’s not safe here either. We must leave now!”
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Mu Qingyan, despite his young age, prided himself on his bravery. However, faced with this primordial beast, he couldn’t help but tremble. He grabbed Cai Zhao, intending to flee, but she remained rooted to the spot, her face filled with anxiety.

“Qian Xueshen can handle this!” she exclaimed.

“He’s seeking death. Let him have it,” Mu Qingyan retorted coldly.

“We can’t just watch him die!”

Mu Qingyan considered knocking the girl unconscious. “If we leave quickly, we won’t have to witness his fate.”

“You go first. I’ll meet you at the foot of the mountain,” Cai Zhao insisted, shaking off Mu Qingyan’s hand and rushing forward.

Mu Qingyan stood there, dumbfounded. “Do you even believe what you’re saying?”

The entrance to the ice cave yawned before them, its depths unfathomable. Cai Zhao stood at the edge, peering into the inky blackness below. In the center rose a massive ice pillar, around which coiled the giant python. Disturbed from its slumber, the creature was enraged. Its emerald eyes, now vertical slits, emanated a terrifying glow.

Duan Jiuxiu, his two companions, and Qian Xueshen clung to the icy walls at various heights. Duan Jiuxiu, being the quickest and most skilled, had managed to secure himself closest to the ground.

The python, long accustomed to the darkness of the ice layers, had poor eyesight. It slowly swiveled its enormous head, seemingly searching for the living creatures that had disturbed its rest. Cai Zhao lay motionless at the cave’s entrance.

As everyone held their breath, the snake’s head rotated halfway before stopping in front of Duan Jiuxiu.

Cai Zhao suddenly realized why. When Duan Jiuxiu had decapitated Zhou Zhiqin earlier, some blood must have splattered onto him, attracting the python’s attention. She felt a sense of karmic justice in this turn of events.

As the snake’s head inched closer, a bone-chilling cold swept over them. Sweat beaded on Duan Jiuxiu’s forehead as he silently cursed Zhou Zhiqin and Cai Zhao. Glancing down, he noticed Qian Xueshen hanging less than twenty feet below him, his face alight with the joy of impending revenge.

Hatred surged through Duan Jiuxiu. He channeled his energy into his right arm, causing a half-length ox tendon rope to fly from his sleeve. In one swift motion, he snatched Qian Xueshen and hurled him towards the snake’s head. At that moment, the python was slowly opening its cavernous mouth, revealing two sharp fangs as thick as tree trunks.

Seeing Qian Xueshen about to become the python’s chew toy, Cai Zhao had no choice but to leap down. The silver chain on her left wrist shot out, yanking Qian Xueshen away from the snake’s mouth. Simultaneously, she swung her sword with all her might, striking the python’s neck.

Seizing this opportunity, Duan Jiuxiu scurried up the wall like a gecko. Just as he glimpsed freedom above, a familiar figure appeared, speaking in a cool voice, “Please, Elder Duan, allow me to assist you.”

A powerful kick to the face sent Duan Jiuxiu reeling, half his body going numb as he plummeted into the abyss. Fortunately, his right hand still had some strength, allowing him to dig his fingers into the ice wall and slow his descent.

Cai Zhao, gripping Qian Xueshen’s collar with her left hand and her sword hilt with her right, also slid down the wall. Mu Qingyan, having just kicked Duan Jiuxiu, caught a glimpse of the girl’s falling figure, her clothes fluttering as she descended.

Mu Qingyan sighed deeply. He felt he was not just acting like a righteous sect member, but a veritable bodhisattva, deserving of daily offerings on an altar. With another sigh, he leaped down. On his way, he spotted Qi Nong and Hu Tianwei struggling to climb up the ice wall. With a sweep of his long sleeve, he effortlessly knocked them down as well.

The python, an ancient and fearsome creature, was covered in scales harder than iron. Ordinary weapons couldn’t even scratch it. However, the Yan Yang sword was a rare divine weapon, said to have been forged with the essence of fierce flames and the scorching sun, making it the perfect counter to this heat-fearing ice crystal python.

As the sword cut into its flesh, the python writhed in pain, its massive tail lashing out in all directions with earth-shattering force. Each strike shattered the hard ice walls, sending huge chunks raining down on the six people who had just landed, preventing them from standing upright.

In the violently shaking ice cave, Qi Nong, Hu Tianwei, and Qian Xueshen rolled on the ground. Mu Qingyan barely managed to stand while holding onto Cai Zhao. Only Duan Jiuxiu had secured himself to a protruding part of the ice wall with his ox tendon rope.

The ice cave resembled a primordial abyss, over 2,000 feet deep. The group felt as if they had fallen straight into the mountain’s core. Looking up, the entrance they had fallen through was now merely the size of a palm. Strangely, the cave wasn’t dark; its walls emitted a soft, flowing light.

Seeing this situation, Duan Jiuxiu inwardly despaired. Trapped in the snake’s lair with the python still active, how could they escape?

Suddenly, Qi Nong let out a blood-curdling scream, while Hu Tianwei’s throat emitted a choking sound. Both their faces were contorted with indescribable terror.

In the light emanating from the walls, everyone realized that this wasn’t just the python’s lair, but also a horrifying pit of bones.

The uneven, circular pit was filled with layer upon layer of animal and human remains. Judging by the skeletal shapes, everything from birds and snow leopards to rabbits and roe deer had become the python’s prey. Most terrifying were the human remains scattered among them. The ancient ones that had turned to white bone were less disturbing than the more recent victims. Due to the extreme cold of the ice cave, some bodies had been eerily preserved after the python had finished feeding.

Qi Nong had landed next to a corpse that the python had half-devoured, its face with hair standing on end mere inches from her own. Despite her usual ruthlessness, this sight terrified her. Hu Tianwei had rolled into a pile of skeletons with flesh still clinging to them, covering his head and face with a mixture of blood and ice chips, nearly making him vomit.

Cai Zhao wasn’t faring much better, leaning against the ice wall and fighting the urge to retch. While Qian Xueshen’s face was ashen, the fire of revenge kept him unusually excited. Only Mu Qingyan maintained his composure, even attempting to comfort the girl: “This is much better than the Sacrificial Cliff of the Divine Cult. At least it’s so cold here that the bodies don’t rot. If you fell to the bottom of the Sacrificial Cliff, you’d step on slippery eyeballs with every step, or worse, slimy, decaying brain matter. You wouldn’t even be able to stand.”

Cai Zhao’s face turned green. “Please, stop talking!”

The six of them huddled against the wall until the python’s frenzy subsided and the ice blocks stopped falling. Only then did they dare to look up.

The ice rain had stopped, but the enraged python was swooping down on them, its blood-red maw wide open. As everyone braced themselves, Qian Xueshen suddenly threw a small porcelain bottle at Qi Nong and Hu Tianwei’s feet.

The bottle shattered on the hard ice, scattering shards and a viscous yellow liquid. Several drops splashed onto Qi Nong and Hu Tianwei. At first, they feared it was poison, but they felt no pain or burning sensation. Before they could question it, the python’s blood-red tongue swept over them.

After the initial rounds of indiscriminate attacks, the python seemed to focus on Qi Nong and Hu Tianwei. Its massive head pursued only the two of them, and despite their high level of cultivation, they narrowly avoided being swallowed several times. Fortunately, whenever the python chased them, Mu Qingyan and Duan Jiuxiu continuously struck their bellies from the sides. Otherwise, the two would have long since been turned into ice statues by its freezing breath.

However, the python’s body was incredibly long, coiling seven or eight times on the ground. As it uncoiled, the group found themselves with nowhere to hide.

Cai Zhao struggled to hold back Qian Xueshen, who was determined to rush forward. “You go up first. We’ll follow later!” she urged.

Qian Xueshen fought against her grip, mocking, “Drop your heroic act. Why save someone like me?”

“You’re not a bad person. You shouldn’t die,” Cai Zhao insisted, her face tense.

Qian Xueshen laughed, almost to the point of tears. “I’m not a bad person? Do you think I’m not bad? Haha… Are you blind?”

“Maybe I am,” Cai Zhao stubbornly replied. “But I understand you now. Why did you release the white-furred beast on our first night in the snow mountains? Why did you go to such lengths, even risking letting your enemy escape, to place the snow-scaled dragon beast’s saliva in front of me? I’ve figured it all out now!”

Putting herself in Qian Xueshen’s shoes, Cai Zhao realized that the deeper his enemies ventured into the snow mountains, the more advantageous it would be for him.

On their first night in the mountains, when they were still close to the base if the white-furred beast had scared the cowardly Chen Fuguang and Jin Baohui into fleeing, wouldn’t Qian Xueshen’s plans have been ruined?

As for the jade bottle of saliva in the frozen corpse’s hand, it was all part of Qian Xueshen’s carefully laid plan.

The two white-furred beasts were meant to attack Lan Tianyu and Dongfang Xiao. In their haste to escape, Hu Tianwei and his disciples naturally stayed close to Lan Tianyu, while Zhou Zhiqin cared for the injured Dongfang Xiao. Consequently, Jin Baohui, left without support, would unconsciously gravitate towards Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao.

When the second ice cave tremor occurred and everyone sought shelter in ice caverns, Jin Baohui would inevitably be with Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao.

The frozen corpse was specifically placed there for Jin Baohui to find.

While others might pass that spot without noticing anything, Jin Baohui, with his deep knowledge of the snow-scaled dragon beast’s saliva, would immediately be alerted by its scent, allowing Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao to obtain the saliva.

“You arranged for us to get that bottle of saliva, not to make us fight against Duan Jiuxiu and the others, but to help us achieve our goal and leave the mountains quickly, escaping the trap you set!” Cai Zhao shouted over the surrounding chaos.

Qian Xueshen’s face froze, a mix of emotions playing across it.

Mu Qingyan, leaning against the ice wall, couldn’t resist teasing, “Isn’t Zhaozao overthinking this? Could this guy be so kind-hearted?”

“Then why did he release the white-furred beasts on the first night? It served no purpose other than to scare us and make us wary of them. If he had released them in the previous ice cave, they might have bitten more people!” Cai Zhao retorted, pulling Qian Xueshen as she dodged the giant snake’s tail.

Mu Qingyan evaded swiftly, causing a head-sized chunk of ice to hit the python instead. “Maybe he’s just incompetent. Do you think everyone can execute a perfect plan in one go?”

“You’re right!” Qian Xueshen used all his strength to break free from Cai Zhao and then rushed toward Duan Jiuxiu. When he was about five or six steps away, he threw a small porcelain bottle onto the hard ice, spilling yellow viscous liquid.

However, Duan Jiuxiu, far more skilled than Qi Nong and Hu Tianwei, managed to evade the liquid while fighting the python. He even countered with a palm strike that sent Qian Xueshen flying into the wall.

“What is this stuff?” Duan Jiuxiu glanced at the yellow liquid on the ground, then at Qi Nong and Hu Tianwei who were still being pursued relentlessly by the python. He seemed to realize something.

Qian Xueshen, lying on the ground and coughing blood, laughed maniacally. “It’s extracted from a thousand female snakes. Male snakes go crazy when they smell it, hahaha…”

Cai Zhao turned her head. “I think he’s quite clever.” — It’s just the pheromones animals release during mating season, she thought.

“Look,” Mu Qingyan said, focusing intently on something ahead and pointing. “There seems to be something stuck in the snake’s neck.”

Cai Zhao looked where he indicated.

Although the python was incredibly thick, its body was generally very flexible and could bend and fold at will. However, a section about six or seven feet long just below its head seemed rigid, unable to bend completely.

Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao exchanged a glance, instantly understanding each other. They immediately moved to flank the python.

Cai Zhao darted behind the python’s head and leaped into the air. Gripping her sword with both hands, she brought it down with all her might. A golden-red light broke through a string of pure white snake scales. As the python recoiled in pain, she quickly threw out her silver chain, passing it under the massive snake’s body. Simultaneously, Mu Qingyan jumped down from the ice wall, delivering two powerful palm strikes to the area just below the python’s head.

A deep, resonant sound echoed as the strikes connected, forcefully knocking the enormous snake head aside. In its agony, it thrashed its head and tail wildly. Hu Tianwei, unable to dodge in time, was struck by the tail and sent flying, blood spurting from his mouth. Terrified, Qi Nong rushed towards Duan Jiuxiu, crying, “Master, save me, please save me…”

Duan Jiuxiu, now aware that the two were covered in female snake scent and that the male python would pursue them relentlessly, had no intention of letting Qi Nong near him. He barked harshly, “Get away!” and struck out with his palm.

Caught off guard, Qi Nong took the full force of the blow. She plummeted from mid-air, thin streams of dark red blood trickling from her mouth, nose, and ears.

Suddenly, the python made a strange gulping sound. After twisting violently against the ice wall a few times, it opened its bloody maw and spat out something slimy. Looking down, the group saw it was a soaking wet person!

The person’s limbs and spine were extremely soft, their skin swollen and blistered, covered in the python’s sticky saliva. Incredibly, they were still able to move slightly, making faint “Ah ah” sounds.

Everyone felt nauseated, except for the iron-stomached Mu Qingyan, who peered closely at the person’s swollen face and calmly said, “It’s Chen Fuguang.”

The ice floor was uneven. When Qi Nong fell from mid-air, she naturally rolled to a lower area. Chen Fuguang, after being spat out by the python, also rolled in the same direction, coming to a stop right next to Qi Nong.

He slowly raised his head, revealing his face and neck covered in flesh corroded by the python’s gastric juices. Qi Nong screamed hysterically. Then Chen Fuguang twisted with all his might and sank his teeth into Qi Nong’s throat—

His teeth were the only weapon left to him, as all his other bones had been broken.

Qi Nong’s throat made a choking sound as her body convulsed, blood gushing out.

Chen Fuguang only released his bite after Qi Nong had breathed her last. He let out a series of shrill, maniacal laughs before succumbing to exhaustion and dying.
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This bone-chilling scene stunned everyone.

Cai Zhao stammered, “W-why is Chen Fuguang still alive after being swallowed?”

Mu Qingyan, who had learned about exotic creatures from his father, explained, “He won’t live long. The python will crush all his bones and slowly digest him in its stomach—it would have been better to die from the bite immediately.”

Chen Fuguang’s laughter still echoed off the icy walls when a white flash appeared. The python’s long, crimson tongue snatched Qi Nong’s corpse. With a series of muffled crunches, two streams of fresh blood trickled down the sides of the python’s mouth.

With a clink, Qi Nong’s red coral hairpin fell to the ground.

After tricking Chen Fuguang and obtaining the secret manual, Qi Nong must have injured him or pushed him into an ice cave, assuming he wouldn’t survive. Who would have thought he’d be swallowed alive by the python and not die immediately? When Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao attacked the python’s throat, it was forced to regurgitate its ‘food’, allowing Chen Fuguang to exact his revenge.

Hu Tianwei, terrified out of his mind, ran while stripping off his clothes—first his outer robe, then his inner garments, until he was left with only short underwear.

Qian Xueshen, lying on the ground, laughed maniacally, “It’s useless! Once you’re covered in female snake secretions, the scent will linger unless you bathe immediately…” But there was no water for Hu Tianwei to bathe in this freezing cave.

As if to prove his point, the python, having fully devoured Qi Nong, began to move again, accurately targeting Hu Tianwei. Hu Tianwei had thought of seeking help from Duan Jiuxiu, but after witnessing Qi Nong’s fate, he dared not approach him.

Though Mu Qingyan said nothing, his cold, defensive posture conveyed his attitude.

After several near-misses with the python’s tongue, Hu Tianwei, both furious and terrified, shouted, “If you’re going to kill me, I’ll take you down with me!” He lunged at Qian Xueshen on the ground.

Cai Zhao, who had been watching Hu Tianwei’s escape route, saw his intention to use Qian Xueshen as a shield. She quickly swung her sword, slicing off a huge chunk of ice, and with her left palm, sent it flying towards Hu Tianwei.

Hu Tianwei, not weak in martial arts, saw the ice hurtling towards him and struck out with both palms, shattering it. However, this brief delay was enough for the python to catch up. An intensely cold sensation swept by his side. Hu Tianwei, realizing the danger, leaped frantically to escape, but the python had already opened its mouth, exhaling a white, frosty breath—

Hu Tianwei let out an agonized scream as he fell from mid-air.

Through the misty white frost, the others heard a heavy thud and Hu Tianwei’s heart-wrenching wails.

As the icy mist cleared, the sight before them made everyone take three steps back.

Hu Tianwei’s upper body writhed and wailed on the ground, but his lower half was gone.

He had been a moment too slow in his escape. His lower body, hit by the python’s icy breath, had instantly frozen and shattered upon impact, just like Dongfang Xiao’s.

Like a person cut in half at the waist doesn’t die instantly, Hu Tianwei, though left with only half a body, didn’t die immediately. Blood gushed from his waist like a fountain, forming a large pool.

The extreme pain and blood loss soon took Hu Tianwei’s life. The python eagerly extended its crimson tongue, swallowing the fresh, half-body of Hu Tianwei, crushing it repeatedly in its stomach before fully devouring it.

Now, only four people remained in the python’s lair.

Duan Jiuxiu, his face pale, said, “You’ve all seen it. If we keep fighting among ourselves, we’ll all end up as this beast’s meal. We have no choice but to work together now.”

“Fine,” Mu Qingyan replied curtly.

Cai Zhao turned to see Qian Xueshen lying in a corner, his face ashen, staring intently at Duan Jiuxiu. The hatred and venom in his gaze were unlike anything Cai Zhao had ever seen.

The attack began. The python, seemingly more energized after feeding, whirled its head and swept its tail, filling the ice cave with a storm of ice shards mixed with bone fragments.

Fortunately, Duan Jiuxiu, Mu Qingyan, and Cai Zhao were all agile, with Cai Zhao further aided by her Yan Yang sword. The three spread out, dodging in circles. Whenever the python came close to one, the other two would attack its flank. After a while of this, the python grew impatient and suddenly turned towards Qian Xueshen on the ground.

Duan Jiuxiu, who would have loved to flay Qian Xueshen alive, naturally didn’t move to save him. Mu Qingyan hesitated, leaving only Cai Zhao to rush forward. In a flurry of white and gold-red sword light, Cai Zhao managed to pull Qian Xueshen away from the python’s mouth at the last second, nearly getting caught in its icy breath herself. A lock of her hair froze and broke off.

Overwhelmed with emotions, Qian Xueshen shouted angrily, “Even at this point, you still have to play the saint!”

Cai Zhao shouted back, “Your whole family is dead, leaving only you. When you all reunite in the underworld, your parents will surely be happy! I said I’d help you get revenge later, but you keep whining. If I die here today, it’ll be your fault!”

After yelling, she tossed him into a recessed ice crevice and rejoined Duan Jiuxiu and Mu Qingyan in their struggle against the python.

Qian Xueshen, dazed from being thrown, wasn’t sure if it was due to blood loss or the cold of the ice cave.

In his hazy state, he saw Qi Nong’s red coral hairpin where she had fallen. He heard his aunt’s piercing cries as she held the body of her infant, killed from the fall, weeping in grief. Qi Nong, annoyed by the noise, silenced her with a simple twist of her neck.

The crisp sound of breaking bones and his aunt’s head lolled to one side, never to make another sound.

Most girls from town were reluctant to marry into mountain families, but his aunt and uncle were childhood sweethearts. She had even defied her parents to marry him. His parents, feeling indebted, had sent a large sum of silver as a betrothal gift—though life in the mountains was hard, one could often find larger snow ginseng and hunt fatter game.

His aunt’s father was a good man. He just didn’t want his daughter to suffer in the mountains; it wasn’t about the silver. Soon after the wedding, he returned the silver untouched and even sent a cart of dowry goods.

His parents aunt and uncle were overjoyed, celebrating that night with chicken and wine.

Yes, though life in the mountains was austere, their family had always been happy and content.

His mother often said that once they saved enough silver, they’d move down the mountain to the south, find a place with a mild climate, open a shop or buy some land, and live well together.

“Qian Xueshen, watch out!” the girl shouted in his direction, deflecting a sharp ice shard that had flown towards him.

He was confused—why did she call him Qian Xueshen?

His name wasn’t Qian Xueshen; it was Tao Xiaoshu.

His father was a rough but kind-hearted man with a big beard, and his mother had a round, rosy face.

He had an older brother, Tao Xiaoshan, who was good-natured and strong; a younger sister, Tao Xiaoxi, who was fair, soft-spoken, and adorable; and a baby cousin who hadn’t even been named yet.

That day, the snowstorm was particularly fierce, the sky as dark as night. His sister sat obediently by the fire, roasting sweet potatoes. His aunt sang beautiful mountain songs to lull his baby cousin to sleep. His father and uncle were late returning, making his mother anxious and short-tempered, scolding him and his brother not to misbehave.

“Who knows which wandering martial artists are treasure hunting again! Sigh, if there were any treasures left, they would have been dug up hundreds of years ago! I hope your father hasn’t gotten involved!”

“Sister-in-law, you’re just worried about my brother. Don’t fret, not only the two of them, even Xiaoshan and Xiaoshu know these snow mountains like the back of their hands. They could find their way out with their eyes closed.”

That night, Father and Uncle used their sleds to bring back eight people, making several trips. “The others were buried by snow,” they said. “Alas, what black powder did they use? It caused an avalanche, and they nearly lost their lives.”

The blizzard had turned Father’s beard white, and Uncle’s face had turned purple. Their hands and feet were numb from the cold, and they could barely hold their bowls of hot soup. Mother and Aunt were heartbroken but didn’t say a word about their actions being wrong.

“We who make our living in these snowy mountains should help each other,” Father said, grinning broadly. “Since we encountered them, we couldn’t just let them die.”

Their family had rescued many mountain travelers before. Some were grateful, leaving money or sincerely expressing thanks. Others were ungrateful, leaving without a word or even suspecting the Tao brothers of stealing their belongings.

However, the parents aunt and uncle never minded. “People are a mix of good and bad,” they’d say. “Even if we save just one good person, it’s worth it!”

Little Tao Tree believed this wholeheartedly.

Until that night.

As the eight unconscious travelers gradually woke up, Mother enthusiastically prepared hot wine and chicken soup to help them regain their strength.

Little Mountain and Little Tree had been confined to the house for a day, unable even to see the pair of white-furred puppies they were secretly raising outside. They were restless. As mountain children, they felt uncomfortable staying idle, so they started playing hide-and-seek while their parents aunt, and uncle were busy.

Little Tree lost four rounds in a row. No matter where he hid, his brother Little Mountain always found him.

Frustrated, he risked punishment by hiding in the crawl space under the floorboards—a place used for storing meat, where their mother forbade them to go to avoid spoiling the food.

Little Tree hid in the crawl space of the back storage room for a long time, but his brother didn’t come looking for him.

Growing impatient, he carefully moved around in the confined space.

Suddenly, he saw a sea of red.

He froze, peering through the cracks in the floorboards as he watched eight savage beasts slaughter his family.

His parents lay in pools of blood, their eyes wide open, not understanding why the people they had saved would kill them.

Uncle cried out and rushed to Aunt’s corpse, only to have his head severed by Hu Tianwei’s judge’s brush.

Little Stream, his sister, had her skull crushed, her sweet face twisted like a broken clay doll. His brother Little Mountain fought desperately but was kicked against the wall, dying from a ruptured abdomen.

Hu Tianwei and Qi Nongle laughed heartily.

“They did save our lives, after all. Why not let them die quickly?” said the most refined-looking person.

“Oh, Master Zhou shows such mercy,” Qi Nongle chuckled softly.

Hu Tianwei sneered, “Enough talk. Weren’t you the first to suggest this? You said that although this family isn’t part of the jianghu, they often help mountain travelers. If they talk too much and people discover that you two righteous martial artists are mixing with us ‘evil outsiders,’ the Qingque Sect won’t forgive you. They might even purge you from their ranks!”

Dong Fangxiao coldly replied, “Don’t make it sound so noble. Your master and disciple fear discovery more than we do. We might explain ourselves to the Six Northern Sects, but if you two fall into the hands of the demonic cult, you’ll beg for death. And you, Chen Fuguang—if the demonic cult learns that Chen Shu secretly taught you their techniques, do you think you’d survive?”

“Alright, alright,” Jin Baohui mediated. “We’re all in this together. Killing to silence them is unavoidable. I’ll spend some extra silver to light a long-lasting lamp for this family at a temple. In their next life, they’ll be reborn into wealthy families and enjoy glory and riches. That’s a fair repayment, isn’t it? Hey, Lan, Lan Tianyu, why aren’t you saying anything?”

Lan Tianyu sat quietly in the corner. “I too grew up in these snowy mountains. Those who make a living here must help each other. Alas, I’m truly not human!”

Chen Fuguang said softly, “We have no choice. If our actions are discovered, none of us will escape. Let’s hurry and find the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva.”

After the slaughter, they set fire to the house, erasing last night’s evil deeds. They didn’t even notice that the Tao family’s youngest son was missing.

Little Tao Tree crouched motionless in the snow, letting the heavy snowfall slowly bury his tiny body.

He didn’t understand what had happened, why it had happened, where to go, or what to do.

The Thousand Faces Elder dug him out of the deep snow before he froze to death, nursing him back to health.

Little Tree told the elder everything and asked why it had happened. The elder sighed, “This is the jianghu. In the jianghu, there are no ‘whys.’ There’s only the strong preying on the weak and endless killing.”

When the boy said he wanted revenge, the Thousand Faces Elder hesitated for three days and nights before deciding to take him as a disciple. Following the Thousand Faces Sect’s custom, he named him ‘Qian Xueshen’ (Thousand Snow Deep).

“You’re a hunter’s son with no resources. How could you possibly take revenge on those people? Even my martial arts aren’t that remarkable,” the elder said. “I had intended to take that ultimate skill to my grave, but your family showed me kindness. I can’t watch you throw your life away.”

At seven years old, Tao Little Tree became Qian Xueshen. He lost everything and was left alone in the world.

At sixteen, he mastered the Body Transformation Technique and bid farewell to the Thousand Faces Elder.

At twenty, he finally uncovered the identities of those eight people—they hadn’t given up and still sent people to search for the Snow Scale Dragon Beast in the mountains, giving him opportunities to investigate.

At twenty-three, he completed all his preparations, waiting only to exact his revenge.

“Ah!” Duan Jiuxiu cried out in pain, struck in the back by Mu Qingyan’s palm.

He was old, after all. His dantian had never fully recovered from Cai Pingshu’s attack years ago, and he was running out of energy after battling the giant snake for so long. Seeing how Cai Zhao’s Blazing Sun Blade was so sharp that even the snake feared it, he tried to seize the blade while the girl was distracted.

But the Blazing Sun Blade wasn’t so easily taken.

Cai Zhao had been training with the blade since she was five, never slacking for ten years. She had spent more time wielding her blade than eating wonton soup. As soon as Duan Jiuxiu’s fingers touched her, she instinctively flipped the blade and swung it horizontally. The edge, as sharp as the blazing midday sun, instantly sliced off two of his fingers.

Mu Qingyan leaped forward, striking Duan Jiuxiu’s back with her palm.

Cai Zhao, despising the old thief, saw the giant snake’s bloody mouth approaching. She thought it better to have one less helper than to let him live. She kicked Duan Jiuxiu hard, hoping the snake’s icy breath would hit him and split his skull open.

Unexpectedly, Mu Qingyan had a better idea. He shifted and delivered another palm strike, adjusting Duan Jiuxiu’s trajectory to send him straight into the snake’s gaping maw. The giant snake seemed momentarily stunned as if confused by food flying into its mouth.

In his frenzied struggle, Duan Jiuxiu watched the snake’s mouth slowly close. Two sharp fangs sealed his fate as hopeless darkness engulfed him. He was swallowed down the snake’s throat.

In the silence, Qian Xueshen heard the clear sound of bones cracking. He knew Duan Jiuxiu’s bones were being crushed one by one in the snake’s belly. Death wouldn’t come quickly; he would slowly rot in the snake’s gastric juices—a painful death.

Qian Xueshen smiled with joy.

“Didn’t you say you had a way out earlier? What’s your plan?” Mu Qingyan asked.

Cai Zhao replied, “There’s water behind this ice wall. We just need to break through it.”

“How do you know it’s flowing water? What if it’s just trapped water in the ice layers?”

“No, it’s flowing,” Cai Zhao insisted. “On our way here, I heard about springs under this snow mountain. The ice is just too thick for them to reach the surface.”

The two immediately began chipping away at the ice wall.

Qian Xueshen thought to himself that while there was indeed flowing water behind the wall, it was thicker than they realized. Breaking through would take a long time, and the giant snake was already starting to move. Would they make it in time?

“This is too slow,” Mu Qingyan noticed the snake’s increasing movement. “Let’s use this to blast the ice wall.” He pulled out several fist-sized black balls from his waist pouch.

Cai Zhao’s lip twitched. “Aren’t those Rainstorm Thunderbolts?”

“Luo Yuanrong made me realize these are more useful for blasting than as hidden weapons. The day you chased me down the mountain, I had some urgently made and sent over, with double the black powder.”

“Your sect certainly has many talented individuals,” Cai Zhao said sarcastically, remembering how her great-uncle Cai Changfeng had died under Rainstorm Thunderbolts.

As Mu Qingyan looked for the best spot to place the explosives, Qian Xueshen suddenly spoke up. “Don’t put them on the ground; the ice is thickest there. Place them higher. Let me set the explosives; I know where the ice wall is thinnest.”

Cai Zhao objected, “You’re injured. I’ll do it; just guide me.”

Qian Xueshen smiled. “This isn’t something I can simply explain. I need to feel it myself to know where the ice is thinnest. You two wait below. Once I’ve climbed up and set the explosives, catch me when I jump down.” He secretly bit his tongue, channeling his last burst of energy.

Cai Zhao looked to Mu Qingyan, who nodded in agreement.

Qian Xueshen hung the black balls around his neck and, with a dagger in each hand, slowly climbed the ice wall. As he climbed, he gently tapped various spots, listening for different sounds behind the ice.

He climbed higher and higher without finding a suitable spot. Meanwhile, the giant snake had fully swallowed Duan Jiuxiu and was rearing its head, exhaling another blast of extreme cold at Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao.

“Hurry up, Qian!” Mu Qingyan shouted impatiently.

Qian Xueshen ignored him, focusing intently on tapping the ice wall and searching for the weakest point.

Finally, just as Cai Zhao nearly got hit by the icy breath while trying to bind the snake’s mouth for the third time, he found it.

Hearing his call, Cai Zhao exclaimed with relief, “Wait a moment; I’ll catch you once I’m free.”

Mu Qingyan, pulling Cai Zhao by the waist to dodge the snake’s fangs, shot a cold glance upward.

Qian Xueshen understood his meaning and shared the same thought. The snake’s icy breath was too dangerous; once hit, there would be no saving her. How could he let the girl risk stopping to catch him?

The Tao family always repaid debts, whether of gratitude or vengeance.

“Take your time, you two. I’ll look for the flint,” Qian Xueshen said calmly, feigning composure.

Cai Zhao believed him and continued swinging her blade, desperate to drive the snake back.

Suddenly, a tremendous explosion rocked the ice cave. The blast threw Qian Xueshen violently backward.

Deep cracks appeared in the ice wall, rapidly expanding.

A powerful stream of water, pent up for centuries, burst through with thunderous force. The massive water column shot directly toward Mu Qingyan, Cai Zhao, and the giant snake.

The water was indeed flowing—and it was hot.

There was a hot spring under the snow mountain.

One water jet became three, then seven… The cracks in the ice wall multiplied until the entire structure shattered. An overwhelming flood of hot spring water poured into the ice cave.

In an instant, the giant snake’s lair was submerged in a vast expanse of water.
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Mu Qingyan floated on his back in the warm spring water, his young, supple body as relaxed as possible. He was utterly exhausted after struggling against the raging currents for nearly an hour. Though he had always been tough and fearless in the face of strong enemies, he found himself powerless against nature’s overwhelming force.

A few more moments in the turbulent hot spring, and he would have passed out. Fortunately, the water had carried them to a calm, wide stone crevice.

Mu Qingyan gripped a soft, limp hand in his right palm, their hands bound tightly together with a strip of cloth. Cai Zhao floated beside him, still unconscious. He had to keep her nose and mouth above water. During the earlier turmoil, he could only hold her tightly. Only now did he dare let her float freely, though they remained tied together. He checked on her every few moments.

When the endless hot spring water had come roaring towards them, they had both gripped the Blazing Sun Blade stuck in the ice wall to steady themselves. However, the current was too strong, and Cai Zhao quickly realized the blade couldn’t support both of them. Without hesitation, she let go, allowing the current to sweep her away.

Mu Qingyan understood her intention. He had come this far for her—searching for the Snow Scale Dragon Beast to save Qian Xueshen. Though she hadn’t said it, he knew she felt guilty.

But thinking and doing are different things. Survival instinct is human nature. In the fierce, roaring current, to let go so easily—Mu Qingyan didn’t know what to say to the girl.

Almost the moment Cai Zhao let go, his hand moved faster than his thoughts and grabbed her. The massive, chaotic water flow hit them, tossing them about like a small boat in a vast ocean. Huge ice blocks and rocks battered them as they were swept along.

Mu Qingyan used one hand to deflect oncoming ice blocks, but his body still took many heavy blows, not to mention countless minor scrapes. The relentless current overwhelmed them. Several times, Mu Qingyan nearly let go, but he couldn’t bear to release the small, soft figure in his arms.

In his daze, he thought that for such a pure-hearted, upright girl as Cai Zhao to die here wouldn’t be too unjust.

As the hot spring began to recede, Mu Qingyan watched their floating bodies slowly sink. The surrounding stone walls, smoothed by the water, came into view. The pool must not be deep, as their bodies soon touched the bottom, leaving only a few shallow, clear springs around them.

He didn’t know where they were, but not only was the spring water warm, but the surrounding rocks were also pleasantly heated.

After laying Cai Zhao on a flat stone platform, Mu Qingyan untied the heavy bundle from his shoulder. Four small, blue-eyed, white-furred creatures immediately poked out their round heads, curiously looking around.

Mu Qingyan had thought they wouldn’t survive this ordeal, but the white-furred hounds proved hardier than he imagined. They had obediently hidden in the fur bundle, even paddling with their tiny paws at times.

The four little beasts whimpered softly. Knowing they were hungry, Mu Qingyan took out an oil paper package from his waist pouch, only to find the dry rations had turned to mush. Shaking his head, he spread the oil paper on the stone platform. The four little creatures immediately rolled over, wagging their tails and lapping up the food mush.

He patted their heads. “No parents to care for you, you’ll have to grow up tough.”

After settling the girl and the four beasts, Mu Qingyan finally tended to himself.

Using a small pool of clear water as a mirror, he untied his thick, long hair and wrung it out. He removed his dripping outer robe, revealing a flat, firm, fair chest beneath his inner garment. His muscular shoulders and arms bore over a dozen bloody scratches.

The water mirror reflected a young man with clear, sharp features—a high nose, thin lips, and handsome yet cold countenance. A blood streak ran from his fair left temple to between his brows, adding a touch of severity.

In such a situation, the priority should be removing wet clothes and lighting a fire to dry them, to avoid illness on top of injury.

He couldn’t make a fire, but the wet clothes had to come off quickly.

So, Mu Qingyan studied Cai Zhao with his chin propped up, hesitated for a moment, then reached out to pull her waistband with a solemn expression. To his surprise, the band didn’t budge.

The girl’s slender waist was bound by an intricate belt, beautiful but difficult to undo. To accommodate the Blazing Sun Blade in its hollow core, Ning Xiaofeng had specially made this four-finger-wide gold-threaded jade belt for his daughter. Jade buckles linked together, interwoven with fine gold threads in an ingenious structure.

Mu Qingyan felt from left to right, then right to left, unable to find even the main clasp.

After several more attempts, his handsome, usually impassive face began to sweat. The four little beasts had finished their food and were curiously raising their heads to watch.

A soft giggle echoed in the stone cave. Mu Qingyan looked up alertly to see the unconscious girl had opened her eyes.

Her eyes were large, dark, and full of mirth.

“I’m sorry, but I just couldn’t hold it in anymore,” Cai Zhao said, sitting up with a chuckle. “It’s just a waistband, brother, yet you look more troubled than when facing that ice-crystal giant snake. You’re even sweating—truly admirable!”

“For a young lady to laugh like this while someone’s trying to undo her belt—that’s equally admirable,” Mu Qingyan sat straight as a mountain, his face seemingly calm—but only seemingly.

“Undoing a belt is nothing. I was planning to wait until you started removing my clothes before opening my eyes to give you a real shock, but I couldn’t hold back my laughter,” Cai Zhao said as she began wringing out her clothes.

Mu Qingyan frowned. “There are still differences between men and women. Aren’t you afraid at all?”

“In matters of life and death, who cares about such distinctions? If I had woken up first, I would have removed your wet clothes too,” Cai Zhao replied matter-of-factly.

Mu Qingyan’s gaze inexplicably wavered for a moment.

With a click, Cai Zhao pressed somewhere on her belt, and two jade buckles popped up, loosening the belt.

Mu Qingyan maintained his composure. “… Your mother’s craftsmanship is remarkable. This belt is truly ingenious.”

“Oh, please,” Cai Zhao chuckled. “The ingenuity of this belt isn’t in the jade buckles, but in its hollow core. The buckles themselves are just slightly modified versions of common butterfly clasps.”

A thought occurred to her, and she asked suspiciously, “You’ve never even seen a butterfly clasp before? Could it be that you’ve never…”—Could the young demon lord’s life be so dull? Unbelievable.

Mu Qingyan’s face darkened. He reached out and pinched her ear. “Haven’t you heard of ‘don’t speak of improprieties’? You dare say anything that comes to mind. If you keep talking nonsense, I’ll head straight for Luoying Valley as soon as we get down the mountain.”

Cai Zhao was surprised. “Why go to Luoying Valley? Are you planning to raze it?”

“No, I’m going to destroy all the bookshops and theater troupes in Luoying Valley,” Mu Qingyan said, one hand gripping her arm, the other pinching her ear. “Instead of learning good things, you spend all day reading such rubbish!”

Cai Zhao covered her ear, protesting, “What did I say? I haven’t said anything yet! Ouch, ouch, let go first, please!”

Mu Qingyan released his grip and rested his head on the girl’s thin shoulder. “In your mind, do you think we all live decadent lives in golden palaces with meat and wine pools?”

Cai Zhao’s neck tickled from his warm breath. She tried to push his head away but couldn’t. “It’s not just in my mind, it’s what everyone thinks. The demon realm is full of beautiful women and nightly revelry—get off me, you’re heavy!”

Mu Qingyan continued to nestle in the crook of her shoulder, mumbling, “Actually, the demon realm isn’t always the same. It changes with its leader. When Nie Hengcheng was in charge, everyone was aggressive and ambitious. Now with Nie Zhe, people have lost their drive and only seek pleasure.”

After a moment of silence, he curiously looked up. “Why aren’t you saying anything?”

Cai Zhao sighed, “What do you want me to say? ‘Nie Zhe’s leadership is great, the less ambitious the demon realm is, the better, don’t be ambitious at all, let’s all just indulge in pleasure’?”

Mu Qingyan snorted, “You never forget your identity, do you?”

“It’s not that I want to remember, it’s that the world never forgets one’s identity,” Cai Zhao sighed softly. “Let’s change the subject—what did you take from Duan Jiuxiu when you attacked him?”

Mu Qingyan narrowed his eyes, resembling a fierce beast. “You saw that?”

“I did.”

“What do you think I took?”

“The manual for Qi Nong’s Divine Palm Technique,” Cai Zhao said with a friendly smile. “Don’t be stingy, brother. Let’s take a look.”

Mu Qingyan stared at her for a moment—this was Cai Zhao, capable of giving him the last chance at survival, yet occasionally eyeing him with suspicion.

He took out Qi Nong’s silk handkerchief from a hidden compartment in his waterskin. Cai Zhao examined it, finding half the characters had been washed away. “Is this Nie Hengcheng’s divine skill manual? What a pity so many characters are illegible.”

“If you could read it clearly, would you want to practice it?” Mu Qingyan asked.

Cai Zhao raised her head proudly. “I wouldn’t. If this skill was so powerful, how did Nie Hengcheng die at my aunt’s hands? I’d rather practice my aunt’s techniques!”

Mu Qingyan chuckled, “You have a point. However, Nie Hengcheng never fully mastered this skill.”

Cai Zhao was curious, “How do you know?”

“If he had fully mastered it, even if your aunt used her life-risking Celestial Demon Disintegration Technique, she couldn’t have defeated Nie Hengcheng.”

Cai Zhao sat up straight. “How do you know so much about this?”

“Because I’ve read this manual,” Mu Qingyan said slowly. “It’s called the ‘Purple Subtle Heart Sutra,’ passed down by our demon ancestor two hundred years ago.”

Cai Zhao was shocked. “What? Nie Hengcheng’s divine skill is your Mu family’s hereditary technique?”

Mu Qingyan explained, “I didn’t know Nie Hengcheng was practicing the ‘Purple Subtle Heart Sutra’ until I saw the remnants on this handkerchief.”

Cai Zhao’s mind was in chaos. “How is this possible? If Nie Hengcheng could dominate the world with this skill, why didn’t your Mu family practice it yourselves?”

“Because it became impossible to practice,” Mu Qingyan said gently, helping to wring out her wet hair. “According to records in the Nine Provinces Treasure Pavilion, only the first two generations of sect leaders successfully mastered the ‘Purple Subtle Heart Sutra.’ Its power was said to be immense, capable of changing the color of the sky and stopping rivers when mastered.”

“You’re exaggerating! It’s just a martial art technique, why would it change the sky and stop rivers?” Cai Zhao scoffed.

Mu Qingyan smiled and continued, “However, from the third generation onward, the ‘Purple Subtle Heart Sutra’ became increasingly difficult to practice. More than one Mu family member became crippled trying to master it, their meridians destroyed.”

“The eleventh generation leader finally deduced the reason based on historical records—the world two hundred years ago was vastly different from later times. Without abundant spiritual energy and treasures, what was once possible became impossible. Since then, no sect leader has attempted to practice the ‘Purple Subtle Heart Sutra.'”

Cai Zhao was puzzled. “But Nie Hengcheng practiced it, didn’t he? His power increased dramatically, and he didn’t become crippled.”

Mu Qingyan raised his head thoughtfully. “True. So I guess Nie Hengcheng found a way to practice the ‘Purple Subtle Heart Sutra.'”

“It must be the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva,” Cai Zhao mused. “Unfortunately, I didn’t know there was a snake den under that snow house. I hid the ice bottle with the saliva nearby, but I don’t know if it’s still there after all that commotion with the giant snake.”

Mu Qingyan glanced at her. “You don’t need to test me. Even if we had the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva, I wouldn’t dare practice the ‘Purple Subtle Heart Sutra.’ It has four levels, each a formidable barrier. The saliva is only the key to the first level. What about the other three? Nie Hengcheng might have known the secrets to the first few levels, but he still ended up half-dead without fully mastering it.”

“Besides, my father warned me repeatedly. If the ‘Purple Subtle Heart Sutra’ could be practiced, why didn’t so many brilliant Mu family members throughout history attempt it? Our ancestors’ warning, ‘Never practice it,’ must have a reason.”

Cai Zhao sighed and returned the handkerchief to Mu Qingyan, who crushed it to powder in his palm. “Alright, let’s focus on how to get out of here,” he said.

As Cai Zhao removed her outer garment, she lamented, “What a shame about my Blazing Sun Blade. I wonder where it ended up. And Qian Xueshen, I hope he’s still alive…”

Suddenly, they heard footsteps approaching from afar.

The stride was steady and confident, with no attempt at stealth.

Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao immediately became alert as a white-clad woman in her twenties came into view.

Her skin was pale, her features delicate. She showed no surprise or alarm at seeing the two as if she were simply visiting neighbors. She spoke casually, “You’re awake? The hot spring water has receded. You two don’t need to stay here anymore. Come out and follow me.”
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As they approached the hot spring cave, Cai Zhao and his companions traversed a long, winding stone corridor. Gradually, Cai Zhao caught whiffs of fresh, icy air seeping through tiny holes in the rock walls—a sign they were nearing the surface.

During their journey, Cai Zhao asked the white-robed woman her name. “Snow Woman,” she replied. Not her real name, but there was little he could do when someone didn’t want to reveal their identity.

Snow Woman’s skin was unusually pale, her eyes a light color. At first glance, she appeared to be in her early twenties, but upon closer inspection, Cai Zhao realized she was closer to thirty. Initially, her speech was halting, but after Cai Zhao asked a few more questions, her words flowed more smoothly. “She must have lived in solitude for years,” Cai Zhao thought to himself.

After walking for about the time it takes to drink a cup of tea, Snow Woman led Cai and Mu to a stone chamber. Like the hot spring cave and corridor before it, the entire room was constructed from smooth, pristine hot spring stones. Despite the icy world outside, the chamber was comfortably warm, likely due to the hot springs behind the walls.

The room’s furnishings were exceedingly simple: two stone shelves, a bed, a table, and a chair. One shelf held crude pottery bowls and plates, while the other stored ancient scrolls tied with coarse hemp rope. Surprisingly, the previously missing jade goddess statue now sat atop the stone table.

A familiar figure lay flat on the stone bed, immediately turning to face the wall upon hearing Cai Zhao and the others enter.

Recognizing him instantly, Cai Zhao planted his hands on his hips and exclaimed, “Qian Xueshen, you’re not dead after all! Good, because I have a score to settle with you. Get up!”

Qian Xueshen buried his head in the fur blanket, refusing to emerge like a stubborn quail.

Amused yet exasperated, Cai Zhao watched as Mu Qingyan lifted the fur bundle threateningly. “If you keep playing dead, I’ll squeeze the life out of these four little ones!”

“Why bother squeezing them to death?” Cai Zhao growled menacingly. “We might as well roast and eat them. The meat of the young is tender, after all!”

Unable to maintain his charade any longer, Qian Xueshen sprang up and lunged forward.

The four white-furred cubs poked their round heads out of the bundle, sniffing curiously. Upon seeing Qian Xueshen, they leaped out recklessly and bounded into his arms.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, Xuefeng, Xuzhu…” Qian Xueshen hugged them tightly as the cubs nuzzled his cheeks, inhaling his scent—so similar to that of their parents. The reunion between man and beast was filled with affection.

Mu Qingyan felt a pang of jealousy and turned away, grumbling, “This is why we should have our children. These adopted fur balls are completely unreliable—they’ve forgotten all about us!”

“Why are you telling me this?” Cai Zhao blushed inexplicably and quickly changed the subject by questioning Qian Xueshen. “Weren’t you captured a year ago? These cubs must have been born recently. How do they know you?”

Lowering his head, Qian Xueshen explained, “On the first night at the snow mountain hunting lodge, I made an excuse to relieve myself. I went to the snow pine forest and whistled. Xuefeng and Xuzhu knew I had arrived and happily brought their children to see me.”

Mu Qingyan, rubbing salt in the wound, added, “The couple was living peacefully on the snow mountain, having just given birth to four adorable cubs. A happy family of six, all ruined because they wanted to avenge you. Now these little ones are orphans at such a young age!”

Large tears fell from Qian Xueshen’s eyes as he hugged the four small beasts tightly, choking with emotion.

“Alright, alright, stop crying,” Cai Zhao said, feeling sympathetic. “Lie down; your injuries are serious.”

Suddenly, Snow Woman interjected, “After soaking in the Eternal Hot Spring for so long, all wounds should have healed. Haven’t you noticed?”

Cai Zhao was startled, realizing that the aches in his muscles and the tearing pain in his flesh had indeed subsided.

Mu Qingyan lowered her long lashes, remaining silent.

Snow Woman continued, “Those two large white beasts—he saved their lives. Consider it the repayment of a debt.”

Qian Xueshen abruptly raised his head. “How do you know that?”

“That year, when you and your brother rescued the two white beasts from beneath the ice rocks, I happened to see it through a crystal telescope.” Snow Woman pointed to a long, black tube on the stone shelf.

Mu Qingyan smiled faintly and bowed. “We haven’t thanked you for saving our lives, miss. I have a few questions if you’d be willing to enlighten us.”

However, Snow Woman shook her head. “I didn’t save you. The warm spring in the mountain’s belly washed you three up. According to my master’s instructions, we shouldn’t interfere with surface matters. If anyone comes up, we’re supposed to throw them back outside.”

As she spoke, she opened the stone window, allowing a biting, bone-chilling wind to sweep into the room. “This is already the mountaintop,” she explained.

“Then why didn’t you throw us out?” Mu Qingyan asked.

Snow Woman pointed at Cai Zhao. “Because of her. I wanted to save her, so I left you two in the hot spring pool as well.”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes flashed. “You know who she is.”

Snow Woman nodded. “She’s from Fallen Petal Valley.” Then, turning, she pushed open a stone door and brought out a dazzling golden-red blade.

Cai Zhao was overjoyed. “My sword! Thank you, Miss Snow. Thank you so much. But how did you know…”

Snow Woman continued, “Twenty years ago, not long after my master brought me up the mountain, I saw this sword. That woman said her name was Cai Pingzhu.”

“Aunt?!” Cai Zhao exclaimed in shock.

Snow Woman replied, “So she’s your aunt? Your faces are different, but your eyes are very similar to hers.”

Cai Zhao felt a bit flustered. “My aunt… What was she doing here?”

“She came looking for the saliva of the Snow Scale Dragon Beast,” Snow Woman answered.

Cai Zhao was stunned. She looked first at Qian Xueshen, then at Mu Qingyan.

Mu Qingyan understood the meaning in her eyes—as far as they knew, the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva had only two uses: breaking the Body Transformation Technique and cultivating the first level of the Purple Wei Heart Sutra. Could there be other purposes?

“So, did Lady Cai find it?” Mu Qingyan asked nonchalantly.

“She did,” Snow Woman replied. “She was very lucky, arriving just days before the Snow Scale Dragon Beast died. My master recognized her as someone from Fallen Petal Valley. No… actually, the Snow Scale Dragon Beast smelled the blood in your aunt’s body, and that’s how my master guessed her identity.”

Mu Qingyan sensed there was more to Snow Woman’s words. His heart stirred. “Miss Snow, you’ve mentioned Fallen Petal Valley several times. Do you have some connection to it?”

“Of course,” Snow Woman said, pointing to the jade goddess statue on the stone table. “My master’s great-grandmaster came from Fallen Petal Valley. One hundred and sixty years ago, she brought the world’s last pair of Snow Scale Dragon Beasts here to live in seclusion.”

Cai Zhao was extremely surprised. She touched the soft whip at the waist of the jade goddess statue, then felt the silver chain on her wrist. “That’s right! My chain evolved from whip techniques.”

Mu Qingyan sighed. “So it was Senior Cai.”

However, Snow Woman immediately denied this. “Our ancestor’s surname wasn’t Cai. Her name was Gu Qingkong.”

Mu Qingyan was taken aback and looked at Cai Zhao.

Cai Zhao smiled sheepishly. “Well, you see, Fallen Petal Valley originally had the surname Niu, then it was Gu, then Luo for a while, and finally became Cai.” She didn’t want to explain further—it was all due to a series of marriages where the men took the women’s surnames.

According to the records of successive valley masters of Fallen Petal Valley, Gu Qingkong was exceptionally talented, showing remarkable gifts at a young age. Unfortunately, she lacked Cai Pingzhu’s passionate nature and instead possessed a solitary and solemn disposition from birth.

As a child, she disliked playing with her siblings. As she grew older, she avoided sparring with her peers and even maintained a distant relationship with her parents. She disliked socializing, never involved herself in jianghu affairs, and eventually couldn’t tolerate being around anyone. In her leisure time, she either rode her horse alone or aimlessly sailed a boat.

Yet, it was this person—the least likely to cause trouble—who ignited the infamous reputation of Fallen Petal Valley’s “demon women.”

“My master said that at that time, the world’s spiritual energy was depleting, so cultivators turned their attention to spiritual beasts,” Snow Woman explained. “Our ancestor couldn’t stand it, so she fell out with the entire jianghu.”

She spoke lightly, but Mu Qingyan recalled reading about Gu Qingkong in the archives of the Nine Provinces Treasure Scroll Palace. One hundred and sixty years ago, this woman had turned the jianghu upside down.

Gu Qingkong couldn’t understand. Just a few decades earlier, these spiritual beasts had fought to the death to exterminate demons and monsters. It was bad enough that people didn’t remember the beasts’ kindness, but how could they be so cruel as to slaughter them indiscriminately, righteously taking their livers, gills, scales, and horns for their use?

Consequently, Gu Qingkong grew to despise humanity even more.

Strictly speaking, Gu Qingkong’s “rebellious actions” couldn’t be considered a betrayal of her teachers or ancestors, as she simultaneously made enemies with martial artists worldwide. She humiliated many from respected sects and didn’t spare those from evil cults either.

However, despite her exceptional talent, she couldn’t combat the greed of all humanity. Eventually, she retreated to the snow mountains with some surviving spiritual beasts, disappearing from the world.

Cai Zhao sighed, “Ah human greed knows no bounds. It’s a pity about these spiritual beasts. So our ancestor was trying to…”

“That’s not it,” Snow Woman interrupted. “Our ancestor never intended to save all living beings. She simply despised those self-righteous hypocrites. She left instructions that these unusual beasts should live if they could, and when they died of old age, we should build them a grave. There was no need to force anything.”

“Our ancestor also said that human greed would eventually lead to self-destruction. Once humans had killed each other off, this world would once again belong to these rare and unusual beasts.”

Mu Qingyan laughed, “Well said. Senior Gu had remarkable insight.”

Qian Xueshen spoke softly, “My master said something similar—all things in the world appear when they should and needn’t be forcibly retained when it’s time for them to vanish. My master came to the snow mountain several times, just hoping to find the bones of those unusual beasts, to mourn them and bury their remains together.”

Cai Zhao felt a sense of loss. “So now, even the last Snow Scale Dragon Beast has died?”

“Yes, twenty years ago. The couple died one after the other from exhaustion,” Snow Woman pointed out the window.

Mu and Cai looked down from the window. At the bottom of the vast cliff, thick ice covered everything. Several enormous, sturdy white bones protruded from the ice and snow, undoubtedly concealing the remains of various spiritual beasts beneath the ice layer.

Snow Woman continued, “When your aunt Cai Pingzhu came, the last Snow Scale Dragon Beast was still clinging to life, so she took the final portion of its saliva. My master and your aunt got along well, talking for many days until a man came looking for your aunt… I didn’t see him, but he called your aunt ‘Xiao Shu’.”

Cai Zhao nodded, “Mm, only my master or Uncle Zhou would call my aunt that.”

Mu Qingyan abruptly asked, “Miss Snow, your master is a woman, right?”

Snow Woman looked puzzled, “Of course she is. Our sect is all women.”

Mu Qingyan simply responded with an “Oh.”

Suddenly, Qian Xueshen raised his head, “You and your master have a crystal telescope, so you knew about what happened to my family sixteen years ago?!”

Cai Zhao’s heart tightened.

For the first time, Snow Woman showed an expression other than indifference. She sighed lightly, “As it happens, when your family’s tragedy occurred sixteen years ago, my master and I had gone down the mountain on business.”

“I thought you lived in seclusion? What urgent matter required you to leave the mountain?” Qian Xueshen grew agitated.

“It was indeed an urgent matter. My master said that if we didn’t attend to it, I couldn’t eliminate my inner demons and wouldn’t be able to live in seclusion peacefully,” Snow Woman explained. “So my master took me down the mountain to kill someone with my own hands.”

“Who did you kill?” Mu Qingyan asked warily.

“My father.”

Cai Zhao was stunned, and Qian Xueshen froze in place.

Snow Woman continued, “My father was fond of drinking and gambling. When drunk, he’d beat my mother. When he gambled away everything, he’d sell his children. He had already sold my three older siblings. As long as the price was right, he’d sell to any unsavory place. He lost money so quickly that he forced my mother into prostitution. Any lowlife with a few copper coins could abuse her. My mother couldn’t bear it and hanged herself. Then my father turned his attention to me…”

Cai Zhao was furious, “That’s worse than an animal!”

“Actually, animals are quite honest. They stop when they’re full and know to protect their young,” Snow Woman said calmly. “I met my master when she came down the mountain to buy salt, tea, and food. I begged her to save me.”

“Sixteen years ago, my master took me down the mountain for revenge. I tore out my father’s spine and hung it on a tree, letting him scream for three days and nights until he died in agony. As for the villagers who had abused my mother and me, I chopped off their hands and feet, one by one. When my master and I returned to the mountain, we discovered that the Tao hunter’s family home on the mountainside had been burned down.”

The stone room fell silent.

Qian Xueshen slowly sat back on the stone bed. He had thought his own fate was miserable, but Snow Woman’s background was even more tragic. Although the Tao family had been massacred, they had lived harmoniously and happily. Whenever he thought of his family, his heart was filled with warmth.

Snow Woman’s heart, in contrast, was truly like dead water, without any attachment to the mortal world.

Suddenly, everyone felt a tremor. The stone house shook, and the ground quaked.

Snow Woman stood calmly, “Don’t worry, this isn’t an earthquake.”

“Then what is it?” Cai Zhao asked, steadying herself against the stone table.

“It’s that green-eyed giant python,” Snow Woman replied. “It’s sensitive to heat and has been flushed by hot spring water for quite a while. It must be very annoyed and is throwing a tantrum underground.”

Mu Qingyan pressed his hand against the stone wall, frowning, “Why do I feel like these tremors are getting closer?”

Snow Woman nodded, “You’re right. The giant python prefers cold; the colder the place, the more comfortable it feels. The coldest part of this snow mountain is at its peak. Previously, it didn’t dare come up because its natural enemy, the Snow Scale Dragon Beast, was here. But now that the Snow Scale Dragon Beasts are extinct, it has been climbing higher and higher over the past twenty years.”

Cai Zhao laughed bitterly, “I thought we’d escaped that foul snake, but it turns out it’s now the boss of the mountain.”

“In that case, we should hurry down the mountain,” Mu Qingyan said calmly.

Cai Zhao agreed, “Yes, yes. Qian Xueshen, and Miss Snow, let’s go together.”

Snow Woman shook her head, “You go. I’m definitely not leaving the mountain.”

“If you don’t leave, you’ll eventually be eaten by the giant python!” Cai Zhao grabbed her arm.

Snow Woman looked slightly surprised, “People can eat snakes, so why can’t snakes eat people? Dying here is fine. My master taught me a saying: You are not a fish; how do you know the joy of fish? Miss Cai, you shouldn’t meddle in others’ affairs.”

Cai Zhao was at a loss for words.

Mu Qingyan took her hand, ready to leave.

“Oh, right,” Snow Woman suddenly turned back. A moment later, she brought out an egg the size of a pumpkin from the inner room. The milky-white eggshell had several mottled patches of varying depths. “Take this down the mountain with you.”

“What is it?” Cai Zhao asked.

“A Snow Scale Dragon Beast egg,” Snow Woman replied. “It’s been on the ground for many years but refuses to hatch. My master and I have tried everything—soaking it in hot spring water, roasting it over fire, burying it in snow, even sleeping with it… We don’t know if it’s a dead egg or not. It hasn’t shown any signs of life.”

“The Snow Scale Dragon Beast clan has had a connection with our sect. Rather than letting the giant python eat it, Miss Cai, why don’t you take it back to Fallen Petal Valley as a decorative piece?” Snow Woman placed the egg in Cai Zhao’s hands without waiting for a response.

Cai Zhao held the large egg in a daze.

Snow Woman then brought the Blazing Sun Sword and placed it on top of the egg. “Alright, you should go now. Be careful on your way down. Don’t drop anything.”

Cai Zhao stood there, utterly bewildered.
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Inside the stone chamber, everyone exchanged bewildered glances. Outside, snow and wind raged, while tremors from the giant python drew ever closer.

Only Mu Qingyan remained focused on the task at hand. He asked Qian Xueshen, “Do you have any Snow Scale Dragon Beast saliva left?”

Qian Xueshen replied apologetically, “No, there wasn’t much left from what my father and uncle collected in their youth. I put it all in that apricot-yellow jade bottle.”

Mu Qingyan then turned to Cai Zhao, “Did you hide the remaining saliva near the snow house?”

Cai Zhao smiled bitterly, “Yes, it’s in the ice wall behind the snow house.”

Mu Qingyan sighed, “Then we can forget about it. Even if the giant python’s movements hadn’t shattered that ice wall, the hot spring water would have washed it away by now.”

“Stop rubbing salt in the wound,” Cai Zhao said, her heart aching.

Snow Woman urged them, “You should leave quickly. It’s no longer safe here.”

After all the commotion, they had only managed to avenge the Tao family. Qian Xueshen, feeling guilty, gritted his teeth and said, “If there’s no other choice, I’ll go with you. Whether they flay me or chop me up, I’ll do my best to expose that impostor!”

“Expose what? Apart from coveting your Body Transformation Technique, what else is there?” Cai Zhao snapped irritably.

Mu Qingyan, his expression stern, continued questioning, “Miss Snow, you mentioned earlier that twenty years ago, the Snow Scale Dragon Beast recognized Lady Cai Pingzhu as a descendant of Fallen Petal Valley. How did it recognize her?”

Snow Woman pondered briefly, then replied, “At that time, Lady Cai was injured. The Snow Scale Dragon Beast followed her blood trail to find her. My master saw that although it was exhausted, it still showed great affection for a stranger, which led her to conclude that Lady Cai was a blood descendant of our ancestor.”

“Just as I thought,” Mu Qingyan exhaled deeply. He glanced at Cai Zhao and pulled out a razor-thin silver blade from his sleeve. “I need to cut your finger and drip some blood onto this eggshell.”

Cai Zhao hesitated, “Will… will that work?”

“My father once said that ancient spiritual beasts often shared a mental connection with their masters, established by recognizing their blood essence. Those two Snow Scale Dragon Beasts were saved by Fallen Petal Valley’s ancestors and lived together for many years. They must have imprinted on her bloodline.”

Cai Zhao agreed readily, “Alright, it’s just a cut finger. Let’s give it a try.” She placed the Blazing Sun Sword and the large egg on the stone table, then took the small silver blade and swiftly cut her left index finger.

Everyone watched intently as a drop of bright red blood fell onto the milky-white eggshell. It instantly transformed into two or three short red threads, as if embedded in the shell. Moments later, the eggshell emitted a soft crack.

Snow Woman, who had spent a full twenty years with this egg, heard this sound for the first time and couldn’t help but exclaim in surprise.

Feeling a surge of hope, Cai Zhao squeezed out a few more drops of blood. The red lines on the eggshell grew longer, gradually encircling the entire shell. Soft and loud cracking sounds continued until finally, along the thickest and longest red line, a crack appeared in the middle of the shell. The creature inside began to move, grunting and squeaking.

Covered in viscous egg fluid, a small, fleshy creature slowly emerged from the shell.

First came two soft horns, barely the size of mung beans, followed by a pair of swollen eyelids and a round head. Two semi-transparent flesh wings grew from its sides. The entire body was no larger than two or three palms, with only a row of glistening white scales along its spine, distinguishing it from an ordinary puppy.

It propped itself up on short limbs on the stone table, wobbling as it moved. Sniffing the air, it found Cai Zhao and began licking her with its tiny pink tongue.

Cai Zhao, who had witnessed her younger brother Cai Han’s birth and had experience holding and playing with infants, skillfully slipped her hands under the creature’s front legs and lifted it like a baby. The little beast struggled to open its amber eyes, blew two saliva bubbles, then grinned at Cai Zhao. Its smile was both silly and adorable, accompanied by a long string of drool that wet the stone table.

The Snow Scale Dragon Beast saliva they had sought so desperately was now available in abundance.

“Is this a Snow Scale Dragon Beast?” Qian Xueshen was the first to doubt. “I heard my father and uncle say that the Snow Scale Dragon Beasts they saw in their youth were extremely majestic and powerful.” The supposedly ancient hatchling before them looked even more foolish and cute than the mongrel puppy he had as a child.

Snow Woman’s face remained expressionless. “This egg was personally entrusted to me by my master. There’s no mistake.”

Cai Zhao carefully set down the hatchling. “Perhaps when it grows up, it will become majestic and powerful.”

Everyone’s gaze turned to the stone table, where the chubby, tender hatchling blew two more bubbles, resembling a blob of meat jelly.

Even Mu Qingyan was speechless for a long while before finally saying, “Maybe we should leave first. By the looks of it, it won’t become majestic and powerful anytime soon.”

No sooner had he spoken than another violent tremor shook the stone chamber. The giant python was not far away. Through the open stone window, a familiar, heavy scent of blood wafted in on the wind.

As the group prepared to depart, the young creature on the stone table suddenly raised itself. Its previously droopy eyelids snapped open, and a low growl emerged from its throat.

Mu Qingyan’s instinct was to reach out and pick it up, but the creature bared its teeth threateningly. Reluctantly, he turned to Cai Zhao and said, “Quickly, bring it to the window!”

Understanding immediately, Cai Zhao carried the creature to the window, allowing it to hear the commotion outside and catch the scent of the giant python.

The stench of countless corpses wafted over the snowy peaks, accompanied by bone-chilling hisses as the giant python slowly approached. Unexpectedly, the young creature grew excited. Its wings spread wide, the gleaming scales on its back stood on end, and it raised its neck to let out a roar. Though not particularly loud, the sound was incredibly deep, resembling a horn blown from the depths of the earth.

While others might not have noticed, Mu Qingyan knew that humans and animals have different auditory canals. Some sounds inaudible to humans can be heard by animals.

The young creature stretched its short neck, roaring continuously. The foul air seemed to freeze.

After twenty years, the fear etched deep in the giant python’s bloodline was awakened once more. This roar came from an ancient predator that had devoured countless of its kind throughout history. Before this natural enemy, even the once-invincible python clan could be easily dismembered and devoured alive.

After an indeterminate wait, the ground’s trembling gradually subsided, and the air returned to its previous icy chill.

“Has the big snake… left?” Cai Zhao asked uncertainly, looking down at the young creature in her arms. “It just roared a few times, and the big snake obediently ran away?”

Mu Qingyan glared disapprovingly at the small bundle in the girl’s arms. “Do you know what a natural predator is? It’s a nemesis that can slaughter an entire clan for generations, regardless of how much they multiply. For instance, our Sacred Cult is to your Northern Chen Six Sects.”

Cai Zhao replied dryly, “Whatever makes you happy, brother.”

The Snow Woman estimated that the giant python would retreat into the mountain’s depths. With the crisis averted, the group prepared to move on.

Mu Qingyan, ever skeptical, couldn’t be certain that even if this creature was truly a Snow Scale Dragon Beast, its saliva would effectively counter the Shape-shifting Technique.

At his request, Qian Xueshen meditated for the time it took an incense stick to burn. Then, producing a silver needle hidden against his skin, he transformed Mu Qingyan into a middle-aged, unsavory butcher with a face full of thick flesh.

Cai Zhao thought to herself: This is personal revenge.

Displeased, Mu Qingyan shot a cold look at Qian Xueshen, who pretended not to understand.

After consuming the saliva, Mu Qingyan’s body indeed turned ice-cold, as if dead. Moments later, he reverted to his original form.

Cai Zhao exclaimed joyfully, “It seems to be genuine!”

What do newborn babies produce most? Drool.

The chubby dragon beast cub grinned foolishly, drooling profusely. The Snow Woman brought out a large jade bottle, half a foot tall, for Cai Zhao to collect the saliva. “If it’s just to counter the Thousand Faces Sect’s technique, a tiny amount would suffice. I’m not sure how many people you plan to test, but this large bottle should be more than enough.”

Cai Zhao noticed a detail in her words. “A tiny amount is enough? How much saliva is needed at a minimum to reveal someone’s true form?”

The Snow Woman shrugged. “I’m not sure, but my master once said that someone poured a small cup of saliva into a twenty-jin wine jar, and it revealed the true forms of forty to fifty people at a banquet.”

“What?!” Cai Zhao exclaimed in surprise. “It works when mixed with wine, so does it work with water too?”

“Of course,” the Snow Woman replied. “Otherwise, why do you think the Thousand Faces Sect’s founding ancestor hastily retired from the jianghu? If a Snow Scale Dragon Beast simply spat into a water tank, anyone who drank from it would reveal their true form. With such a significant weakness, the founding ancestor naturally had to go into seclusion.”

Cai Zhao and Mu Qingyan exchanged a glance, while Qian Xueshen had a sudden realization. “So that’s why. Our sect only dared to gradually reemerge after confirming that the Snow Scale Dragon Beasts had completely vanished from the jianghu.”

Mu Qingyan sneered. “The Northern Chen ancestor foresaw that the Shape-shifting Technique had too many taboos and would eventually become a target. Before his death, he revealed how to counter the technique, intending to protect them. However…”

Cai Zhao sighed. “Unfortunately, even with all his abilities, the Northern Chen ancestor couldn’t account for human greed. The Thousand Faces Sect was ultimately unable to escape its fate.”

The Snow Woman filled a flask with saliva for Cai Zhao, stating that it would be enough to test over a thousand people.

As Cai Zhao’s loved ones remained missing, she was eager to move on without delay.

During their farewell, the chubby cub clung affectionately to Cai Zhao.

Feeling emotional, Cai Zhao said, “It’s not that I don’t want to take you down the mountain. There are too many bad people out there. You’re safer here. Perhaps when I find my master and father, I’ll come back to keep you company.”

Mu Qingyan scoffed, “Give it up. You complain for days when there’s no green onion in your wonton. Someone so attached to worldly comforts would struggle to stay in this cold, quiet mountaintop for even three days, let alone live here long-term to keep it company.”

Embarrassed at being exposed, Cai Zhao sheepishly told the Snow Woman, “When I have time, I’ll come to visit you and Little Snow.”

The Snow Woman’s lips curved slightly as if remembering something. “Years ago, your aunt said the same thing to my master before she left.”

Cai Zhao was taken aback.

The Snow Woman continued, “But my master waited for over a decade, and your aunt never returned. On her deathbed, my master hoped to see her one last time, but it wasn’t possible.” Despite her usual indifference, her words couldn’t hide a trace of resentment.

Cai Zhao lowered her head. “Not long after my aunt left here, chaos erupted in the martial world. Later, she fought a great demon. The demon died, but she was left crippled, bedridden for over a decade. She couldn’t have climbed this snowy mountain.”

The Snow Woman’s expression softened slightly. “I see. Is she in better health now?”

“She passed away three years ago.”

Before leaving, Cai Zhao repeatedly urged the Snow Woman, “If you ever tire of this place, come find me in Luoying Valley.”

The Snow Woman smiled faintly with a hint of mockery. “I like it here. I won’t get tired of it. Humans are the source of all evil. I never want to go down to the world of men again.”

As they descended the mountain, Cai Zhao sighed repeatedly. “I forced Little Snow to hatch for my selfish reasons. I don’t know if it was right or wrong. Now it’s the last Snow Scale Dragon Beast in the world. How lonely it must be.”

Qian Xueshen, remembering his solitude with his sect and family all gone, empathized and sighed as well.

Unexpectedly, Mu Qingyan coldly interjected, “Spare me your pity. Snow Scale Dragon Beasts have extremely long lifespans, living at least two hundred years. In two centuries, the world will change dramatically. Who knows, its kind might reappear in some remote corner. By then, even our grandchildren might be dust. We ordinary mortals shouldn’t waste energy worrying about that long-lived little creature!”

Qian Xueshen immediately stopped feeling sad.

Cai Zhao sullenly punched Mu Qingyan’s arm. “You don’t know how to read the mood.”

Halfway down the mountain, Qian Xueshen suddenly stopped. “You two go on. I’m staying here.”

Mu Qingyan raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you want my antidote anymore?”

Qian Xueshen smiled and shook his head. “The poison was fake, wasn’t it? Young Lord Mu, you’ve probably noticed many of my inconsistencies along the way. Thank you for your patience and tolerance.” He bowed deeply to Mu Qingyan.

Confused, Cai Zhao asked, “But what will you do here? It’s a desolate, snowy wilderness. Why stay?”

Qian Xueshen smiled faintly. “The Snow Woman’s words resonated with me. Both the Snow Scale Dragon Beast and the Shape-shifting Technique shouldn’t reappear in the world. It might be better if I died, but I’m not ready to give up this body yet.”

“This is where my whole family once lived. Staying here brings me peace. I’ll slowly raise Snow Feng and Snow Zhu’s children. Lady Cai, Young Lord Mu, meeting you two was my good fortune. All gatherings must end. Let’s part ways here.”

“I don’t want to return to the world of men either.”

As evening approached and snow began to fall again, the three bid farewell amidst the swirling flakes.

Watching Cai Zhao’s retreating figure, Qian Xueshen suddenly called out, “If I encounter travelers in need on the mountain, I’ll still help them!” After saying this, he picked up the four white cubs and turned away without looking back.

Hot tears rolled down his cheeks as he choked back sobs, walking into the snowstorm.

There was something he had kept in his heart, never telling Cai Zhao:

Thank you.

Thank you for saving me multiple times.

Thank you for defending me and helping me avenge my family.

Thank you for always believing I wasn’t a bad person.

Father, Mother, Uncle, Aunt – they weren’t wrong. The evil people were wrong.

With vengeance achieved and a new life ahead, he wished to spend his remaining years protecting this snowy peak.

There is no greater virtue than this.
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As Cai Zhao and Mu Qingyan passed the now-empty snow mountain inn, they rode the golden giant roc day and night, returning to the bamboo grove retreat in just two days. After a brief rest, Cai Zhao prepared to leave for Mount Jiuli, but surprisingly, Mu Qingyan said, “I won’t be going with you.”

Cai Zhao was astonished. Throughout their journey, he had stuck to her like glue. Why this sudden change?

Mu Qingyan smiled, “Uncle Cheng has informed me of the events of the past ten days. After we escaped down the mountain, although no one dared to kill the impostor to verify his identity, no one recognized him as the sect leader. Song Yuzhi and Li Wenxun have surrounded Muweixiong, allowing people in but not out.”

“Sect Leader Qi and your father have good relationships. Song Shijun and Zhou Zhizhen even put aside their sect affairs and arrived at Mount Jiuli a few days ago. The situation in the sect has reversed. The impostor and his followers are under house arrest, but the Shape-shifting Technique is flawless. The impostor insists he’s Sect Leader Qi, and no one wants to be the bad guy.”

“Now that we have a way to break the technique, Guangmen and Peiqiong Manor will support us. Whether I go or not doesn’t matter. If I go up the mountain and people recognize me, it might be counterproductive. You’ve probably thought this through hundreds of times and don’t want me to go either.”

Cai Zhao blushed, “I did think about that.”

Mu Qingyan leaned quietly against the bamboo window. The setting sun cast a soft red glow on him, his features elegant and gentle. He said, “You already know what to do, don’t you?”

Cai Zhao nodded, “I’ve been thinking about it the whole way.”

Mu Qingyan’s lips curved slightly, “Very clever and righteous. I believe you’ll succeed.”

“Mm.” Cai Zhao placed a hand on the doorframe. “Well… I’ll be going then.”

“Go on, take care.”

Cai Zhao lowered her head, dragging her feet as she slowly turned away.

“Zhaozaho,” Mu Qingyan suddenly called out, “Is there anything you want to ask me?”

Cai Zhao leaned against the doorframe, tilting her head. After a moment, she asked, “…Why did you ask if the Snow Woman’s master was male or female?” In truth, she had nothing to ask.

Mu Qingyan smiled, “Because I thought the Snow Woman’s master might be your aunt’s love interest.”

“Nonsense! My aunt was engaged. She and Uncle Zhou were childhood sweethearts. Don’t speak without evidence!” Cai Zhao scoffed.

“I know there’s no evidence, but I just feel your aunt had someone else in her heart,” Mu Qingyan said.

Cai Zhao asked curiously, “Why would you think that?”

Mu Qingyan gazed at her quietly, “Anyone with a bit of pride wouldn’t let their loved one marry another so easily. If it were me, if I ever had to let go, it would be the last thing I’d do in this life.”

Cai Zhao slowly averted her gaze, feeling the evening sun particularly harsh on her eyes.

Mu Qingyan tilted his head and chuckled softly, “But your aunt not only readily encouraged Zhou Zhizhen to marry her childhood rival, but also maintained a close, harmonious relationship with them for over a decade. That doesn’t seem reasonable.”

Cai Zhao bit her lip, “You can’t judge others by your standards. My aunt was an exceptionally open-minded and generous woman. What others might see as a big deal, she could laugh off.”

Mu Qingyan suddenly frowned, “What’s so great about being open-minded and generous? I prefer petty people. The pettier, the better! Now hurry up and leave before it gets dark!”

What started as a casual departure ended up with Cai Zhao being practically chased out of the bamboo grove retreat. She felt that Mu Qingyan’s moods were truly unpredictable.

Despite her irritation, she couldn’t delay her important mission. She sprinted at full speed, finally entering the gates of Qingque Town before nightfall. She then sneaked into an abandoned storage room in the backyard of a house in a secluded alley. Prying open three bricks in the wall, she found the disguise box left by Feicui and slipped out like a fish in the water.

Security on Fengyun Peak was tight, with disciples needing both tokens and face recognition to pass.

After observing secretly for a while, Cai Zhao knocked out a Guangmen disciple who was about to cross the cliff. She dragged him into the woods, took off his outer robe, and disguised herself to look 70-80% similar to him in the moonlight. She then put on his robe and took his token.

This simple disguise could only fool people temporarily and would be exposed immediately if she encountered someone familiar. Fortunately, Guangmen and Peiqiong Manor had sent many disciples recently, and the guards on Fengyun Peak barely knew the disciple Cai Zhao had knocked out. Given the darkness, they let her pass.

Once on Wanshui Qianshan Cliff, Cai Zhao moved like a fish in water, easily sneaking into the kitchens. She overheard the cooks complaining that ever since Sect Leader Song arrived, he had been watching the impostor almost 24 hours a day, trying to spot flaws, which led to frequent snacks and midnight meals.

This was a perfect opportunity. Cai Zhao smoothly poured some dragon saliva into the drinking water vats prepared for the midnight meal, then into the tea water vats, and finally slipped away to find her reliable Third Senior Brother Song in Chuinan.

Song Yuzhi was wearing a nightgown and reading by lamplight when a strange man suddenly climbed through his window. He was startled but didn’t call for guards, instead smiling calmly as he stood up, “…Junior Sister Zhaozaho?”

Cai Zhao was first delighted, then disappointed, “Is my disguise that bad? You recognized me at a glance.”

Song Yuzhi’s smile widened, his handsome, stern face suddenly softening, “That day when you were preparing to escape down the mountain, you climbed out of Chuinan’s window with the same posture.”

He added, “Your disguise is very good. Junior Sister, you’re very talented.”

Cai Zhao was elated by the praise but had no time to dwell on it. She quickly explained her plan to Song Yuzhi, emphasizing the importance of sealing off both Qingque Sect and Qingque Town, allowing people in but not out.

Song Yuzhi nodded calmly, not even asking about the origin of the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva. He simply put on an outer robe in the inner room and left with his sword, his actions swift and decisive, like a sharp sword cleaving through chaos.

Cai Zhao admired Song Yuzhi’s demeanor, thinking to herself, ‘Look at Young Master Song, this is what you call a proud son of heaven, open and bright, unlike someone with such severe trust issues’ — only to find the space beside her empty.

She was momentarily stunned.

Leaving Chuinan, Cai Zhao headed straight for Muweixiong, silently slipping into the inner hall like a shadow.

The inner hall was brightly lit. As the kitchen staff had said, the energetic Sect Leader Song was indeed confronting the impostor. Sitting nearby were Zhou Zhizhen with a grave expression and the silent Li Wenxun, surrounded by clearly divided factions of disciples.

Cai Zhao relaxed somewhat upon seeing Zhou Zhizhen’s refined and composed face. On their way back from the Snow Woman’s place, Qian Xue had informed him that although he didn’t recognize the eight and a half people whose bodies had been switched, he could confirm that Zhou Zhizhen and Yang Huying were not among them. This was because he had been seeking revenge against Zhou Zhiqin and Jin Baohui but, fearing the power of Peiqiong Manor and Siqimen, had hidden to secretly observe the leaders of these two factions.

In other words, Zhou and Yang’s faces were not among those he had dealt with. Out of the eight and a half people, excluding the half-person whose transformation was unsuccessful and the fake Qi Yunke and fake Zeng Dalou, six remained.

Master Song, his forehead glistening with sweat, gulped down a strong cup of tea, nearly choking on the leaves. He coughed several times. After receiving his son’s urgent message, he first felt secretly pleased, thinking Qi Yunke was indeed nothing special if the leader of the top sect could be replaced so easily. He thought perhaps he should take that leadership position instead. However, his heart then tightened as he realized that if the leader of the Northern Chen’s top sect had been replaced, how could the six Northern Chen sects ever hold their heads high in the martial arts world again?

Although he disliked Qi Yunke’s mild and honest temperament, he knew what was truly important in this life-or-death situation.

“Let me offer one last piece of advice,” Song Shijun said, staring intently at his opponent. “Whatever your initial plans were, they’ve all fallen through at this point! Be wise and recognize the situation. Quickly dispel your techniques and reveal your true forms. Then we can discuss other matters!”

The fake Qi Yunke smiled calmly. “Brother Shijun, if you’re so certain I’m an impostor, why not strike me dead with one blow? Just like that fake Zeng Dalou, once the person dies, the body-switching technique immediately dissipates.”

Song Shijun turned away angrily. What nonsense! If he could kill the man with one blow, he would have done so already.

The fake Qi Yunke laughed, “Brother Shijun, let me also offer some advice. Don’t be fooled by the demons’ tricks. They’re deliberately sowing confusion, hoping we Northern Chen sects will turn on each other.”

Song Shijun didn’t believe a word of it, but he dared not take the risk. After all, this was the leader of the top sect. If there was even a one-in-a-thousand chance he was wrong, the consequences would be irreversible.

“Stop putting on airs,” Zhou Zhizhen said coldly, addressing the gray-robed men behind the fake Qi Yunke. “Ambushing the Northern Chen sects on the return journey, attacking the Qingque Sect, and replacing important figures in the martial arts world—only the demon Nie Zhe has the manpower for such operations. However, if Nie Zhe truly had such impressive skills, he wouldn’t still be stuck with the word ‘acting’ before his title of leader.”

“I don’t know what help Nie Zhe has acquired, but he doesn’t have many people left in his Gangdi Shai Camp. The Northern Chen sects have sent messengers on horseback, alerting everyone to be on guard. You can forget about reinforcements. Why not come over to the right side? I guarantee on the honor of Peiqiong Manor that if you honestly reveal the whereabouts of Sect Leader Qi and Valley Master Cai, allowing us to rescue them safely, I’ll let all of you go without punishment.”

Song Shijun’s lips twitched. He didn’t entirely agree with this proposal but ultimately remained silent.

These words were persuasive, balancing kindness and authority. Cai Zhao, hidden in the shadows, nodded repeatedly in approval. Even the gray-robed men visibly wavered.

However, the fake Qi Yunke remained unmoved, insisting he was the real Qi Yunke and that everything was a demonic plot.

Song Shijun’s forehead veins bulged as he angrily shouted, ordering his men to draw their swords and hack at the tables in a show of threat and intimidation. The fake Qi Yunke retorted sharply, and both sides once again erupted into chaos.

Suddenly, a disciple behind Song Shijun cried out, “Elder Qian, what’s happening to you?!”

Everyone turned to look. The middle-aged protector’s lips had turned pale, his face ashen. His muscles and bones twisted and shook. In moments, his appearance changed completely, becoming an entirely different person.

While Song Shijun was still confused, Zhou Zhizhen had already drawn his sword. Taking advantage of the man’s dazed state, he swiftly struck several major acupoints. As the man collapsed weakly, Zhou coldly stated, “The body-switching technique has been revealed.”

As soon as he finished speaking, a middle-aged man behind Li Wenxun began to twist in the same way. This time, before he could fully reveal his original form, Li Wenxun’s fingers flew like the wind, immobilizing the man and placing him under guard. Soon after, this person too revealed a completely unfamiliar face.

The fake Qi Yunke, caught off guard by this turn of events, stood up in shock, his face as white as a ghost’s. A cold sensation slowly rose from his meridians, his skin, and blood gradually growing cold as if dying. Looking at the half-cup of tea he had just drunk, he realized the situation was dire.

“Ah!” Li Wenxun suddenly cried out, pointing at the fake Qi Yunke as he reverted to his original form. “It’s… it’s Qiu…”

“Qiu Renjie!” Song Shijun shouted in disbelief. “It’s you!”

The fake Qi Yunke (Qiu Renjie) attempted to raise his hand to end his own life, but Zhou Zhizhen’s sword swiftly struck his acupoint, causing him to collapse to the ground.

At that moment, the sound of many footsteps echoed from outside the hall. A handsome young man led more than a dozen guards into the hall, brandishing his sword. “Don’t hold out hope anymore,” he declared. “Sister Zhaozhao has already found the antidote to the body-switching technique and has added it to various water sources. It’s harmless to ordinary people, but you can no longer hide—Sister Zhaozhao, come out now.”

Cai Zhao wiped away her disguise and leaped out from the shadows.

Joy spread across Zhou Zhizhen’s face. “Zhaozhao, where have you been? Your mother was so worried about your disappearance that she was about to come looking for you herself! Come here and let me take a look at you!”

…

In the bamboo grove retreat, amidst flickering lamplight, Mu Qingyan sat alone in the quiet darkness after bathing and changing clothes.

Uncle Cheng entered quietly and reported, “Young Lord, everyone has arrived.”

Mu Qingyan nodded slightly.

Outside, a group of black-clad figures knelt in a semicircle. The leader, concealed in a large cloak, announced loudly, “Congratulations on your recovery and return, Young Lord. We have been anxiously waiting for over a year, and finally, this day has come.”

Mu Qingyan walked out of the retreat, his large dark robe trailing on the ground, its dark gold embroidery barely visible, like black tidal waves concealing a deep-sea monster, layer upon layer engulfing the mortal world.

He spoke, “You are the people Elder Quan left behind. Four years ago, I didn’t seek you out because I believed that once Nie Zhe was eliminated, the divine would naturally return to the right path. Thus, I alone would have been sufficient.”

“A year and a half ago, I didn’t seek you out because I could barely protect myself, and I didn’t want to implicate you in my potential demise.”

“Now that you’ve answered my summons, you should understand my intentions. Nie Hengcheng and his faction have usurped power for three generations, their influence deeply entrenched. Killing one or two individuals won’t be enough to set things right. Therefore, this mission will undoubtedly lead to bloodshed, with an uncertain outcome. Have you all considered this?”

The leader at the front raised his head, revealing a delicate and cunning face. He declared loudly, “We swear absolute loyalty to the Young Lord. Whatever the task, we await your orders!”

“Since that’s the case, you know the rules,” Mu Qingyan said, lightly raising his left hand. “Whether you’re here to change your fortunes or out of loyalty to Elder Chou, I won’t mistreat you once we succeed.”

Uncle Cheng brought forward a tray containing several dozen bright red pills, as vivid as blood, their brilliance making one’s heart tremble.

The leader at the front gritted his teeth and was the first to swallow a pill.

The others followed suit, their expressions ranging from resolute to hesitant.

Mu Qingyan watched silently as everyone took the pills, not saying a word.

His father had tamed rare birds and strange beasts, but what he needed to tame was a group of demons. His father’s skill in concocting medicines to cure illnesses and heal injuries, he had used to create deadly poisons to control life and death.

Mu Zhengming had lived a kind and modest life, yet he had always been at the mercy of others, never truly free, and had passed away far too early.

Where does the Way lie?

Some say it stands only with the strong.

As a child, he loved the story of Gong Gong in mythology—who, in his rage to seize the throne, crashed into Mount Buzhou. The pillar broke, and the earth’s bonds snapped. The northwest tilted, and the sun, moon, and stars shifted…

He deeply respected his father, but he would never allow himself to be sacrificed for the greater good as his father had.

If things didn’t go his way, he would overturn everything.

“Everyone, return now,” he said as a giant golden-feathered roc descended. Its broad wings stirred the chilling night wind. He mounted the roc’s back, and before soaring away, left a final message: “We’ll meet again on the Youming Huang Path.”

Pale moonlight fell upon him like a silver veil. The coldly handsome youth, indistinguishable between god and demon, vanished into the night sky.

…

Cai Zhao worked tirelessly through the night.

The fake Qi Yunke turned out to be Qiu Renjie in disguise, which explains his intimate knowledge of Wanshui Qianshan Cliff and his mastery of the Qingque Sect’s martial arts. Though he sought death and remained silent, others valued their lives more.

Within an hour, the remaining six individuals transformed by Qian Xueshen’s body-switching technique were revealed: two infiltrators from Qingque Sect’s outer circle, two from Guang Gate, and two from Peiqiong Manor.

Truly impartial, with favors spread evenly.

Though it was the dead of night, the mention of interrogation and torture instantly energized Song Shijun.

With six spies and a large group of captured gray-robed men, the water prison, torture chamber, and pipa hooks left by Old Sect Leader Yin Dai finally found their use.

In less than an hour, people began to confess. They didn’t know Qi Yunke and Cai Pingchun’s exact location, but they knew the two were nearby.

Finally, someone revealed a lookout in Qingque Town who had opened a coffin shop there last year.

Song Yuzi had already ordered the town gates sealed. Zhuang Shu personally led a team to force entry, and that night they captured the coffin shop owner. To many people’s surprise, Qi Yunke, Cai Pingchun, and even Zeng Dalou were all imprisoned in a secret underground chamber of the coffin shop. Their major acupoints were pierced with soul-scattering needles, leaving them in a daze for days, unable to use their martial arts.

After examining them, Lei Xiuming declared that the three were not in danger. Slowly removing the soul-scattering needles would neutralize the drug’s effects. Among them, Cai Pingchun was in the best condition, with enough strength to raise his hand and playfully pinch his daughter’s ear.

Cai Zhao finally felt relieved.

Watching her father being pushed into the medicine hut for an herbal bath, with the elders all busy—some checking for other spies within their sects, some continuing to interrogate the gray-robed followers, some cleaning up the mess from the fight—Cai Zhao quietly slipped away. She borrowed a prized steed from Song Yuzi and galloped down the mountain, heading straight for the bamboo grove retreat.

However, the person she wanted to report to was no longer there.

“The Young Lord has returned to attend to business,” Uncle Cheng said with a smile. “He said it’s time to settle the three-generation debt of the Mu family.”

Cai Zhao felt dejected. “I knew someone with his personality wouldn’t be content to just reclaim the position of leader. If so, why did he accompany me to the snow mountain? It was both troublesome and dangerous, nearly costing him his life.”

Uncle Cheng’s expression softened. “The Young Lord said he couldn’t leave you alone and helpless, couldn’t let you risk your life on the snow mountain by yourself. Seeing you safely return to Jiuli Mountain allowed him to leave with peace of mind. Delaying his plans for ten days or so was well worth ensuring your safety.”

“I… I’m quite grateful to him,” Cai Zhao said, lowering her head.

Uncle Cheng replied, “Didn’t you also protect and care for the Young Lord for many days?”

Cai Zhao sat down, dazed. “…That’s far from enough.”

Uncle Cheng glanced at the sky. “You’ve been busy all night, haven’t you? Are you hungry? Would you like a bowl of wonton soup?”

This abrupt change of topic left Cai Zhao confused, but she nodded. “Oh, yes, thank you.”

When the wonton soup was served, Cai Zhao recognized the familiar aroma of chicken broth and the shape of the wontons. “…He made this.”

Uncle Cheng answered, “The Young Lord wrapped the wontons before he left. The chicken broth has been simmering on the stove; it just needed to be heated up.”

Cai Zhao stared at the translucent milky-white soup. After hesitating repeatedly, she finally couldn’t resist asking, “Uncle Cheng, there’s no green onion.”

Uncle Cheng chuckled, shook his head, and turned to bring a small dish.

Cai Zhao sprinkled the tender green onions from the dish into her soup, stirred it a few times, and then suddenly looked up. “Uncle Cheng, there’s someone… I mean, a friend of mine gets angry every time she eats wonton soup without green onions. Is that considered petty?”

Uncle Cheng suppressed a laugh. “By normal standards, that would indeed be considered petty.”

Cai Zhao seemed lost in thought as if remembering something. Uncle Cheng called her name several times, saying it was nothing.

After Uncle Cheng left, Cai Zhao muttered angrily to herself, facing the soup bowl, “Trying to mock me before leaving, he’s the petty one! His whole family is petty!”

She blinked hard, then picked up her spoon and began to eat.

The wonton filling was tender, the green onions fragrant, but the soup was a bit too salty.

[End of Volume]

Volume Four – Fiery Abyss Chapter 65
As Cai Zhao had always believed since childhood, Ning Xiaofeng was the luckiest person in the world.

Two days later, she arrived at Mount Jiuli with Cai Han and his mother. To prevent unnecessary worry, her elder brother, Master Juechan, had kept her husband’s disappearance a secret. She only knew that the Qingque Sect had been attacked, but her daughter was safe. Upon arrival, she saw her husband, who had recovered about 40-50% of his strength, and only then learned of the heart-stopping events of the past half month. Throughout this ordeal, she had never experienced a single day of the same anxiety and worry as her daughter.

Standing outside the medicine hut, Cai Zhao watched her mother embrace her father, weeping bitterly. She couldn’t help but sigh, “Actually, Elder Master Yin was mistaken. Women don’t necessarily need to train hard to be strong. Look at my mother – everyone around her protects and cherishes her, unwilling to let her suffer even the slightest hardship. If you’re not capable enough, people won’t expect you to bear responsibilities. When the sky falls, let the tall ones hold it up… Right, Senior Sister Lingbo?”

Qi Lingbo snorted heavily and left haughtily, her nose in the air.

Upon returning this time, Qi Lingbo had changed the most, surprisingly no longer eager to argue with Cai Zhao. When the two women with a history of animosity met, Qi Lingbo either looked at Cai Zhao with a complex expression or walked away proudly without a word.

“What’s wrong with Senior Sister? Her temper has improved so much,” Cai Zhao marveled. She had just faced death on the snowy mountain and now saw things differently, but Qi Lingbo had been safely by Su Lianfu’s side. How had she changed as well?

“You don’t know,” Fan Xingjia lowered his voice. “After you stubbornly left the mountain that day, Junior Sister had a big argument with the Master’s wife. Once, when I went to the Twin Lotus Pond Palace to deliver calming pills, I overheard Lingbo complaining to the Master’s wife. She said it was all the Master’s wife’s fault for never urging her to train hard since childhood, only encouraging her to be lazy and seek comfort.”

Cai Zhao was astonished. “Senior Sister said such things?”

“Indeed,” Fan Xingjia, finally finding someone to share gossip with, spoke animatedly. “Junior Sister Lingbo said that not only did the Master’s wife fail to encourage her to improve and practice, but she also always told stories about the unfortunate fates of skilled female martial artists… uh…” He hesitated.

Cai Zhao shrugged it off. “You can just say my aunt’s name. I know about Su Lianfu.”

Fan Xingjia smiled awkwardly. “Anyway, that’s what she said. Now, Junior Sister Lingbo doesn’t even like to follow the Master’s wife’s instructions.” He changed the subject, “Chaochao, have you seen Senior Brother? He’s finally speaking today.”

Cai Zhao sighed, “Ah Senior Brother was unfortunate. He was under the influence of the Chaos Soul Needle for too long. His cultivation was already low, and when he woke up, he was confused and couldn’t speak properly.”

Though they had rescued him, the interrogation was far from over. Sect Leader Song tirelessly continued to shine. Through questioning the captured Dark and Light Hands of the Demonic Sect, they finally pieced together the whole story.

It all began with Nie Zhe. After being the acting leader of the Demonic Sect for ten years, he suddenly decided six months ago to remove the word ‘acting’ and become the official sect leader.

Song Shijun laughed upon hearing this: “Everyone knows Nie Zhe’s capabilities. Nie Hengcheng must be thoroughly embarrassed to have such a nephew. Years ago at the Nine Curves Valley treasure hunt, if it weren’t for Lu Shinan’s horse coming to his rescue in time, I would have torn him apart alive.”

Zhou Zhizhen pondered, “It’s not unprecedented for someone with low cultivation to become the sect leader of the Demonic Sect. It’s said that the eighth-generation leader was sickly from childhood, but he was cunning and full of schemes. His subordinates were fiercely loyal, and he gave our Six Northern Sects quite a hard time in his years, earning the title of a formidable opponent.”

Song Shijun scoffed, “You’ve dealt with Nie Zhe before. Do you think he’s cunning or full of schemes?”

“He might not be, but there must be someone formidable behind him, advising him,” Zhou Zhizhen replied.

Song Shijun fell silent.

As a sect leader for ten years, he could see the peculiarities in this whole affair.

“This matter is strange in every aspect, inexplicably so,” he hesitated. “This series of actions by the Demonic Sect… it always makes me feel that something doesn’t add up, as if… as if…”

Cai Zhao, remembering Mu Qingyan’s deduction, couldn’t help but interject, “As if the plans were brilliantly conceived, but poorly executed.”

Zhou Zhizhen clapped his hands in agreement, “Chaochao, you’ve hit the nail on the head. That’s exactly it.”

According to the confessions of the captured members, they learned that the Demonic Sect had accidentally captured a remnant of the Thousand Faces Sect a year ago. This prompted Nie Zhe (or whoever was behind him) to devise the entire plan.

Taking advantage of the 200th death anniversary of the Northern Chen Ancestor, they planned to capture all Six Northern Sects in one fell swoop, or at least capture the sect leaders. Once Nie Zhe could throw Qi Yunke and the other leaders before the Demonic Sect members, who would question his right to become the official leader?

The key to this plan was chaos – first to disrupt and weaken the sects, causing panic, and then to replace key figures amidst the confusion.

However, they didn’t anticipate that Luo Yuanrong would cause a disturbance at the memorial ceremony, leading to its hasty conclusion. As a result, the various sects, each with their concerns, chose different routes home. In the end, only a small portion of Nie Zhe’s hidden forces achieved their goals.

Nevertheless, the plan proceeded as originally set.

The first to be replaced was Zeng Lou.

As the person in charge of sect affairs, his frequent comings and goings made him the easiest target. Then, with the help of the fake Zeng Lou and bribed outer sect managers, they gradually smuggled Demonic Sect members into Qingque Town.

According to the original plan, Qi Yunke and Song Yuzhi should have been seriously injured in Wu Gang and Wu Xiong’s sneak attack, making it easy to replace them and subsequently replace Song Shijun, who would rush back worried about his son. However, due to Cai Zhao’s interference, the former was only lightly injured, and the latter, though severely wounded, remained clear-headed and immediately summoned Guangtian Gate guards to protect him.

This forced them to risk using the Chaos Soul Needle. The fake Zeng Lou brought the masked Qiu Jie into the sect, and it took two of them to subdue the bedridden Qi Yunke before replacing him.

They managed to stay undetected for two days, but Cai Pingchun, who according to the original plan should have returned to Luoying Valley, arrived in Qingque Town and was scheduled to meet Qi Yunke the next day. To avoid being discovered by Cai Pingchun, the fake Zeng Lou used the same trick that night, capturing Cai Pingchun with the Chaos Soul Needle.

Little did they know, this action would provoke Cai Zhao – an element that was never part of the original plan.

Before Qiu Jie could use the pretext of “discussing how to counterattack the Demonic Sect’s ambush on the righteous path during their return journey” to recall the sect leaders, Cai Zhao killed the fake Zeng Lou in front of everyone, completely exposing the body-switching technique.

By this point, the original plan had already fallen apart, and everyone began to suspect whether those around them had been replaced.

“Chaochao’s quick thinking, bravery, and intelligence will surely lead her to great achievements in the future,” Zhou Zhizhen said, both proud and wistful. “I remember the year when Pingchu hid your snacks, and you cried with your little face all red. It seems like it was just yesterday, but now you can shoulder such responsibilities on your own. Ah if your aunt knew from the afterlife, she would be so proud.”

Song Shijun couldn’t help but add, “Yuzhi is also remarkable. Despite his unhealed severe injuries, he held himself together to stabilize the situation. Brother Yunke and Xiaochun’s safe return is primarily thanks to him!”

“Father,” Song Yuzhi frowned.

Cai Zhao, however, strongly agreed with this sentiment. “Sect Leader Song is right. The happy ending we have now is largely due to Third Senior Brother’s quick thinking and insistence that Uncle Li surround Muweixgong Palace, allowing entry but no exit.”

“I’m glad you understand,” Song Shijun said proudly.

As Zhou Zhizhen had predicted earlier, after sending out several groups and suffering significant losses, Nie Zhe was running short of available forces. The first group sent to overthrow the Qingque Sect was all he had left, and they were led by the fake Zeng Lou to Wanshui Qianshan Cliff, waiting for the sect leaders to arrive. Even if they couldn’t replace them, they planned to take advantage of the confusion to massacre everyone, as they had done to Qingfeng Observatory years ago, establishing Nie Zhe’s authority and striking fear into the world.

However, they hadn’t anticipated that within two days of Cai Pingchun’s capture, Cai Zhao would violently rebel. Subsequently, Song Yuzhi and Li Wenxun, under the pretext of “protecting the sect leader,” trapped them in Muwei Palace, preventing anyone from entering or leaving.

As a result, they indeed had extra hands to escort Qi and Cai back to the Demonic Sect. However, due to the hasty turn of events, they didn’t even have time to deal with the two sect leaders before ascending Mount Jiuli. Meanwhile, the hidden scouts at the coffin shop, bound by earlier orders to keep the captives alive, never dared to harm the two sect leaders and Zeng Lou on their initiative.

Cai Zhao and Fan Xingjia marveled at the luck of their master and Cai Pingchun before deciding to deliver medicine to Qi Yunke together. Unexpectedly, as they reached the small garden in Muwei Palace’s inner courtyard, they overheard Yin Sulian and her daughter arguing behind a rockery.

“…I won’t go, I won’t!” It was Qi Lingbo’s voice. “You were the one who initially told me Third Senior Brother’s martial arts were completely ruined and that I should make other plans. Now that you see Uncle has arrived and Third Senior Brother is gradually recovering, you want me to eagerly curry favor with him. Is Third Senior Brother a fool that you can manipulate at will, getting close when you want and distancing when you don’t?”

“Child, why are you being so stubborn with me? I’m doing this all for you!” Yin Sulian said urgently. “If Yuzhi’s skills were completely ruined, at best he’d be a rich idler in Guangtian Gate. What would be the point of marrying him? What your aunt and I initially agreed upon, Yuzhi is well aware of. There’s no deception involved!”

“I still won’t go!” Qi Lingbo cried. “Third Senior Brother has never liked me since childhood. No matter how nice I am to him, he always has a cold face. This time he was severely injured, and I only visited him twice. Now you want me to act as if nothing happened and get close to him again. I don’t have such thick skin!”

Yin Sulian was shocked and angry. “You foolish girl! Our Yin family has been established in the sect for generations. Do you want to watch the position of sect leader’s wife fall into someone else’s hands?”

“Years ago, Mother first got engaged to that Qiu fellow, then married Father. Now you’re forcing me to fawn over Third Senior Brother. It’s all because our martial arts are mediocre, and we can only maintain power through our husbands. If you and Aunt had Cai Pingchu’s skills, if I had Cai Zhao’s abilities now, we could inherit the sect leader position ourselves. Why would we need to rely on others?”

Yin Sulian scolded, “What nonsense are you spouting? How dare you criticize your elders!”

Qi Lingbo burst into tears. “It’s all Grandfather’s fault! Everyone says he loves his daughters, but deep down he looks down on women. He never even considered that a woman could be a sect leader! It wasn’t until he met Cai Pingchu that he realized women could also possess world-shaking skills. Mother and Aunt saw through Grandfather’s prejudice and became resentful, always at odds with the Cai family. They even used Cai Pingchu’s misfortune to warn me, making me follow the same path as you.”

“But if I could live a glorious life like Cai Pingchu, even if it meant living a shorter life, it would be worth it!”

Enraged, Yin Sulian slapped her daughter across the face.

Qi Lingbo, holding her cheek, ran away crying.

Cai Zhao and Fan Xingjia remained motionless behind the rockery.

Yin Sulian stood still for a long time before finally sighing and walking away.

Fan Xingjia, watching her retreating figure, said softly, “Elder Master Yin himself was exceptionally talented. How could his two daughters’ aptitudes be poor? It’s just that because of Elder Master Yin’s weak constitution, both childbirths were difficult, causing Qinglian and Sulian to be born weak and sickly. I think Elder Master Yin doesn’t look down on women; he’s just worried about his daughters and doesn’t want them to suffer.”

Cai Zhao retorted, “Isn’t that stating the obvious? Whether you have poor aptitude and can’t learn advanced martial arts, or you have good aptitude but are too sickly to practice, what’s the difference? By that logic, Aunt Qinglian and Aunt Sulian have even more reason to hate my aunt — they were born weak, while my aunt was robust and energetic. Isn’t that more infuriating?”

“At least try to sympathize with the Master’s wife a little,” Fan Xingjia said with a wry smile.

“I won’t,” Cai Zhao said bluntly. “They only see the thief eating meat, not getting beaten. My aunt may have been talented, but her skills didn’t fall from the sky. She earned them through hard work and suffering. From my childhood to now, unless I was too sick to get out of bed, my aunt never let me slack off for a day, even if it was raining knives. I can only imagine how much harder she pushed herself. Senior Sister Lingbo talks a good game now, but if she had to endure that hardship, I wonder how long she’d last.”

Cai Zhao remembered when she first started practicing internal martial arts. To open the eight extraordinary meridians, sixty-four minor acupoints ached day and night. She had to maintain focus and guide her internal energy through her meridians to avoid going berserk. At the time, she bit her lips until they bled, her body drenched in cold sweat, unable to sleep. Her aunt would rather stay up all night holding her than let her rest for a moment.

After that ordeal, Cai Zhao understood her aunt’s intentions even more.

Upon returning this time, she noticed the change in everyone’s attitude towards her. It wasn’t about flattery or disdain; rather, she was no longer just a “child” but someone who could participate in important discussions.

The martial arts world isn’t a utopia, but a place where the strong prey on the weak and ability speaks louder than words. Qingfeng Observatory was once renowned, but after being massacred by Duan Jiuxiu, most people like Yin Dai only “considered the bigger picture and made long-term plans.” Besides Cai Pingchu, who else stood up for them?

Family background might earn you a second glance, but ultimately, you have to establish yourself.

“Ah Junior Sister Lingbo spoke rashly. Not just among women, but even among men, how many in the world are like Lady Cai? Most people are ordinary. Living an ordinary life with self-awareness isn’t bad. The problem with the Master’s wife and Junior Sister is…”

Fan Xingjia didn’t finish, but Cai Zhao understood his meaning.

The Yin sisters’ issue wasn’t their lack of martial arts skills, but their desire to maintain a status and power inconsistent with their abilities. At least Yin Qinglian had some cunning and strategy, while Yin Sulian lacked even that. If they had chosen husbands based on love, they could have lived comfortable lives relying on Elder Master Yin’s remaining influence.

Fan Xingjia shook his head and sighed, then suggested, “The Master’s wife must be distraught and might still be wandering in the garden. Let’s go through the back door to enter the inner room to avoid running into her.”

Cai Zhao agreed.

Unexpectedly, as soon as they snuck into the adjacent room, they heard Yin Sulian and Qi Yunke talking.

“…I’m talking to you about Lingbo and Yuzhi’s matter, why are you bringing this up? Have you forgotten what you promised my father and sister years ago?!” Yin Sulian’s voice was high and shrill.

“I haven’t forgotten,” Qi Yunke’s voice was low. “I promised Master to take good care of you, not to let you suffer even the slightest grievance, and I haven’t broken that promise. I also promised your sister to nurture Yuzhi well, which I haven’t neglected either. But Lingbo and Yuzhi’s marriage should be based on their willingness. If they have no interest in each other, what’s the point of forcing them to marry?”

“What do you mean no interest? Lingbo has admired Yuzhi since childhood. It’s Yuzhi who has always been cold and indifferent, making her give up! Yuzhi listens to you, his master, more than he listens to my brother-in-law. Can’t you persuade him properly? I see you’re just standing by and watching! Isn’t Lingbo your daughter too?”

“Precisely because Lingbo is my daughter, I hope she’ll be happy every day in the future, not choosing the wrong marriage partner for the position of sect leader’s wife!”

The room suddenly fell silent. After a long while, Yin Sulian said, “You… what do you mean? Did Senior Brother Qiu… did Qiu Jie say something?”

Qi Yunke replied, “He didn’t say anything. He didn’t say a word until his death.”

“He… he’s dead?” Yin Sulian’s voice trembled.

“Just yesterday. He tricked Yuzhi’s father, saying he wanted to confess about the Demonic Sect’s internal affairs, and took the opportunity to commit suicide.”

Yin Sulian staggered and sat down. Before her teary eyes, the image of a handsome, smiling young man from twenty years ago appeared — the gentle youth who would catch birds and pick flower buds for her, always indulging her wishes.

He had always been good to her, but she had always felt he wasn’t outstanding enough. First, she coveted Zhou Zhizhen’s handsome appearance and superior martial arts, then married Qi Yunke, who was about to succeed as sect leader.

Qi Yunke said softly, “I don’t mean anything else. I’ve ordered Senior Brother Qiu to be buried in the back mountain. When you have time, go pay your respects. Even if he wronged the whole world, he didn’t wrong you. If he had truly meant to deceive you, he wouldn’t have repeatedly kept you at arm’s length. A real spy, even if pretending, would have at least feigned closeness to you. To protect your reputation, he refused to let you get close at all costs, which is how Yuzhi saw through the ruse.”

Yin Sulian left her mind in a daze.

Cai Zhao and Fan Xingjia felt very awkward, having unintentionally overheard their master and his wife’s private conversation. They wondered whether they should enter or slip away.

“You two can come out now,” Qi Yunke unexpectedly called out, exposing their presence.
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Cai Zhao and Fan Xingjia emerged from the inner room like drenched quails, heads lowered.

Fan Xingjia, showing loyalty, rushed to explain why they had snuck in through the back door, taking all the blame. Cai Zhao added, “Master, we truly didn’t intend to eavesdrop on you and the Master’s wife. We won’t tell anyone about it.”

Qi Yunke was both amused and exasperated. “It’s alright, I understand. Besides, what your Master’s wife and I discussed isn’t something that needs to be kept secret. Ah everyone knows the situation.”

His voice sounded tired and somewhat resigned. After being ambushed by Wu Gang and controlled by the Chaos Soul Needle for days, Qi Yunke appeared much thinner, with seemingly more gray hairs.

He slowly leaned back on the recliner. “Xingjia, what did your Uncle Lei say about Dalou’s injury?”

Fan Xingjia replied, “Uncle Lei said the poison has seeped into Senior Brother’s bones. He’ll need at least half a year to recover.”

Qi Yunke sighed, “As long as he can recover, that’s good. Dalou has suffered greatly this time… Chaochao, is your father feeling better?”

“He could move around yesterday, but my mother refused to believe Uncle Lei’s diagnosis. She cried and insisted that my father rest for a few more days, which infuriated Uncle Lei,” Cai Zhao said, suppressing a laugh.

“Xiaofeng has never liked listening to doctors since childhood,” Qi Yunke smiled. “Chaochao, your father’s quick rescue this time is largely thanks to you. It’s a pity that at such a young age, not even a month after joining the sect, you had to endure such hardships outside. If Pingchu knew, she’d surely shout, ‘What a terrible trap this master has set, run away quickly!'”

Fan Xingjia burst out laughing, and Cai Zhao joined in, “Master, your imitation is spot on. That’s exactly what Aunt would say.”

As the three were joking, a disciple announced Song Shijun and Zhou Zhizhen’s arrival.

Qi Yunke, sensing they had something to discuss, asked Cai Zhao and Fan Xingjia to leave. However, Song Shijun called Cai Zhao back. Qi Yunke immediately understood they wanted to question her.

After Fan Xingjia left, Song Shijun eagerly asked, “Chaochao, a few days ago in the medicine hut, you said that Thousand Faces Sect disciple was already dead. Is that true?”

Without missing a beat, Cai Zhao smoothly replied, “Of course it’s true. The Demonic Sect didn’t trust him and had given him a controlling drug. After I brought him down the mountain, the poison soon took effect. I didn’t have time to bring him back then. Without an antidote, he naturally died.”

“The Demonic Sect’s methods are quite effective,” Qi Yunke commented. “It’s better that he’s dead, saving us from further troubles. Shijun, don’t overthink it. Besides, the Snow Scale Dragon beast’s saliva Chaochao brought back has greatly benefited Yuzhi. Have you thanked her?”

Song Shijun grumbled, “What’s the use of verbal thanks? When I return this time, I’ll pick out a nice treasure to send to Chaochao. That’s real gratitude.”

Cai Zhao liked this, beaming as she said, “Thank you, Sect Leader Song. It’s a pity there isn’t much saliva left. Otherwise, Third Senior Brother might have fully recovered his skills.”

Song Shijun looked worried, shaking his head, “That small amount of saliva is enough to nourish Yuzhi’s meridians. The Snow Scale Dragon beast is cold, and Yuzhi is struck with the extremely cold Netherworld Chill. More wouldn’t help. I wonder how your aunt treated Old Shi back then. Even your parents don’t know the details. Yunke, you spent the most time with Cai Pingchu. Can you think back? Maybe you’ll remember something.”

Qi Yunke smiled bitterly, “I happened to be away when Shi Brother was injured. I don’t know.”

Song Shijun sighed helplessly, then turned to Zhou Zhizhen, “Hey, why aren’t you saying anything?”

Zhou Zhizhen looked solemn. After a moment, he said, “Chaochao, did you not go to the Great Snow Mountain in the Far North?”

“Of course not,” Cai Zhao replied with an innocent and frank expression. “I got the Snow Scale Dragon beast’s saliva from that Thousand Faces Sect disciple. Because the saliva counters the body-switching technique, Thousand Faces Sect members always secretly kept some to guard against each other. I brought all of their years of collection this time.”

“That makes sense,” Song Shijun agreed. “The more dishonest people are, the more they guard against each other. That body-switching technique is so evil that unless the person dies, it’s practically flawless. Besides, the Great Snow Mountain in the Far North is so far away. Even if Chaochao rode at full speed, a round trip would take at least a month. How could she return in just a few days?”

Zhou Zhizhen sighed, “I don’t doubt Chaochao’s words, but… alas, I fear Zhiqin might have met with trouble in the Great Snow Mountain.”

This statement startled the other three. Only one was genuinely surprised, while another feigned shock.

Zhou Zhizhen continued, “Last year, Zhiqin’s son Yulin died while away from home. Zhiqin never revealed where it happened. Shortly after, he left with Dongfang Xiao on a long journey, saying they needed to clear their minds. They didn’t even attend the Ancestor’s centennial death anniversary.”

“I didn’t want to say anything, understanding his grief over losing his beloved son. It wasn’t until Zhixian was ambushed on her way back that the clan elders urgently tried to locate Zhiqin to protect the estate. After inquiring with the Dongfang family’s old servant, we learned they might have gone to the Great Snow Mountain in the Far North.”

“So what?” Song Shijun asked, puzzled.

“Previously, Zhiqin would send a pigeon message every month to report his safety, but there’s been no news this month,” Zhou Zhizhen said, frowning deeply. “If I’m not mistaken, Yulin also perished in that Great Snow Mountain. Why else would Zhiqin travel so far to go there?”

Qi Yunke consoled him, “They say the Great Snow Mountain is treacherous. Wait a bit longer. Perhaps Zhiqin and his brother are trapped by snow and unable to send a message for now.”

Zhou Zhizhen nodded.

Cai Zhao lowered her head inconspicuously, secretly delighted.

On her way back from the Great Snow Mountain, she had already planned this. To protect Qianxue, Shenxue, and the five young beasts, the fewer people who knew about the situation on the mountain, the better. It was a pity she couldn’t expose Zhou Zhiqin and the others’ true nature, but their miserable deaths had avenged the Tao family.

As she left Qi Yunke’s room, she encountered Ding Zhuo approaching. Cai Zhao greeted him and was about to leave, but Ding Zhuo stopped her, bringing up the matter of a martial arts competition again.

Cai Zhao was exasperated. “Do we still need to compete?” You already know my abilities, she thought.

Ding Zhuo looked serious. “The purpose of martial arts competitions is to exchange skills and broaden our knowledge, not to determine a winner or loser. As long as we compete fairly, what does it matter who wins or loses? According to legend, the match between Qingfeng Observatory’s founding master and Fengzhou Han of the Sky-Flipping Palm…”

“Alright, alright, Senior Brother, please stop. I agree,” Cai Zhao hurriedly interrupted.

They agreed to compete in half a month.

Five days later, Cai Pingchun fully recovered. Lei Xiuming threatened Ning Xiaofeng that if she dared question his diagnosis again, he would add something to Cai Pingchun’s medicine to make him “rest longer” for real.

To prevent further incidents, Zhou Zhizhen insisted on personally escorting the Cai family of three back to Luoying Valley, along with over a dozen warrior monks sent by Changchun Temple to assist Master Juexing. This should ensure a safe journey.

As they were about to leave, Cai Han looked worried, like a little old man. When Cai Zhao asked why, he replied with a glum face, “Mother said Aunt was far-sighted back then, insisting that Sister practice martial arts. Now we see it has countless benefits. When we get back, she’ll push me to practice harder too.”

Cai Zhao laughed, “Practicing is tough, but you won’t have to eat vegetarian food anymore. That’s a good thing, right?”

Cai Han looked indignant. “Sister doesn’t know, Grandmother suddenly had an epiphany. Every day on this trip, she’s been giving me delicious food. It was quite nice staying with the Ning family. It’s all the Demonic Sect’s fault for causing trouble, making my future life difficult — from now on, I’m sworn enemies with the Demonic Sect!”

Cai Zhao replied, “…Alright.”

The next day, Song Shijun was also preparing to leave. Before departing, he kept nagging his son, repeating, “If you can’t fully recover, just come back to Guangtian Gate. I’ll take care of you for life.”

Song Yuzhi expressionlessly shook off his father’s hand. “Son’s martial power is damaged, but I’m not an invalid. Father, go get some sun and think more positively.”

In the following days, the martial arts world remained calm, and peace reigned within the sect.

Cai Zhao finally moved back to Chunling Cottage. As Qi Yunke had promised, it was comfortable and scenic. However, she still felt listless and unmotivated. When the kitchen steamed perch with scallion oil, they forgot to add ginger slices, and she ate it without complaint.

Fan Xingjia asked why she seemed absent-minded. She replied, “I’m worried.”

“Worried about what?” Fan Xingjia didn’t understand.

Cai Zhao explained, “There was a fluffy little duckling, quite cute but with a bad temper. I looked after it for a while, only to discover one day that it wasn’t a duck at all, but a snobbish white goose. Fine, it’s a goose, but then it insisted on venturing out into the world. Ah I’m worried. What if someone roasts and eats it?”

Fan Xingjia thought for a moment, believing he understood. He exclaimed in alarm, “You’re not thinking about Uncle Lei’s ducks, are you? Don’t even consider it! If you want a duck, ask someone to buy it in town. If you touch the master’s ducks, he’ll fight you to the death!”

Cai Zhao was speechless. She patted Fan Xingjia and walked away with a sigh.

That day, she sat alone in the empty Qingjing Study for a while. The recent arguments and laughter seemed to still echo in the room.

She finally made up her mind and, with renewed spirit, rushed to Chunling Cottage with her skirts flying. There, she saw the maidservants standing in the corridor, all blushing and shy.

As she approached, she saw Song Yuzhi standing in her courtyard, hands behind his back.

She invited her strikingly handsome Third Senior Brother into the house and personally served tea. Unexpectedly, Song Yuzhi asked, “Junior Sister Chaochao seems in much better spirits today. Have you finally decided to go to the Demonic Sect?”

Cai Zhao nearly hit her forehead on the table. She quickly got up to close the windows and doors, pulling Song Yuzhi to the inner room to talk.

“Senior Brother, please be careful with your words,” she said seriously. “Why would a disciple of a righteous sect casually go to the Demonic Sect?”

Song Yuzhi looked at her calmly. “Junior Sister Chaochao might not know, but while the martial arts world has been quiet these past few days, there’s been a lot of movement in the Demonic Sect. They’re recalling personnel from various locations — it seems something has happened to the Netherworld Bamboo Path.”

Cai Zhao’s heart tightened.

Song Yuzhi continued, “When I was young, I heard from my mother that before Nie Hengcheng, most Demonic Sect leaders had the surname Mu. It’s just that Nie Hengcheng’s influence was great, and he led the sect for so long that people gradually forgot about this. Chang Ning is likely from the Mu family.”

Cai Zhao remained silent for a long while before nodding. “When I went down the mountain to find the Snow Scale Dragon beast’s saliva, he helped me a great deal and even saved my life. If all is well with him, then that’s fine. But if he’s in trouble, I should at least repay his kindness.”

She looked up. “Will Senior Brother try to stop me?”

Song Yuzhi shook his head. “I want to go with you.”

“???” Cai Zhao was stunned, never expecting this response. “You… why do you want to go? Uh, Senior Brother doesn’t need to worry about me. I can protect myself.”

Song Yuzhi smiled self-deprecatingly. “With only half of my power left, how dare I claim to protect others?” He paused. “I want to find Chang Ning and borrow something from him.”

“What is it?”

“The Purple Jade Golden Sunflower.”

Cai Zhao looked confused. “What’s that? I’ve never heard of it.”

Song Yuzhi explained, “It’s a Demonic Sect treasure, said to have been passed down from the Northern Chen Ancestor’s era. It has the effect of calming the mind and spirit, preventing one from going berserk during cultivation.”

“What does Senior Brother need this for?” Cai Zhao was still puzzled. “My aunt said that going berserk during cultivation is mostly due to insufficient skill, incomplete understanding, or similar issues — basically, personal shortcomings. Relying on external forces to avoid going berserk might result in future problems, even if you succeed in your cultivation. Abilities gained through one’s efforts are the most reliable and stable.”

Song Yuzhi’s well-shaped eyebrows raised slightly. “Well said. Your aunt’s insights are indeed extraordinary. However, I don’t intend to use the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower for cultivation, but for healing.”

Cai Zhao finally understood. “Can the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower help Senior Brother recover his martial power?”

“Correct.”

“How is Senior Brother so certain?”

“It can. Because your aunt once used the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower to restore Shi Xia’s martial power.”

“…” Cai Zhao was dumbfounded. After a while, she said, “No, I didn’t even know about this. How do you know?”

Song Yuzhi explained, “An elder in my family was struck by the Netherworld Chill and forcibly recovered, only to go berserk and die soon after. But Shi Xia lived well until the Tushan Battle. It wasn’t until after Nie Hengcheng’s death that he and his brother went into seclusion.”

“These past few days, I’ve been reviewing all the records from ten years ago. That year, after Shi Xia was struck by the Netherworld Chill, Lady Cai brought him to Qingque Sect for help. However, no one in the sect could do anything, so Lady Cai took Shi Xia away again. Surprisingly, just a month later, Shi Xia had recovered his martial power and even participated in the operation to suppress Elder Tianjixiao Duan Jiuxiu.”

“I carefully examined the events in the martial arts world during that month. The constant conflicts between righteous and evil factions continued, with nothing unusual. However, when I asked Uncle Li, he recalled something — around that time, Great Uncle Wang Dingchuan caught several Demonic Sect members trying to sneak up Mount Jiuli. Under interrogation, they revealed they were guards from the Demonic Sect’s treasure vault. Lady Cai had recently stolen the Demonic Sect’s treasure, the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower, and they had to recover it before Nie Hengcheng found out, or they would be sent to the God-Devouring Platform.”

“Considering the timeline, it wasn’t long ago that Heroine Cai took the treasure and left with Shi Hero,” said Song Yuzhi.

“What happened next?” Cai Zhao pressed.

“Nothing more,” Song Yuzhi replied.

Cai Zhao couldn’t believe it. “Did the matter just end there?”

“Of course not,” Song Yuzhi explained. “At that time, Nie Hengcheng was at the height of his power. How could he tolerate the Demonic Sect’s treasure being stolen right under his nose by Heroine Cai? However, the Demonic Sect didn’t pursue the matter further, nor did anyone seek out Heroine Cai again. If I’m not mistaken, after Shi Hero recovered, Heroine Cai returned the Purple Jade Golden Mallow without Nie Hengcheng ever noticing.”

Puzzled, Cai Zhao asked, “Even if Nie Hengcheng didn’t discover it, didn’t anyone else mention it?”

A subtle expression crossed Song Yuzhi’s solemn, heroic face. “Because it involved Heroine Cai, Grand-Uncle Wang Dingchuan didn’t inform Elder Yin or others. Thus, the matter was settled.”

“Oh, I see,” Cai Zhao nodded, cradling her teacup.

Song Yuzhi continued, “Heroine Cai is known for her integrity and righteous actions. Even with the Demonic Sect, she likely wouldn’t want to keep their treasure. After using the Purple Jade Golden Mallow, she probably returned it.”

Cai Zhao nodded vigorously. “Yes, that’s exactly like my aunt.”

“Therefore, I need to visit the Demonic Sect and ask Young Master Mu to lend us the Purple Jade Golden Mallow,” Song Yuzhi said, furrowing his brow slightly. “I hope he’ll be willing to lend it.”

“Of course, he should be willing,” Cai Zhao quickly replied. “He owes you a favor for the Snow Lotus Pill you gave him.”

“Showing kindness to gain favors isn’t the righteous way,” Song Yuzhi said, his eyebrows lifting slightly. His starry eyes dimmed, and his expression turned melancholic, like a bright moon sinking into deep, jade-green waters—so captivating it made one’s heart race.

Cai Zhao pressed her hand to her chest, urging him, “In the martial world, we shouldn’t worry about saving face. Recovering your abilities is most important; everything else can wait. Um, may I accompany you on this journey?”

Song Yuzhi’s eyebrows arched, his melancholy vanishing as he calmly asked, “Do you know how to get to the Ghostly Bamboo Path?”

Cai Zhao was immediately silenced.

“Perhaps you planned to ask for directions on the street?” Song Yuzhi inquired further.

Cai Zhao looked up at the ceiling, imagining:

“Excuse me, sir, do you know which direction the Demonic Sect’s headquarters is?”

“Pardon me, ma’am, could you tell me how to get to the Ghostly Bamboo Path? Did you hear me? ‘Ghostly,’ not ‘Oily’…”

The mental image was both amusing and slightly disheartening.

Song Yuzhi produced a small scroll from his sleeve and unrolled it for Cai Zhao to see. “This is a map I drew after researching the archives. It shows how to avoid many treacherous caves along the way.”

Cai Zhao was speechless.

Song Yuzhi then casually pulled out several gold-threaded, flower-pressed silver notes from his jacket. “We needn’t worry about travel expenses either.”

Cai Zhao remained silent.

She picked up the teapot and respectfully refilled Song Yuzhi’s cup, smiling obsequiously. “Third Senior Brother, let’s toast with tea to a smooth journey ahead.”

Later, Cai Zhao and Song Yuzhi left the mountain half a day apart.

The former left a note saying she wanted to emulate her aunt by exploring the martial world alone to gain experience.

The latter instructed his attendant to relay a message that due to his unsatisfactory recovery, he felt dispirited and wanted to clear his mind while searching for ways to regain his abilities.

They met outside Qingque Town.

Cai Zhao worried, “Do you think anyone will suspect we left together?”

“No,” Song Yuzhi replied confidently. “I deliberately waited until everyone discovered you had left, then had lunch with the other disciples before departing.”

“That’s good,” Cai Zhao said, still feeling uneasy and constantly looking back.

Song Yuzhi asked, “What’s wrong?”

Cai Zhao rubbed her head. “I feel like I’ve forgotten something.”

…

Ding Zhuo emerged from the inner chamber, smiling slightly. “Fifth Junior Brother, please prepare a fragrant bath for me tomorrow.”

“Certainly, certainly. So tomorrow is the day of the martial arts competition? Congratulations!” Fan Xingjia said, wiping sweat from his brow. “But Brother, there’s a small matter you should know about.”

“With the competition approaching, there’s no need to tell me about minor issues. It might distract me.”

“…This is something you must know.”

“Fifth Junior Brother doesn’t understand. What could be more important than tomorrow’s competition?”

“Your opponent has run away.”

Volume Four – Fiery Abyss Chapter 67
The Hanhai Mountain wasn’t a single peak, but a vast mountain range. As far as the eye could see, layers of peaks and undulating ridges stretched out. Lush green by day, the mountains transformed at night, filled with eerie lights and shadowy figures that blurred the line between human and ghost.

Two hundred years ago, the first Sect Leader, Mu Xiujue, chose this location to establish the sect. He initially built the Bliss Palace and the Nine Provinces Treasure Pavilion. Subsequent leaders added important sites like the Celestial Sacrifice Cliff and the God-Devouring Platform. Centered around these locations, countless secret passages and hidden doors spread like a spider’s web beneath the majestic mountains.

The only outward-facing path lay within a dense, ink-black bamboo forest. Riddled with traps and mechanisms on both sides, it earned the name ‘Ghostly Bamboo Path’ among martial artists.

Now, the Ghostly Bamboo Path was eerily quiet, without even a single ghostly light visible along the way.

At the eastern edge of the dense, dark bamboo forest stood a brightly lit mansion. Three layers of armed guards, both inside and out, remained vigilant. You Guanyue presented his token and hurried into the study, where a tall, handsome figure was bent over a desk.

“Come in,” said the beautiful yet cold youth, not even lifting his head. His long eyelashes cast deep blue-green shadows on his exceptionally pale skin.

You Guanyue prostrated himself. “Greetings, Young Lord.”

Mu Qing’an asked, “Is everything prepared?”

You Guanyue replied, “Wang Tianfeng has gathered all the young men from villages around Vermilion Bird Altar. Liu Jiangfeng waits outside, ready to act. Tang Qing leads the remaining forces under Tianquan. We await your orders, Young Lord.”

“Rise,” Mu Qing’an said, lifting his head with a soft sigh. “Elder Chou was unwaveringly loyal to the Mu family, as clear as day. But after his death, his followers either died or joined other factions. Few remain now.”

His gaze turned to You Guanyue standing before the desk. “Among them, you hold the highest rank. From now on, I’ll be relying on your talents, Lord You.”

You Guanyue bowed. “I’ll gladly die for the Young Lord!”

Mu Qing’an asked, “Thirteen, have the swords been retrieved from the Sword Cave?”

You Guanyue startled as a thin youth emerged from the shadows. He had been so quiet, like a ghost, that You Guanyue hadn’t noticed his presence.

Lian Thirteen reported softly, “I counted the men outside. Fifty or sixty swords should suffice.”

Mu Qing’an chuckled lightly. “Thirteen, you’re so frugal. Elder Cheng taught you well. Give the order: when they see ‘that thing,’ don’t engage in prolonged combat. Use the swords to sever its neck and spine. Go distribute the swords.”

Lian Thirteen obeyed and left.

You Guanyue, excited, said, “I heard that over a century ago, a Sect Leader passionate about forging swords gathered master craftsmen from all over. They forged hundreds of swords sharp enough to cut through iron over twenty years, hidden somewhere in the mountains—so it’s true!”

Mu Qing’an replied self-mockingly, “Even a broken boat has some nails. At least the Mu family still has some assets the Nie family doesn’t know about.”

You Guanyue, carefully observing Mu Qing’an’s expression, ventured, “Young Lord, we don’t need to attack head-on. It’s so troublesome. I know several secret passages in Vermilion Bird Altar. We could sneak in through them. With your skills, Young Lord, you could kill that Xiong Qianjin with one strike. Wouldn’t that be easier?”

Mu Qing’an pondered, then nodded. “Indeed, you were the Vice Leader of Vermilion Bird Altar for a few years, so you would know a lot. But I already tried the easy way over a year ago. This time, I want to try a different approach—do you know the best way to clean a filthy, disgusting room?”

You Guanyue laughed awkwardly. “Please enlighten me, Young Lord.” Inwardly, he thought, “We’ve all staked our lives on you. Don’t do anything rash.”

Mu Qing’an stared at the dim lamplight. “Before, I thought changing the room’s owner would be enough. Later, I realized this room wasn’t just dirty—even its pillars were infested with vermin. The best way to clean such a room isn’t to clean it at all, but to burn it down and rebuild.”

“Over a year ago, thinking my skills were sufficient, I rashly challenged Nie Zhe. I ended up surrounded and fled with severe injuries. This time, I won’t seek out Nie Zhe. I’ll push from the Ghostly Bamboo Path, inch by inch, all the way to the Bliss Palace.” He looked at the large map on the wall. “The first target is Vermilion Bird Altar.”

You Guanyue were shocked. “Young Lord, you mean to conquer each place one by one? That’s extremely difficult! Besides the Vermilion Bird Altar, there are Azure Dragon, Bai Tiger, and Black Tortoise—three main altars. I barely know anything about Vermilion Bird Altar, let alone the other three!”

“Yes, it will be challenging. Do you still wish to serve me?” Mu Qing’an’s eyes were like icy springs—utterly cold yet brilliantly beautiful. When his gaze fell on You Guanyue, the man felt a chill run down his spine.

He hastily replied, “Of course!”

Mu Qing’an watched him silently. “You Guanyue, were sold to the sect at six by a slave trader. Elder Chou saw your quick wit and talent, choosing you from many children as his alchemy apprentice. After Elder Chou’s passing, you escaped the Nie family’s purge due to your youth. Later, your efficiency and capability earned you a position as a branch altar leader.”

“Five years ago, you managed to befriend Xiong Qianjin, leader of Vermilion Bird Altar. His ‘love and trust’ promoted you to Vice Leader. Unfortunately, your good fortune was short-lived. Xiong Qianjin soon found two new favorites. Zhang Xun and Li Zhang replaced you as left and right Vice Leaders, and you were relegated to an outer branch altar.”

You Guanyue crouched on the ground, cold sweat pouring down his face, filled with humiliation and resentment.

Mu Qing’an continued, “I don’t care if you truly cherish Elder Chou’s kindness or if you’re just seeking to regain power. Remember only this—now that you serve me, you do exactly as I say. After Xiong Qianjin’s death, you’ll be the new leader of Vermilion Bird Altar.”

You Guanyue’s eyes gleamed, his blood heating up.

He rose and knelt beside Mu Qing’an’s chair, deliberately loosening his collar to reveal his handsome, slender collarbone. Smiling, he was about to speak when he noticed Mu Qing’an’s eyes turn cold as lightning, chilling him to the bone.

He shuddered and quickly pulled his collar closed.

Mu Qing’an spoke slowly, “I’ll say this only once: I dislike anyone coming within three steps of me.”

You Guanyue hastily knelt further away, resolving to maintain a ‘pure and untouchable’ image from now on.

Lian Thirteen returned after distributing the swords and reported, “Young Lord, it’s almost time.”

Mu Qing’an said, “Guanyue, take a sword as well. We’re about to begin.”

…

The night seemed to burn with the color of blood. Sounds of slaughter erupted throughout the valley, leaving corpses strewn everywhere.

Mu Qing’an’s figure flashed through the night sky like a sword cutting through the heavens. With two consecutive palm strikes, he shattered the massive iron-reinforced wooden gate at the entrance of Vermilion Bird Altar.

You Guanyue, eager to impress Mu Qing’an, led the charge with his sword, cutting down enemies left and right, unstoppable.

Lian Thirteen was slightly surprised. “It seems You’s martial skills are quite good.”

Mu Qing’an replied, “He’s always been one of the best among the younger generation in the sect. His cultivation and talents are top-notch, but Nie Zhe refused to use him regardless.”

As one of the four main altars, the Vermilion Bird Altar should have been filled with experts. However, Nie Zhe’s jealousy meant that the more talented someone was, the more likely they were to be sidelined. Xiong Qianjin, promoted by Nie Zhe himself, likely followed the same approach in selecting his subordinates.

You Guanyue led the charge at the front, while Mu Qing’an held the rear. Whenever a formidable enemy appeared, Mu Qing’an would step forward to eliminate them. After killing seventeen or eighteen experts, the tide of battle turned in their favor.

Seeing You Guanyue approaching, Zhang Xun’s beautiful face contorted as she gave a decisive order: “Release the corpse puppets!”

As an eerie, twisted flute melody sounded, a group of people with grayish-blue skin marched out in unison.

These ‘people’ had no eyes, with dry, sunken skin, emanating the aura of death. They made grating sounds from their throats, like otherworldly ghosts invading the mortal realm.

Under the moonlight, a horrifying scene unfolded.

Suddenly, the flute melody changed, becoming shrill and urgent. The desiccated corpses that should have been buried long ago began their assault. Though they lacked refined martial skills, they possessed immense strength and felt no pain.

When a corpse’s arm was severed, no fresh blood spurted out—only a viscous, dark red liquid slowly dripped.

You Guanyue shouted, “Don’t slash randomly! Aim for their necks or spines!”

Everyone followed his advice.

The corpses’ bodies were cold and rigid. Fortunately, Mu Qing’an had distributed sharp swords beforehand, or else they might have suffered greatly.

However, the sheer number of corpses gradually pushed You Guanyue and his group back.

Mu Qing’an listened intently, finally locating the source of the flute sound. He leaped suddenly, shouting mid-air: “Go!”

A short, thin man screamed and stumbled out from behind the crowd. Thin streams of blood flowed from his mouth, ears, nose, and eyes before he collapsed, dead, still clutching a short iron flute.

Zhang Xun hurriedly had someone else take over, continuing to control the corpses with the flute. However, those who use sound as a weapon fear having their dantian shattered by an opponent’s qi. Once broken, their life is forfeit.

Mu Qing’an followed the sound, infusing his internal energy into his shouts, breaking the dantian of two more flute players.

Zhang Xun hadn’t anticipated this situation. In previous attacks using corpse puppets, opponents were either panicked and disorganized or clueless about how to counter them. She never expected to encounter an expert like Mu Qing’an who knew exactly how to deal with them.

As the flute music stopped, the numerous corpse puppets lost their direction, collapsing like kites with cut strings.

“Thirteen, we can bring in the villagers now,” Mu Qing’an suddenly instructed.

Lian Thirteen immediately went to summon them.

Seeing no strong opponents left on the field, You Guanyue retreated to Mu Qing’an’s side, fawning, “So Young Lord was prepared all along. Your shouts just now carried such far-reaching qi and powerful energy, far superior to any lion’s roar!”

“Shut up,” Mu Qing’an said coldly. “The day you all came to pledge loyalty to me, two others had deeper cultivation than you. Do you know where they are now?”

You Guanyue froze. “…Is Young Lord referring to Brothers Han and Wu?”

“Han had already allied with Nie Zhe, trying to infiltrate as a spy. Wu was fickle, attempting to extract information about the Nine Provinces Treasure Pavilion from me—I’ve eliminated them both.”

Mu Qing’an spoke dispassionately as if he had merely crushed two insects. You Guanyue trembled, “Y-Young Lord did the right thing.”

“You’ve switched sides several times yourself, serving many masters. Do you know why I kept you?” Mu Qing’an seemed unusually patient with him. “It’s because you still remember the rules Elder Chou taught you.”

“The people of Hanhai Mountain—peddlers, farmers, weavers—are either descendants of sect members or ordinary folk who’ve chosen to follow us. Year-round, they diligently pay their dues without fail. In return, the sect protects them—this is the rule set by the Mu family.”

Like Mount Jiuli, the Hanhai Mountain range contained numerous rivers, swamps, hillsides, and fields, allowing for self-sufficiency.

When Mu Xiujue first established the sect, he was surrounded by his trusted generals. But like the Six Northern Sects, after one or two decades of propagation, the population inevitably grew. Moreover, when sect members died in battle, their families needed support; when new talented individuals were recruited, they needed accommodation. A community of over a thousand people required provisions for clothing, food, shelter, and transportation.

Over two hundred years, Hanhai Mountain developed complete markets, towns, and villages.

“Even the domineering Nie Hengcheng followed this principle. Nie Zhe, however, for his selfish interests, has greatly corrupted our sect rules—someone needs to teach him a lesson.” Mu Qing’an turned to You Guanyue. “Nie Zhe doesn’t dare capture people from the Six Northern Sects or outsiders to make corpse puppets. He can only target our people.”

“Your fall from Xiong Qianjin’s favor wasn’t due to lack of skill, but because Zhang Xun and Li Zhang could consistently provide him with dozens of young villagers to make corpse puppets, while you could only offer a few. Over time, Xiong naturally came to value Zhang and Li more.”

Mu Qing’an’s gaze was clear and penetrating as if he could see through everything.

You Guanyue trembled, unsure whether he was afraid that Mu Qing’an had investigated him so thoroughly, or moved that someone had finally noticed the small bit of conscience he had kept hidden.

“Cai Pingshu once said, ‘To judge a person’s character, don’t look at how good they can be at their best, but how bad they can be at their worst.'” Mu Qing’an gazed at the horizon, seemingly thinking of someone.

“Throughout your ups and downs, you’ve never truly crossed the line. That’s why I kept you.”

You Guanyue didn’t dare to act frivolously with Mu Qing’an anymore, standing attentively and properly at his side.

At this moment, villagers poured in like a tidal wave. Few formidable opponents remained on the field. They recognized familiar faces among the motionless corpse puppets, some even family members, and heart-wrenching cries filled the air.

Wang Tianfeng, a kind-faced, chubby middle-aged man, saw that the time was ripe. He immediately rallied the young villagers to storm the Vermilion Bird Palace and seize Xiong Qianjin for revenge.

When Mu Qing’an and You Guanyue entered the Vermilion Bird Palace, it was already in chaos.

Xiong Qianjin and a dozen of his followers were surrounded.

Seeing Mu Qing’an from afar, Xiong’s dark, fat face stretched into a broad grin. “Well, if it isn’t our little Lord Mu! When you fled in disgrace over a year ago, everyone thought you were dead. The Sect Leader even set up a cenotaph for you—you ought to be grateful! Why turn against us now?”

Mu Qing’an ignored Xiong Qianjin, ordering the huge windows to open on all sides. Pointing to the pitch-black outside, he said, “The weather is warming. I remember my father saying that around this time, every household would start preparing for the spring festival. The area around the Vermilion Bird Altar should be bustling with lights. Why is it so quiet and lifeless now?”

Xiong Qianjin’s fat face quivered, but he remained silent.

“Have you forgotten the sect’s rules, Altar Master Xiong?” Mu Qing’an asked.

Xiong Qianjin gritted his teeth, forcing a smile. “This wasn’t my decision. I couldn’t disobey the Sect Leader’s orders. I didn’t dare touch our sect brothers; I only used ordinary people without cultivation. They’re mere insects, Young Lord. Why bother with them? If you spare me, I’ll pledge my loyalty to you!”

The surrounding villagers glared at him with deep hatred, which he ignored.

Mu Qing’an chuckled, “Someone like you is too foul even to feed livestock.”

You Guanyue respectfully said, “Please, Young Lord, execute this villain yourself.”

To everyone’s surprise, Mu Qing’an shook his head. “Xiong Qianjin deserves death, but not by my hand. You will kill him, You Guanyue. Face him one-on-one in a fair fight. If you survive, you’ll be the next Vermilion Bird Altar Master.”

You Guanyue were shocked. “This… this…” Despite Xiong Qianjin’s repulsiveness, he had held his position for years, indicating formidable skills. You Guanyue weren’t confident in victory.

He forced a smile. “Young Lord, whether I become Altar Master is trivial. I fear I might embarrass you.”

Mu Qing’an gave him a cold glance, whispering, “Do you know how others see you? As someone who climbed to your position by becoming Xiong Qianjin’s plaything. If you want to be Vermilion Bird Altar Master, and later an Elder or Guardian, you can’t always carry this taint.”

“You can get by with flattery and schmoozing, but can you earn your subordinates’ genuine respect that way? Go, kill Xiong Qianjin yourself. Consider it your grand opening.”

Then, he announced loudly, “Altar Master Xiong, if you can defeat You Guanyue, I’ll let you go today.”

All eyes turned to You Guanyue, making him feel like an ant under a magnifying glass.

The crowd silently parted, creating a path for You Guanyue. He knew he couldn’t back down now.

Xiong Qianjin laughed heartily. “My little Yang Yue is so delicate, I’d hate to rough him up.”

You Guanyue gritted his teeth and advanced with his sword.

Xiong Qianjin’s punches were powerful and swift. His body, trained to be as hard as steel, was impenetrable even to sharp swords. You Guanyue could only circle, seeking openings to strike vital points. Knowing Xiong Qianjin’s weaknesses were his lower body and face from years of proximity, You Guanyue repeatedly attacked these areas. Xiong Qianjin roared angrily, counterattacking fiercely. You Guanyue barely dodged several close calls, breaking into a cold sweat.

After several exchanges, You Guanyue had identified Xiong Qianjin’s weak spots. However, each time he was about to strike a vital point, Xiong Qianjin would swiftly counterattack, forcing You Guanyue to abandon his offensive to dodge.

This put You Guanyue at a disadvantage. Xiong Qianjin, naturally strong, saw You Guanyue’s energy waning and laughed as he intensified his assault.

At this moment, Mu Qing’an’s calm voice drifted over: “The Vermilion Bird, also known as the Phoenix, sheds its flesh to be reborn from the ashes.”

A flash of inspiration struck You Guanyue.

Meeting Xiong Qianjin’s lustful gaze, he instinctively flinched. As he leaped to avoid a sweeping punch, he saw the Vermilion Bird carving on the palace beam, red as fierce flames, fearless in the face of death.

He understood everything.

When Xiong Qianjin’s next punch came, You Guanyue didn’t dodge. He let out a roar from deep in his lungs and decisively thrust his sword at the vital point.

In a desperate situation, the brave prevail. There was no room for hesitation.

Bang, bang, bang! You Guanyue’s shoulder, chest, and face were hit by three consecutive punches from Xiong Qianjin. His vision blurred, ears ringing. His nose felt dislocated, blood flowing freely. His shoulder and chest made cracking sounds, and even his internal organs were affected.

However, he had also struck Xiong Qianjin’s Tanzhong acupoint and slashed diagonally along his ribs, piercing his abdomen.

Xiong Qianjin bellowed like a wild bull. You Guanyue, enduring excruciating pain, swiftly severed Xiong’s arm and leg tendons with several sword strikes before staggering back, holding his nose.

He shouted, “Xiong Qianjin has committed numerous atrocities, harming the community for years. I’ve now disabled him but left him alive for you all to vent your anger. Everyone, step back!”

He looked towards Mu Qing’an.

The cold, aloof, handsome youth smiled genuinely for the first time, briefly saying, “Well said.”

Meanwhile, Lian Thirteen directed the crowd to attack Xiong Qianjin’s followers and the two vice altar masters, wounding them critically before handing them over to the enraged villagers.

Xiong Qianjin and his men finally felt fear as the villagers they had treated like animals pounced on them, tearing their limbs apart and biting into their flesh…

You Guanyue, gravely injured, stumbled towards Mu Qing’an.

The crowd parted respectfully to make way.

You Guanyue sensed a change in the gazes fixed upon him. The previous wariness, contempt, and mockery were replaced with solemnity and admiration. He knew that establishing authority wasn’t an overnight task; from this day forward, he would have to start anew.

You Guanyue knelt before Mu Qing’an, touching his forehead to the ground, letting his nosebleed flow freely.

He spoke earnestly, word by word: “From now on, I am at Young Lord’s command, ready to face death without hesitation!” Then he laughed heartily, despite the pain coursing through his body. “Where to next, Young Lord? Just say the word, no matter how difficult!”

“You still don’t understand,” Mu Qing’an smiled faintly. “This time, I’m not just aiming for the position of Sect Leader. I intend to reclaim the entire sect.”
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The Vermilion Bird Altar fell, and its leader, Xiong Qianjin, was torn apart by enraged villagers. Many others were captured, their fates hanging on Mu Qingyan’s decision. You Guanyue stood proudly to the left of the altar master’s throne, ordering his subordinates to bring the prisoners forward for Mu Qingyan’s judgment.

The first to be brought up was Zhang Xun, the left vice-altar master, bound tightly. He flashed a coquettish smile at Mu Qingyan, who sat calmly above. Despite years of rivalry, even You Guanyue had to admit Zhang Xun’s exceptional beauty.

Without even a flicker of his eyelids, Mu Qingyan ordered, “Crooked mouth, squinted eyes. Kill him.”

You Guanyue was stunned.

Next came the severely injured right vice-altar master, Li Zhang. Known for his perceptiveness, he immediately offered to hand over Xiong Qianjin’s hidden treasury and persuade the neighboring Azure Dragon Altar’s master to surrender.

Mu Qingyan lifted a finger and said, “Failing to read the situation. Kill him.”

“?” You Guanyue was bewildered.

Then came Xiong Qianjin’s trusted lieutenants.

“Shifty-eyed. Kill him.”

“Two-faced. Kill him.”

“Ignorant. Kill him.”

“Lazy. Kill him…”

“Wait, wait!” You Guanyue couldn’t bear it any longer. “He’s one of Xiong Qianjin’s top fighters. How can he be lazy?”

Mu Qingyan responded, “Oh, in that case, break his limbs before killing him.”

You Guanyue were dumbfounded. “Wait, Young Lord, you’re not planning to kill them all, are you?”

“Why not?” Mu Qingyan seemed even more puzzled. “Didn’t you already screen them? These remaining ones have repeatedly violated our rules and are covered in blood debt.”

You Guanyue laughed awkwardly. “Such a large Vermilion Bird Altar needs someone to maintain it, inside and out.”

Mu Qingyan replied, “Don’t we have you all? I think Wang Tianfeng is quite capable. With a few years of experience, he could manage on his own.”

You Guanyue brightened momentarily, then cautiously advised, “Thank you for trusting us, Young Lord. However, it’s better to keep some of the original people. After all, they are skilled…”

“What’s the point of keeping them?” Mu Qingyan interrupted. “To let the surrounding people continue to hate us, or to let them waver and secretly collude with Nie Zhe?”

You Guanyue paused, then said, “Young Lord has a point, but if we kill them all, what about the Vermilion Bird Altar? What if the Six Sects of Beichen attack now?”

“Then let’s disband the Vermilion Bird Altar for now,” Mu Qingyan suggested.

“Young Lord!” You Guanyue exclaimed in shock.

Mu Qingyan waved his hand, and Lian Shisan led his subordinates to deal with the remaining prisoners.

You Guanyue followed Mu Qingyan into the empty back hall, feeling uneasy. “Young Lord, I’ve asked too much. I should have followed your orders without question, like Brother Shisan…”

Mu Qingyan raised his hand to stop him.

He walked to the window and said, “Last night, before we stormed the Vermilion Bird Palace, I ordered you to leave a gap in the northeast, allowing some wavering members to escape. You advised me to set up an ambush there, but I refused.”

He continued, “I didn’t come with a large army, and I had no previous authority in the sect. There was no need to kill everyone who wanted to flee when faced with our small force. As Xiong Qianjin’s defeat became apparent, more people fled. Those who stayed until the end, whether captured or killed, were loyal to Nie Zhe and Xiong Qianjin. What’s the point of keeping them?”

You Guanyue’s eyes lit up. “So Young Lord had already screened the Vermilion Bird Altar members. I was short-sighted.”

Mu Qingyan nodded. “Thanks to Nie Zhe, the Six Sects of Beichen are now on edge. Their leaders are either busy investigating internal affairs or still recovering. They won’t provoke us for at least half a year. Even if someone comes to raid, we’ll maintain what we can and withdraw if we can’t. This applies not just to the Vermilion Bird Altar, but also to the Azure Dragon, Bai Tiger, and Black Tortoise Altars.”

You Guanyue pondered briefly, then smiled. “Young Lord has decided to reform and renew.”

Mu Qingyan turned to him. “When Nie Hengcheng died, you already took note. Do you think the Departure Sect under Nie Hengcheng is the same as the current one under Nie Zhe?”

You Guanyue chuckled. “How can a firefly compare to the bright moon?” After blurting this out, he added, “If even Nie Hengcheng achieved such prominence, I imagine the Divine Sect was even more powerful and impressive under the Mu family’s leadership.”

Mu Qingyan smiled. “You don’t need to cover up. Nie Hengcheng may have wronged the Mu family, but not the Divine Sect. During his decades of leadership, he managed the sect well, even surpassing my great-grandfather and grandfather in some aspects.”

You Guanyue was secretly delighted, thinking that although the new lord was young, he was shrewd, calculated, and remarkably open-minded.

However, just a few days later, he had to add ‘when dealing with official matters’ to this assessment. Regrettably, the new lord didn’t spend much time on ‘official matters.’

Mu Qingyan looked out the window towards the distant mountains. “It’s not the Hanhai Mountain range and these palaces that created the Divine Sect. It’s the ambitious leaders and loyal members throughout generations that built the sect into what it is today. As long as we work together, we have a great future ahead.”

You Guanyue, being extremely intelligent, finally understood Mu Qingyan’s determination. Smiling broadly, he bowed sincerely and said, “I understand now, Young Lord. Your talent and vision are unparalleled. From now on, I will follow your orders without doubt…”

“That’s not necessary,” Mu Qingyan seemed somewhat weary, his tone becoming casual. “Shisan has always been straightforward and single-minded, doing exactly as I say. You’re meticulous and capable, but without Elder Chou’s support in the sect, you naturally have more concerns. That’s not your fault—but you should leave now.”

You Guanyue were taken aback.

Mu Qingyan turned back. “Your smile now looks worse than a ghost’s.”

You Guanyue froze, finally realizing something. He quickly covered his swollen face and hurried away.

After he left, Lian Shisan emerged from the shadows, pouting. “That man is too talkative. Young Lord must have used up all his patience for the month. If you lock yourself in your room for a few days without speaking, Uncle will worry again.”

“The big task isn’t finished yet, so I won’t lock myself away,” Mu Qingyan said wearily, gazing out the window. The morning light illuminated half of his handsome face. “You Guanyue is troublesome, but intelligent people are never easy to win over. Elder Chou was once formidable with numerous disciples, but now only You Guanyue and Wang Tianfeng still secretly pay respects to him.”

“By the way, has Uncle returned?” he suddenly asked.

“He came back a few days ago and has already gone back to ‘Fleeting Beauty’,” Lian Shisan replied.

Mu Qingyan lowered his eyes, asking nonchalantly, “Did Uncle leave anything?”

Lian Shisan said, “The usual—telling Young Lord to be careful.”

Mu Qingyan turned around, displeased. “You should learn to use your brain more, like You Guanyue. Don’t get stuck in a rut. Since you know it’s the usual nagging, I’m asking if Uncle left anything new!”

Lian Shisan thought hard. “Oh, right! Uncle said, ‘Wonton should be eaten freshly made. If left too long, they lose flavor, and the eater gets angry’—what does that mean?”

A hint of joy slowly spread across Mu Qingyan’s face, blooming in a corner unknown to others.

If You Guanyue were present, he would surely have noticed, but Lian Shisan remained oblivious, asking bluntly, “With the fall of the Vermilion Bird Altar, one of the main altars, how will Nie Zhe respond?”

“He’ll certainly respond. As for how…” Mu Qingyan smiled. “I can pretty much guess.”

You Guanyue silently lamented in front of the mirror half the night, painfully resetting his nose bridge and applying the most precious ointment to his face. After half a day of rubbing, his reflection still looked pitiful.

His maid cried heartbrokenly, angering You Guanyue. “Why are you crying?! Stop it! From now on, at least I can choose who I sleep with. Isn’t that good?! Now go eat, or who will serve me if you starve to death!”

You Guanyue had planned to hide for a few days until he was more presentable, but Nie Zhe wouldn’t let him. Mu Qingyan sent two beauties, one after another, forcing the caring You Guanyue to show his face.

The first beauty was about seventeen or eighteen, with apricot eyes and peach cheeks, a slender waist, and stunning beauty when she looked up. She knelt timidly before Mu Qingyan, not daring to say a word, appearing pitiful and delicate.

“Your name is Chou Cuilan?” You Guanyue asked, his face tense.

The girl timidly replied, “…Yes.”

“You say you’re Elder Chou’s granddaughter?”

“Yes.”

“What did Nie Zhe send you here for?”

Tears welled up in Chou Cuilan’s eyes. “He told me to serve Young Lord Mu.”

Upon hearing this, Mu Qingyan seemed unable to contain his amusement. He rested his slender fingers on his forehead, chuckling, “…It’s like Dong Shi imitating Xi Shi. Nie Hengcheng should see Nie Zhe’s ‘achievement’.”

You Guanyue understood Nie Zhe’s intentions but still felt conflicted.

Although Elder Chou had a fiery temper, he fiercely protected his disciples and taught them martial arts diligently. The few years You Guanyue spent under Elder Chou’s wing after falling into slavery were his most peaceful. He felt a certain gratitude towards the old man.

“Young Lord, what should we…?” he hesitated.

Mu Qingyan: “Kill her.”

“??” You Guanyue exclaimed, “Young Lord!”

Chou Cuilan was terrified.

“Elder Chou never had a son, only a daughter with his late wife who married off early,” Mu Qingyan said nonchalantly.

You Guanyue quickly explained, “No, no, Elder Chou did have a son, born to a concubine in his later years.”

Mu Qingyan sighed, “See? Losing virtue in old age is worse than a retired prostitute reforming. Taking a concubine at that age is immoral. Still, let’s kill her. Elder Chou’s son never married, so how could there be a granddaughter?”

You Guanyue nearly choked—how did you know Elder Chou had a son?!

“Wait, wait! Although Elder Chou’s son never married, he had several favored maids. After Elder Chou passed away, his son lived aimlessly for two years before dying from alcohol poisoning. Months later, one of his maids gave birth to a posthumous child, who was taken in by the current Tianji Elder, Hu Fengge.”

“Is that so?” Mu Qingyan said lightly. “She doesn’t resemble Elder Chou at all. She must be an imposter sent by Nie Zhe to spy on us. To be safe, we should still kill her.”

“Young Lord,” You Guanyue said helplessly, “I’ve seen her from afar before. This girl is indeed Chou Cuilan.”

“Fine then,” Mu Qingyan conceded, gesturing to the kneeling girl.

Chou Cuilan, trembling with fear, crawled forward to kneel beside Mu Qingyan’s seat.

Mu Qingyan rested his chin on his left hand and smiled at the girl. His radiance was dazzling. “I like clever girls. Are you clever?”

Chou Cuilan seemed entranced, nodding dumbly, “…Cuilan is willing to learn to be clever for Young Lord.”

Mu Qingyan chuckled, “Good. Then I’ll be direct—I’m about to attack the Bai Tiger Altar, then the Azure Dragon and Black Tortoise Altars, and finally the Palace of Ultimate Bliss. I’ll kill Nie Zhe and reclaim the position of Sect Leader. So, don’t rush to place your bets. Watch for a few more days. Understand?”

Chou Cuilan bowed her head in confusion.

After the girl was led away, You Guanyue hesitated, “Young Lord, she was raised by Nie Zhe after all. Even if we can’t kill her out of respect for Elder Chou, shouldn’t we send her far away to avoid jeopardizing our plans?”

Mu Qingyan laughed softly, “The real Chou Cuilan died at age five. When I first entered the Divine Sect last year, Nie Zhe hurriedly found a beautiful girl of similar age to impersonate Chou Cuilan. But before he could finish grooming her, I escaped the sect, so this girl wasn’t put to use.”

“So that’s the truth!” You Guanyue were shocked. “In that case, we absolutely cannot keep her. We should eliminate her immediately!”

“No rush,” Mu Qingyan smiled. “This girl is quite pretty and acts well. It would be a waste to dispose of someone Nie Zhe put so much effort into grooming.”

You Guanyue was both surprised and impressed, feeling that Mu Qingyan was unfathomable, and dared not ask further.

The next day, Nie Zhe sent another girl. You Guanyue was so angry he nearly shattered his mirror. How could they use the beauty strategy one after another like this? He stormed out of his room, determined to vet this new vixen for the young new lord.

To his surprise, the newcomer wasn’t a coquettish young girl, but an extremely beautiful middle-aged woman with a heart-stopping name: Sun Ruoshui—one of the beauties sent to Mu Zhengming’s side by Nie Hengcheng over twenty years ago, and the one who ultimately succeeded.

Mu Qingyan’s birth mother.

You Guanyue didn’t dare say a word now, wishing he had never left his room.

Sun Ruoshui’s story wasn’t a secret among the sect’s upper echelons.

When Mu Zhengming was young, he had a tutor who soon left the Hanhai Mountains to live in seclusion, disappearing after an epidemic. To control Mu Zhengming, Nie Hengcheng went to great lengths to find the tutor’s only remaining granddaughter, groomed her for years, and sent her to Mu Zhengming’s side.

At that time, Mu Zhengming was in his prime and remembered his tutor fondly. Naturally, he favored Sun Ruoshui, especially given her exceptional beauty. The young man and woman, living together day and night, soon became intimate. Five or six months later, Mu Qingyan was born.

Elder Chou cursed furiously, but Nie Hengcheng was extremely pleased.

However, to everyone’s surprise, Sun Ruoshui’s heart belonged not to Mu Zhengming, but to Nie Zhe, her childhood sweetheart.

In Nie Hengcheng’s eyes, Sun Ruoshui was merely a useful tool. His nephew was officially engaged to Li Ruxin, the daughter of his deceased sworn brother. Before his unyielding uncle, Nie Zhe dared not say a word.

Later, Elder Chou died under mysterious circumstances, Mu Zhengming mysteriously disappeared after being severely injured, and months later, Nie Hengcheng was killed by Cai Pingshu. Zhao Tianba and Han Yisu gathered their forces for vengeful retaliation, only to face catastrophic defeat on the banks of the Qingluo River.

This series of bloody, chaotic events fulfilled Sun Ruoshui’s wishes.

She abandoned her not-yet-one-year-old son to a nanny and eagerly moved in with Nie Zhe. Although Nie Zhe couldn’t be intimate with her due to public opinion, Sun Ruoshui was happy just to see her beloved frequently.

Soon after, Mu Zhengming reappeared, took away his five-year-old son, and sent her a divorce letter. She officially married Nie Zhe as his second wife, living a life of honor as the (deputy) Sect Leader’s wife, surrounded by servants and living in luxury.

Strangely, after becoming husband and wife, their relationship became less harmonious than before. Nie Zhe would occasionally berate and neglect Sun Ruoshui.

Now middle-aged, Sun Ruoshui was still beautiful.

Sun Ruoshui tearfully recounted how she missed her son, how Nie Zhe prevented her from seeing him, how heartbroken she was, how difficult her life had been since Mu Qingyan and Nie Zhe fell out over a year ago, and how she hoped to turn swords into plowshares…

Mu Qingyan seemed like a cold salt sculpture, silently listening to the woman’s unbelievable lies.

“Why don’t we kill her too?” he said coldly.

You Guanyue didn’t dare utter a word, only forcing a foolish laugh.

Sun Ruoshui was shocked and scolded, “You, you unfilial son, how could you…”

A quick-witted maid beside her stepped forward to mediate, “Madam, don’t be anxious. The young master is just joking. Blood is thicker than water. After all, he came from your womb, how could he… Ah!”

A shrill scream, a pool of warm, thick blood. The maid lay dead on the spot, a deep, bone-deep sword wound from her left shoulder to her right waist, her intestines spilling out. Sun Ruoshui collapsed in fear, nearly losing control of her bladder.

Mu Qingyan placed his silver moon-like sword on the table and crouched in front of Sun Ruoshui, saying slowly, “Don’t talk to me about maternal love and filial piety. We both know what we are to each other. You don’t deserve to be a mother. I tolerate you and will support you in your old age, not because you gave birth to me, but because I promised my father.”

“So, don’t force me to break my promise and kill you. In our Divine Sect, we don’t taboo killing relatives. Do you understand?”

Sun Ruoshui nodded in terror.

Mu Qingyan turned his head, “Guanyue, do you have any Luanpo needles? Give her a few jabs. We’re taking action again tomorrow, and we can’t let her ruin our plans.”

You Guanyue felt greatly relieved and quickly affirmed that he did, adding that if he didn’t, he would forge needles overnight if necessary!

That night, Mu Qingyan had a dream he hadn’t had in a long time.

Before he was five, he didn’t know his name or who he was.

Other children in the crowded courtyard had fathers and mothers. Even if their parents had died, they at least knew who they were. Only he didn’t know, as if living in a haze. Worse, he was precocious, and this unknown confusion terrified him.

No one told him he couldn’t step out of the dilapidated room. Hard bedding, cold walls, feast one meal, famine the next, no matter how he cried, no one cared. Sometimes, watching ants in the cracks on the ground, he felt envious.

On sunny days, he would stretch his chilblain-covered little hand through the window bars, trying to grasp a bit of warmth.

But it was futile.

He grew to five years old in ignorance, only able to babble a few words, skeletal, pale, and sickly, barely human.

“Aiya, it’s a sin. Raising him like this is worse than killing him outright,” an old woman passing by would often mutter.

“Hush, old woman. Is this something we can discuss?” her husband would rebuke in a low voice. “After all, he’s a Mu family descendant. Killing him would look bad, but raising him well might lead to future trouble. Raising him like this is best. He’ll just be useless when he grows up!”

“Ai, his mother lives in luxury, dressed in silk and satin, not even asking once about her son’s life or death. How heartless!”

“People are naturally vicious. She just relies on her looks to deceive men!”

Five-year-old Mu Qingyan didn’t understand what these words meant, but he remembered them clearly.

His memory had always been good.

He remembered it was a drizzly evening, the sky dark blue, puddles dripping. Lice infested his messy hair, biting painfully and itchily. He scratched frantically with his chipped nails, leaving bloody scabs all over his scalp.

But the small, frail child didn’t cry, because he knew no one would come.

At that moment, a tall man pushed open the door of the dilapidated room and gently took him into his arms.

The man looked at him closely, called him ‘Yan’, and stroked his thin limbs with eyes full of heartache.

From then on, he had a father and a name.

His father bathed him, shaved his head, fed him, applied medicinal juice to each of his chilblains, and taught him to speak, write, and practice martial arts.

His father also guided him through extensive reading, pursuing knowledge from ancient classics, observing the sunrise and moon set, and feeling the exhilarating sensation of internal energy flowing through his meridians. His father wanted him to be elegant in behavior, courteous in speech, as lofty as mountains, as profound as vast seas, to appreciate the wonders of nature’s beauty, and to feel the fluidity of changing seasons.

Most importantly, his father told him, ‘Yan is the smartest and most understanding child in the world. I’m so happy to have such a son.’

Whenever Mu Qingyan recalled the past, what he felt most wasn’t joy, but grief for his father and fear of what might have been.

Deep, deep fear.

He often wondered, what if his father hadn’t survived his severe injuries and had died alone in some cave? What if his father had given up in despair and left? If no one had come to find him, would he have just rotted away day after day in that dilapidated little room?

He revered his father above all else in the world, more than his own life and death.

But if he had never come into this world, wouldn’t his father have been much freer?

…

The next morning, Mu Qingyan woke up as if nothing had happened, calmly directing the deployment of troops and explaining the strengths and weaknesses of the Azure Dragon and Bai Tiger Altars to everyone.

According to the plan, You Guanyue led a small force to feign an attack on the weakest of the altars, the Bai Tiger Altar. Its master, Sima Zhi, closed the palace gates tightly, refusing to come out, and desperately sent for reinforcements from the surrounding areas.

The Azure Dragon Altar’s master, Liao Tu, was his sworn brother. Hearing the news, he naturally came to the rescue, only to be ambushed by Mu Qingyan and Lian Shisan, who had laid in wait along the way with a large force.

A bloody battle ensued, ending with Liao Tu’s heart meridians being shattered by Mu Qingyan’s palm strike. Lian Shisan quickly cleaned up the aftermath and then gathered the troops to head towards the Bai Tiger Altar.

You Guanyue, who came to welcome them, wore a puzzled expression: “It was noisy at the gate earlier, but half an hour ago, all went quiet. I don’t know where everyone has gone.”

Seeing Mu Qingyan silent and looking weary, You Guanyue quickly ordered his subordinates to break open the Bai Tiger Palace gates with a battering ram. The victorious army charged in.

However, as You Guanyue had suspected, the front gate, front palace, and even the front hall were all empty. They rushed in and finally heard some sounds of fighting in the back hall of the Bai Tiger Palace, along with an angry child’s voice—

“You bunch of scoundrels! It’s bad enough that you harm righteous sects, that’s what your evil cult does. But now you’re even harming the common people under your rule? Are you even human? The people you took yesterday to make into corpse puppets, most of them have children serving in your evil cult! How can you be so immoral? You might as well die and be reborn sooner!”

Before You Guanyue could make sense of the situation, he noticed that Mu Qingyan’s expression had completely changed.

It wasn’t exactly joyful, but rather… alive. As if a cold ink painting had suddenly been filled with bright, vivid colors. The sparse blank spaces were instantly filled with the smoke and fire of the mortal world.

Breaking open the back hall’s great doors, they saw the motionless body of Sima Zhi, the Bai Tiger Altar’s master, lying in a pool of blood and corpses. Beside him stood a slender young girl, surrounded by two circles of Bai Tiger Altar disciples.

Lian Shisan led his men charging in, shouting orders to capture and disarm everyone they saw. The Bai Tiger Altar disciples, already badly beaten by the child, panicked even more at the sight of the invading army.

The child held a dazzling gold and red arm blade. Hearing the commotion, she suddenly turned around. Recognizing the newcomers, her face lit up with a delighted smile.

You Guanyue felt as if the girl was like a rising sun, bright and passionate, warming his heart. He glanced sideways and saw that Mu Qingyan had also been ‘warmed’ by this Sun, his eyes and brows softened into a smile as he slowly walked forward.

At this moment, a handsome young man holding a long sword, covered in blood stains, walked out from the side. He approached with a stern expression, “Zhaozao, I’ve cleaned up the other side. Is Sima Zhi dead?”

You Guanyue felt a chill beside him and noticed that his lord’s face had turned ashen.

—The warm sun had plunged into icy water with a splash, extinguished in an instant.
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The atmosphere was peculiar like a boiling iron pot suddenly covered with a lid. The water still simmered, but the bubbles couldn’t escape, trapped inside to simmer quietly.

After half a day of intense fighting, Cai Zhao was exhausted. Finally seeing his intended target, he failed to notice any unusual expressions and greeted him enthusiastically: “At last, I’ve found you! I thought I’d have to turn the Youming Huangdao upside down to find you. Dressed like that, I almost didn’t recognize you.”

Song Yuzhi, upon seeing him, bowed formally: “It’s been a while. I’m glad to see your demeanor remains as impressive as ever.”

Since his unsettling dream the previous night, Mu Qingyan had been gloomy since waking. However, it was his lifelong habit to appear increasingly proud and calm the deeper his troubles, never letting anyone see through him.

As his emotions churned, his gaze shifted between Cai Zhao and Song Yuzhi, alternating between joy and disgust. After a long silence, he coldly turned and left without a word.

“Hey, wait up!” Cai Zhao hurriedly chased after him, leaving behind a room full of people with varying expressions.

Lian Shisan immediately asked for instructions: “What should we do with the remaining people?” Many warriors in the Bai Tiger Palace had yet to surrender, and they were now shrinking back, planning to escape.

You Guanyue abruptly cut off his inquiry. “Shut up! Let those who want to flee go! Just deal with the stubborn resisters!” This fool couldn’t read the room! Asking Mu Qingyan now would surely result in a ‘kill them all’ order.

Then, turning to Song Yuzhi with his chin raised, adopting the stance of a servant catching an adulterer, he asked, “May I know how to address you, sir?”

…

Mu Qingyan strode forward quickly. Cai Zhao, fumbling to sheathe his sword, leaped to catch up and grabbed the gold-black robe sleeve. “What do you mean? I came all this way to see you. Stop right there!”

Mu Qingyan halted and turned, his pitch-black eyes cold: “Why are you here?”

“To find you, of course!” Cai Zhao replied, bewildered. “Did you think I came to challenge the entire Demon Sect single-handedly?”

Mu Qingyan sneered, “Not alone, it seems. Isn’t Young Master Song traveling with you?”

“I’ve never traveled far alone and don’t know the jianghu customs. I didn’t even know which way Youming Huangdao opened! The third Senior Brother has jianghu experience and plenty of money. Since he had business with you too, of course, I came with him!” Cai Zhao found this man utterly unreasonable.

Mu Qingyan, who couldn’t stand hearing praise for Song Yuzhi, spat venomously, “Uncle Cheng trained you for half a month at the Bamboo Grove Hermitage. If you wanted to find me, why didn’t you ask him? Why did you need Song to show off?”

Cai Zhao was stunned. “What? Uncle Cheng trained me for half a month. You already knew I was coming?”

Mu Qingyan snorted, “I wouldn’t dare to hope!” He flicked his long sleeve and strode away.

Even Cai Zhao’s good temper had limits. “Fine, fine! I was worried you were isolated and helpless, fearing Nie Zhe might capture and roast you alive! But now I see the great Young Master Mu has impressive skills and many followers. My concerns were unnecessary! Very well, I’ll leave now!” With that, he turned and began walking away.

Before he could take more than a few steps, the gold-black robe fluttered as Mu Qingyan appeared in front of him. “Where are you going?”

Cai Zhao shouted, “Where else? Back home! I may not know how I got in, but I know how to get out. Move aside!”

“What do you know! You’d get lost walking from one end of a town to the other. You’ll end up wandering and get caught by Nie Zhe!” Mu Qingyan’s words were particularly cutting.

Cai Zhao was exasperated. “I may not know the way, but Third Senior Brother does. No need for Young Master Mu to worry!”

Mu Qingyan firmly gripped her arm, his four pale, slender fingers sinking into her sleeve. Cai Zhao snapped, “Let go!”

“No.”

“Don’t make me chop off that dog paw of yours!”

Mu Qingyan placed his other hand on her pulse, noting her exhaustion. “You’re tired and hungry. I fear you’ll collapse on the way.”

The fatigue Cai Zhao had accumulated over the past few days surfaced, and she felt increasingly wronged. Angrily, she began to vent: “It’s all your fault! I couldn’t bear the thought of you out here alone and vulnerable. I know your father died young and the Mu family has fallen from grace, but I couldn’t let you struggle alone. That’s why I rushed here, stumbling all the way.”

“I’ve never traveled this far alone. The closer I got to the Hanhai Mountain Range, the stronger the Demon Sect’s influence became. Even the wonton shops might be run by them! I was terrified, barely sleeping or eating, and constantly on edge as I snuck into Youming Huangdao. When I finally saw you, I was overjoyed, yet you treated me with such coldness! My eagerness was misplaced. I’m done here!” As she spoke, she nearly broke into tears.

Mu Qingyan listened silently, his pale face gradually flushing. The cold, rotten atmosphere of the dilapidated house slowly dissipated as slanting sunlight streamed in—reminiscent of his favorite childhood moments.

Unconsciously, he tightened his grip. Cai Zhao cried out in pain, “Are you trying to crush me?”

Mu Qingyan released her hand, opting instead to hold her sleeve. Lowering his head, he led the way, saying, “Come on, let’s eat first.”

…

You Guanyue, peering from the window, was frustrated. “What’s happening? Did they argue and make up?” Unfortunately, he was too far away to hear anything.

Lian Shisan, having dealt with the Bai Tiger Palace remnants, approached and said, “Some have surrendered and revealed information about secret passages to the treasury. I’m not suited for this task, so you should handle it.”

You Guanyue turned eagerly and asked, “Who is this young lady? Have you seen her before? Is she the young master’s lover?”

“That’s none of your business. The young master will tell us when he’s ready. Don’t make wild guesses,” Lian Shisan frowned.

You Guanyue felt his colleague lacked ambition: “As subordinates, we should anticipate our master’s thoughts and concerns. How can you be a trusted aide if you’re so clueless?”

Lian Shisan asked, “Why should I be a trusted aide? What’s the point?”

You Guanyue was stunned, finally replying, “When the young master reclaims the Sect Leader position, his trusted aides will be second only to him and above all others.”

Lian Shisan pondered, “I’m already second only to the young master. Being above others doesn’t matter much.”

You Guanyue pressed, “If that doesn’t matter, what does?”

Lian Shisan answered, “Uncle Cheng said once the young master completes his great task, he’ll take me back to the countryside to arrange a marriage.”

Before You Guanyue could scoff, Lian Shisan continued, “Isn’t your maid called Xing’er? She seems capable and quiet, which won’t interfere with my sword practice. I might as well marry her. You don’t mind, do you, Altar Master, You?”

You Guanyue were shocked. Forcing a smile, he put an arm around Lian Shisan’s shoulder, adopting a fawning expression. “Brother Thirteen, you’re young and promising with a bright future ahead. Why limit yourself so early? As they say, ‘beautiful companions and fleeting years.’ When the young master achieves greatness and you rise to power, you’ll find beautiful and virtuous women everywhere. Why settle for a mere maid…”

After dealing with the Bai Tiger Palace aftermath, appointing Wang Tianfeng to inventory the treasury, and personally ensuring Young Master Song’s comfortable accommodation, You Guanyue returned exhausted but still diligently inquired about the master’s situation.

The maid Xing’er reported, “Water was heated for bathing, and the kitchen prepared a feast with seven dishes, soup, and two desserts. The kitchen staff was busy for nearly an hour.”

You Guanyue instructed, “This young lady seems important. Serve her well, and help her with hair and dressing. Don’t let her do things herself. The key to good service is in the details, subtle and imperceptible.”

Xing’er obediently agreed, “Understood. The young lady is still bathing. I’ll attend to her shortly.”

You Guanyue asked about Mu Qingyan: “Where’s the young master? I need to report today’s post-battle situation.”

Xing’er replied, “Oh, the young master is in the young lady’s room.”

You Guanyue nodded and was about to leave when something seemed amiss. “Wait, what did you say the young lady was doing?”

“The young master told her to eat first, then bathe. So she’s still bathing.”

“And where is the young master?”

“In the young lady’s room.”

You Guanyue’s mind raced with indescribable thoughts. He sat back down and said, “Xing’er, let’s have dinner first.”
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In an exquisite and cozy bedroom, steam rose from the inner chamber while the outer hall remained clean and dry. A magnificent three-panel screen adorned with cloud patterns separated the two rooms.

Cai Zhao, dozing off in the bathtub, sighed contentedly, “Why do you always insist on sitting outside when I bathe? What about my reputation?”

Mu Qing’an, seated at a table and fiddling with an ink-patterned porcelain teacup, replied, “Miss Feng Zhao’s reputation has nothing to do with you, Cai the female warrior.”

Cai Zhao sat up straight. “Oh, so I’m Feng Zhao now. What about Feng Han?”

“Feng Han is buried in the snowy mountains,” Mu Qing’an responded.

“Then what about Third Senior Brother? He’s from the Northern Chen Six Sects. It’s not appropriate for him to stay at the Demonic Cult’s headquarters, is it?” Cai Zhao pondered.

Mu Qing’an’s hand paused as he slowly put down the teacup. “Let’s call him Feng San. You can address him as Third Brother to avoid slipping up when calling him Third Senior Brother.”

Cai Zhao nearly slipped in the bathtub. “Feng San sounds awful. Hmm, his maternal grandfather is the old sect leader Yin Dai, and his mother is the Blue Lotus Lady. Let’s call him Dai Qingyu.”

“Hmph, not a bad name,” Mu Qing’an grumbled, his teeth on edge.

Cai Zhao’s heart skipped a beat. Quickly changing the subject, she asked, “By the way, you mentioned your mother is in this residence. What do you plan to do?”

“Nothing,” Mu Qing’an replied, aware of the girl’s attempt to change topics but not calling her out on it. “I promised my father I’d look after her in her old age, so that’s what I’ll do. Once we deal with Nie Zhe and his faction, I’ll find her a clean, comfortable place to live. She’ll have food, drink, and servants, but Madam Sun won’t be able to throw her weight around as the Cult Leader’s mother anymore.”

A son referring to his mother as “Madam X” was a story in itself.

Cai Zhao sighed softly. “When a mother is unkind, the child becomes unfilial. It’s the way of the world, and there will be retribution. Your mother ignored you for over a decade, so this outcome is fitting.”

Mu Qing’an balanced the teacup on his fingertip, spinning it in circles. “I can’t say she completely ignored me. At first, Nie Zhe treated her well, but as his love faded, he became close to his first wife, Madam Li Ruxin, again. It’s understandable; Nie Zhe was getting older, and Madam Li’s only son was his sole heir. For Nie Si’en’s sake, he had to treat his first wife better.”

His voice dripped with sarcasm as he continued, “So our clever Madam Sun thought of me again. She started sending me gifts every holiday and festival. After coming full circle, she realized men couldn’t be relied upon and remembered her son.”

“How could she… have the audacity?” Cai Zhao struggled to imagine it.

Mu Qing’an looked towards the screen. “She claimed she had no choice, that she pretended to ignore me to keep me alive, hoping Nie Zhe would let his guard down.”

Cai Zhao exclaimed, “Is that true?”

“It’s all lies, not a single word of truth,” Mu Qing’an laughed. “My uncle was in Huanglaofeng in the northern Hanhai mountain range. Even if she didn’t want to look after me herself, she could have sent a message to Nie Hengcheng or spread some rumors. With my uncle’s martial arts skills, taking me from the chaotic Jile Palace would have been easy. She truly forgot she had a son, focused solely on rekindling her romance with Nie Zhe and continuing her life of luxury.”

Cai Zhao, surrounded by generous and straightforward female elders like Cai Pingshu and the pure-hearted Ning Feng, couldn’t fathom such selfishness and cowardice. She shook her head, speechless.

Mu Qing’an continued, “Four years after my father passed away, I left Huanglaofeng and got involved in cult affairs. When someone tried to persuade me to reconcile with Madam Sun, I sent him to reconcile with the King of Hell instead.”

Cai Zhao stared at the ceiling pensively. “If I say she deserves it, does that make me unworthy of being from a righteous sect?”

“You already seem like a Demonic Cult spy infiltrating the Northern Chen Six Sects,” Mu Qing’an said, suppressing a smile. “In any case, you should treat me better and stop annoying me all the time!”

“When have I ever annoyed you?” Cai Zhao felt wronged. “As I said, my aunt told me that most fathers are heartless while mothers endure hardships. Your case is rare.”

Her thoughts drifted, and she added, “Actually, Third Senior Brother hasn’t had it easy either. He was sent to the Qingque Sect as a child, and his mother, the Blue Lotus Lady, passed away before he was ten. It’s quite pitiful.”

Mu Qing’an slammed his hand on the table. “How can you compare losing a mother early to having a mother with a wolf’s heart and a dog’s lungs? Why do you keep talking about Song Yuzhi’s suffering?”

Cai Zhao splashed the water forcefully. “When you took his Snow Lotus Pill, you said you owed him a favor. Now that he’s here to collect, you act like this. You’re the one annoying me!”

Furious, Mu Qing’an stood up and swept his sleeve, causing the jade screen to collapse with a clatter.

Cai Zhao quickly sank into the water. “What are you doing?!”

Mu Qing’an stood by the bathtub, straight as a jade mountain, his eyes cold. Gone was his earlier warmth and humor.

He said, “Let me make this clear. I was overjoyed when you traveled so far to find me—happier than if I had killed Nie Zhe. But I’m not happy that you came with Song Yuzhi! I owe him a favor, and I’ll repay it whenever he asks, but I won’t stand for you bringing it up!”

Although Cai Zhao was used to his mercurial moods, his sudden change still frightened her. She shrank into the water, not daring to speak.

Mu Qing’an glared at the girl, his words growing sharper. “I’ve seen plenty of people act like scoundrels and try to fool me, but they’re all dead now! If you have feelings for Song Yuzhi, then just leave me to my fate. Don’t care one moment and try to distance yourself the next. If you think you can have it both ways, I’ll…”

Despite feeling wronged, Cai Zhao couldn’t help but ask curiously, “You’ll what?”

“I’ll kill myself!” he declared.

“Really?!” Cai Zhao almost wanted to laugh.

Mu Qing’an raised an eyebrow and snarled, “And take you with me!”

Cai Zhao ducked underwater in response to his shout.

The door was flung open and slammed shut. Mu Qing’an stormed out, his face dark with anger. You Guanyue and his servant were waiting about twenty paces away at the stairs. Mu Qing’an asked harshly, “What are you doing here?”

You Guanyue smiled ingratiatingly. “This is just a temporary place for planning our attack, and it’s quite basic. Miss Feng must be tired from her journey, so I thought of sending Xinger to help her freshen up.”

Mu Qing’an’s tone softened. “That’s thoughtful of you. Go on, or she’ll turn into a prune if she soaks any longer!”

You Guanyue gave Xinger a gentle push, and she scurried past, head lowered.

As Xinger disappeared through the door, Mu Qing’an paused. “Where’s that Dai Qingyu fellow who came with Zhao Zhao?”

You Guanyue reported, “Oh, him. The young master Dai never mentioned his name. Seeing how tired he was, I arranged for him to stay in the side wing’s main room. We provided hot water, food, clean clothes, and had the old servant change the bedding and set up a charcoal brazier…”

Mu Qing’an glanced at him sideways. “This Dai Qingyu’s background is unclear, and you’ve never met him before. Why are you being so attentive? Don’t tell me you’ve taken a liking to this handsome young man?”

You Guanyue nearly choked on his saliva, waving his hands frantically. “No, no, absolutely not! Young Lord, please don’t misunderstand. I don’t have Xiong Qianjin’s vile habits!”

“Then why?” Mu Qing’an pressed.

Finally, it was You Guanyue’s moment to showcase his astounding talents. He took a deep breath and began, “Young Lord, Dai Qingyu’s background doesn’t matter. What’s important is that Miss Feng seems to care for him…”

Seeing his master’s face darken again, he quickly added, “Of course, this bit of ‘care’ can’t compare to the deep bond between you and Miss Feng.”

Mu Qing’an raised an eyebrow skeptically. “Oh? How did you deduce that?”

You Guanyue feigned surprise. “Isn’t it obvious to everyone? Miss Feng may be skilled in martial arts, but she’s a sheltered young lady unfamiliar with the jianghu. At her age, with little experience, she traveled thousands of miles out of concern for your safety, Young Lord. She plunged into the treacherous Hanhai Mountains—even an outsider like me finds it touching. If this isn’t a deep bond, what is?”

Mu Qing’an’s expression softened, though he argued, “That’s not necessarily true. Dai Qingyu and Zhao Zhao are fellow disciples, after all.” He thought to himself, “Though they have been through life and death situations together.”

He started down the stairs.

You Guanyue followed closely. “That’s precisely why we must treat Young Master Dai well. Think about it, Young Lord. If Dai suffers poor treatment, Miss Feng will pity him. Once she pities him, she’ll resent you. Resenting you will bring her closer to Dai, and if they become closer…”

“Enough,” Mu Qing’an interrupted irritably. “Stop this nonsense. It’s not that complicated.”

You Guanyue drawled, “Young Lord, haven’t you heard the saying ‘pity breeds love’?”

Mu Qing’an’s heart skipped a beat, but his expression remained unchanged. “You have too much free time,” he said, then strode away.

As You Guanyue watched Mu Qing’an walk towards the side wing, he heard a door open. The freshly bathed young lady appeared, looking refreshingly lovely, though her expression was less than friendly.

You Guanyue approached with a broad smile and bowed. “Greetings, Miss Feng. Was Xinger’s service satisfactory?”

Cai Zhao mumbled, “Xinger was very attentive and thoughtful. She did well.”

“If that’s the case, why do you look so angry, Miss Feng? If Xinger didn’t serve you properly, please don’t cover for her. Tell me, and I’ll make sure she’s punished accordingly!” You Guanyue said with concern.

Cai Zhao snapped, “I said Xinger served me well. Don’t make assumptions! I’m upset because of your Young Lord Mu. He called me a slut!”

You Guanyue were genuinely shocked this time. “The Young Lord was so discourteous to you?!”

Cai Zhao reconsidered. “Well, he didn’t directly call me a slut. He said he’s seen plenty of slutty behavior, then berated me. Isn’t that just a roundabout way of calling me a slut? I’ve had enough. I’m leaving!”

“No, no, no! Please calm down, Miss Feng. Let me explain,” You Guanyue pleaded, waving his hands. “Our Young Lord has had it tough. Madam Sun… ah…” His eyes reddened as he spoke.

Cai Zhao was startled by his sudden tears. “Hey, don’t cry. I… I’ve already heard about Madam Sun.”

You Guanyue heaved a long sigh. “They say there are no bad parents in this world, but Madam Sun truly crossed the line. In those years, seeing Nie Zhe increasingly favoring his only son while she remained childless, she actually… she…”

“Come on, spit it out. Don’t leave me hanging,” Cai Zhao urged.

You Guanyue carefully controlled his emotions. “Madam Sun claimed the Young Lord was Nie Zhe’s flesh and blood! It’s outrageous, completely trampling on the Young Lord’s father’s honor!”

Cai Zhao was stunned. “That’s even worse than what you’d read in novels…”

“Fortunately, as the Young Lord grew older, he looked more and more like his birth father. By the time he was ten, they were like two peas in a pod, which finally put those rumors to rest,” You Guanyue said, pounding his chest as if he were the one who had nearly been cuckolded.

Cai Zhao murmured, “No wonder he said ‘that elder’ was selfish, despicable, and contemptible. I can’t believe this happened. Didn’t Madam Sun consider how a child that young would feel, facing such rumors and uncertainty?”

To put it more bluntly, even if Mu Qing’an were truly Nie Zhe’s son, Nie Zhe already had a legitimate heir. What status could Mu Qing’an, a bastard of unclear lineage, possibly have?

Sun Ruoshui was truly a selfish woman who cared for no one but herself.

“What’s your name?” Cai Zhao suddenly asked.

You Guanyue started, then quickly replied, “This lowly one’s surname is You, given name Guanyue.”

“Alright, You Guanyue, next time you want to say something, just say it. Don’t force those tears—they’re too fake. It makes me dizzy,” Cai Zhao said.

You Guanyue’s jaw dropped. “This… this… Miss Feng, you misunderstand. I… I…”

Cai Zhao smiled. “Stop stuttering. I grew up watching operas. I can tell real tears from fake ones with my eyes closed.”

She continued, “However, I believe what you just told me is true. You wouldn’t dare make up stories about Young Lord Mu.”

You Guanyue’s briefly raised hopes deflated again.

Cai Zhao asked, “Now, tell me where your Young Lord went.”

You Guanyue, not daring to slight the young lady, quickly replied, “Though the Young Lord didn’t say, I suspect he went to see your senior brother, Young Master Dai.”

“Excellent. Show me the way.”

…

When Cai Zhao pushed open the door, Mu Qing’an had just finished listening to Song Yuzhi’s conjectures about the Purple Jade Golden Mallow.

He had changed his demeanor once again, now appearing refined and courteous, like a gracious host—though his smile was painfully fake to Cai Zhao’s eyes, even if no one else could tell.

“Well, look who’s here. Zhao Zhao, are you afraid I’ll eat your Third Senior Brother?” Mu Qing’an’s smile turned cold.

Ignoring the madman, Cai Zhao sat down at the table. “Third Senior Brother, have you told him everything about the Purple Jade Golden Mallow?”

Song Yuzhi nodded. “I have. Young Lord Mu was just asking about its uses.”

Being upright and honest by nature, he explained frankly, “Actually, dispelling the Netherworld Chill isn’t that difficult. One can use the most yang and unyielding inner force to impact the meridians and expel the cold poison left by the Netherworld Chill. The challenge lies in controlling the degree of force.”

“My uncle perished because of this. He asked several family elders with profound inner force to simultaneously clear his meridians. While they dispelled the Netherworld Chill’s cold poison, his dantian became overheated, with multiple conflicting inner forces. Despite his best efforts to suppress it, my uncle couldn’t control it and died from qigong deviation.”

“After carefully studying ancient texts, I discovered that the Purple Jade Golden Mallow could resolve this crisis. It can expel the Netherworld Chill while gradually guiding excess true qi out of the dantian, avoiding harm. If I’m not mistaken, this is how Lady Cai Pingshu treated Shi Second Hero years ago.”

Cai Zhao worried, “That may be true, Third Senior Brother, but it’s still just a theory. We don’t know if it will work.”

“We’ll find out when we try,” Mu Qing’an raised an eyebrow. “But that will have to wait until we eliminate Nie Zhe. He still occupies Jile Palace, so I can’t retrieve the Purple Jade Golden Mallow.”

“In that case, if Young Lord Mu doesn’t mind, I’m willing to lend a hand in driving out Nie Zhe as soon as possible,” Song Yuzhi cupped his hands.

Mu Qing’an chuckled, his heart full of schemes. “I thought the Northern Chen Six Sects would prefer Nie Zhe to remain as Cult Leader. With such a weakling in charge, the Six Sects have enjoyed peace and expanded their influence over the past decade or so. What’s this, Young Master Song? Are you willing to disregard the bigger picture just to restore your inner force?”

Cai Zhao lowered her head and bit her lip, resisting the urge to defend Song Yuzhi to avoid angering the madman further.

Unexpectedly, Song Yuzhi showed no embarrassment. Instead, he explained earnestly, “As Young Lord Mu said, not only the Northern Chen Six Sects but also other righteous factions in the martial arts world would prefer Nie Zhe to continue as the Demonic Cult’s leader. I felt the same way. However, since entering the Hanhai Mountains, the sights along the way have been unbearably tragic.”

“Years ago, Nie Hengcheng slaughtered countless martial arts experts to cultivate his demonic skills, casually turning their corpses into puppet slaves. Though his actions were brutal, he at least used dead bodies. Moreover, a puppet slave would only last about a year before rotting away into the mud, so Nie Hengcheng didn’t see much use for them.”

“Who would have thought that under Nie Zhe, things would be different? Lacking in both ability and virtue, he doesn’t dare use capable individuals. To maintain his position, he’s been turning large numbers of living people into puppet slaves for his use. Afraid to provoke sects outside his cult, he preys on his followers. It’s utterly vicious and despicable, incurring the wrath of both gods and men. Such a villain must be eliminated.”

“The Northern Chen Six Sects cannot allow innocent people to suffer for the sake of our peace—even if they are the people of the Hanhai Mountains. When I return, I’ll report the situation here to my elders. I believe my master and the other seniors will approve of my actions.”

Though spoken calmly, his words carried great weight.

“Third Senior Brother, you’re right!” Cai Zhao’s eyes shone with admiration. “However, maybe we should discuss how to report this to the elders…”

Mu Qing’an felt a surge of jealousy but kept his face impassive. “What if Nie Zhe hasn’t been creating puppet slaves? If it were me, a new Cult Leader with unpredictable moods, would Young Master Song still be willing to lend a hand?”

Song Yuzhi replied solemnly, “I would rather lose all my martial arts skills and spend the rest of my life farming and studying in the countryside.”

“Third Senior Brother!” Cai Zhao was deeply moved, her admiration evident. “Come to our Luo Ying Valley! It’s like spring all year round, perfect for a quiet life of farming and studying!”

Mu Qing’an’s brow darkened. “What are you talking about? He’s engaged. It’s not your place to arrange his retirement!”

After snapping at the girl, he turned back with a fake smile. “By the way, I’m quite surprised that Young Master Song hasn’t broken off his engagement yet. I heard that since you were afflicted with the Netherworld Chill, Miss Qi has been increasingly cold towards you, instead spending time with Young Master Dai.”

“I know all about it,” Song Yuzhi said frankly. “Lingbo isn’t just my junior sister; she’s also my cousin. Even if we can’t be husband and wife, I don’t want her to bear the stigma of ‘breaking off the engagement when I was in trouble.’ When I recover, I’ll inform my master and end the engagement. I’ll take the blame for breaking the promise myself.”

“Third Senior Brother is truly a gentleman,” Cai Zhao admired him even more.

Mu Qing’an frowned. “I think Young Master Song should end the engagement sooner rather than later…”

“What business is it of yours when he decides to end his engagement?” Cai Zhao couldn’t hold back any longer.

Mu Qing’an retorted, “You don’t need to defend him so fiercely. Since Young Master Song is both experienced in the jianghu and wealthy, how come you looked half-starved when you arrived, as if you’d joined the Beggar’s Sect?”

Cai Zhao desperately defended herself: “The Hanhai Mountains are barren! Even with money, there’s nowhere to buy food!”

“It was my oversight that caused Junior Sister Zhao Zhao to suffer,” Song Yuzhi apologized, his head held high and gaze direct, the picture of integrity.

As Mu Qing’an was about to speak again, Cai Zhao quickly interrupted, “Third Senior Brother needs rest for his old injury. Let’s take our leave!” She hurriedly dragged him out of the room, not forgetting to close the door for Song Yuzhi on their way out.

After they had walked twenty or thirty paces, tugging and pulling at each other, Mu Qing’an angrily shook his sleeve free and stopped. “Why did you drag me out? Afraid I’d anger Song Yuzhi to death?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I was afraid he’d anger you to death!” Cai Zhao put her hands on her hips. “Third Senior Brother is single-minded and upright. Nothing you say can faze him, but you’ll only end up frustrating yourself. What’s the point?”

Mu Qing’an laughed coldly. “Fine, fine. He’s single-minded and upright, while I’m mercurial, temperamental, and prone to madness. Why don’t you and your like-minded Third Senior Brother leave soon, Lady Cai? Once I take over Jile Palace’s treasury, I’ll send you the Purple Jade Golden Mallow. This place is too filthy to keep you here!”

Trembling with anger, Cai Zhao grabbed a nearby vase and hurled it at Mu Qing’an’s back. “You bastard! Fine, we’ll leave!”

Mu Qing’an’s inner force burst forth, shattering the vase. He turned and reached out to Cai Zhao with an invisible grasp. “You’re not allowed to leave!”

Cai Zhao felt as if an iron claw had seized her waist, pulling her back several steps. She countered with a palm strike. Mu Qing’an quickly closed the distance between them, attempting to twist her right arm. Knowing his inner force far surpassed hers, Cai Zhao swayed like a delicate flower, using his grappling momentum to flip over his back.

Mu Qing’an couldn’t help but praise her, “What an elegant move.” Without turning, he bent one knee, lowered his head, and used his left hand to grip Cai Zhao’s left wrist while his right hand seized her right arm, firmly pinning her to his back and shoulders.

Cai Zhao’s feet left the ground as if Mu Qing’an was giving her a piggyback ride. Their faces were close enough to feel each other’s breath. Even in this position, she had other techniques at her disposal. However, faced with the young man’s long, slender neck and his clear, clean Adam’s apple, which moved slightly, she felt a surge of anger and impulsively bit down.

Mu Qing’an shuddered and immediately released her, stepping back.

Song Yuzhi burst through the door. “What happened? Are you two alright?” He looked confused at the pair standing a short distance apart—

One was covering the side of his neck, his handsome face slightly flushed, his eyes shimmering. The other looked like a pink dumpling just pulled from a soup pot, her cheeks reddened as if steamed. They stood facing each other, glaring with mild anger.

“It’s nothing,” Cai Zhao spoke first. “I accidentally broke a vase earlier. Third Senior Brother, please go rest!” With that, she turned and ran, as if she had just committed a crime.

Mu Qing’an silently chased after her.

They ran one after the other until they reached a quiet, secluded corner.

Cai Zhao suddenly stopped and turned around.

Mu Qing’an halted as well.

After catching her breath, Cai Zhao said, “You heard that Third Senior Brother hasn’t broken off his engagement. Why are you upset about that?”

Mu Qing’an stood silently, his attitude proud to the point of stubbornness.

“You’re worried about me,” Cai Zhao’s tone softened. “The world is always harsher on women. With Third Senior Brother engaged, if people knew we traveled together, I’d be the one facing criticism. ‘Youthful indiscretion’ would be the kindest interpretation. Worse accusations like ‘shamelessly seducing her senior sister’s fiancé’ would surely follow.”

The girl smiled gently, pure and flawless like the morning sun. “But you don’t need to worry. The third Senior Brother and I left in different directions, and we disguised ourselves along the way. No one knows.”

Anger flickered in Mu Qing’an’s eyes. “Song cares about Qi Lingbo’s reputation but not yours. You know all this, yet you can still smile!”

Cai Zhao sighed. “To be honest, Third Senior Brother is quite dense. He understands big principles that everyone agrees on, but when it comes to some social nuances, it takes him a while to catch on.”

“He and Lingbo Senior Sister have been childhood sweethearts for over a decade, so naturally, he remembers to protect her. As for me, well, it’ll probably take him some time to realize. I’ve thought it through. After this is over, I’ll travel for a while, letting Third Senior Brother return to handle his engagement. After a year or so, I can go back to Qingque Sect.”

Mu Qing’an sneered, “You’re very lenient with him!”

“Yes,” Cai Zhao replied. “We’ve been fellow disciples for just a few years. After this, we’ll go our separate ways. Why not be kind?”

Mu Qing’an’s breathing eased, his brow relaxing slightly.

Cai Zhao continued, “Third Senior Brother is accomplished in both literature and martial arts. He acts with integrity, never loses his temper without reason, doesn’t suspect others groundlessly, and certainly doesn’t go mad at the drop of a hat! But—”

“But he doesn’t know that I can’t stand dried rations. I haven’t had a proper meal since we neared the Hanhai Mountains.”

“When I said I wanted to kill the evil Tiger Altar Master, Third Senior Brother let me go just because he had seen Liao Tu’s skills. He didn’t know Liao Tu had recently hired two expert fighters. I had to face three opponents alone and barely managed to win.”

It wasn’t that Song Yuzhi intentionally underestimated the danger. He believed that fighting side by side to eliminate evil was noble, and even if they died together, it would be a heroic end.

But Mu Qing’an was determined to keep Cai Zhao alive and well. Eliminating evil could wait.

They both understood this unspoken truth.

“You’re moody, volatile, and paranoid. But you always remember whether I’ve eaten well or stayed warm. You worry that I might face criticism or ridicule.”

Cai Zhao’s expression turned wistful, her heart aching slightly. “I never thought anyone besides my family would treat me so well.”

Mu Qing’an looked up, his fierce demeanor gone, his starry eyes now gentle.

He slowly walked over, pressing his tall forehead against the girl’s soft bangs. “What will become of us in the future?”

“I don’t know,” Cai Zhao shook her head, causing Mu Qing’an’s head to sway with hers.

“But first, let’s kill Nie Zhe,” the girl frowned. “I’ve disliked him for a long time.”

Mu Qing’an chuckled softly, his laughter vibrating through the girl. “What a coincidence. I’ve disliked him for a long time too.”

“Indeed, what a coincidence,” Cai Zhao smiled as well.
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Although the two had temporarily reconciled, their daily interactions remained tense.

Mu Qingyan busied himself with planning the attack on the Xuanwu Altar, the largest and most populous of the Four Altars. Meanwhile, Cai Zhao, unwilling to delve too deeply into the inner workings of the demonic cult, leisurely wandered about. He noticed Song Yuzhi standing by the window, lost in thought, and asked what was troubling him.

Song Yuzhi countered with a question: “There’s something I don’t understand. With our skills, you and I could easily sneak into the Bai Tiger Altar through a side entrance with the villagers’ guidance and assassinate the altar master and other leaders. Young Lord Mu’s martial prowess and courage surpass even ours. So why does he insist on leading a frontal assault through the main gate? Take the Azure Dragon Altar, for instance. Even though the altar master and others were already dead from an ambush, Young Lord Mu still led an attack through the main gate yesterday. Why take such a roundabout approach that wastes time and effort?”

Cai Zhao found Song Yuzhi’s question reasonable and asked Mu Qingyan about it during lunch. This inquiry, however, only provoked Mu Qingyan’s derision. “Such a question wouldn’t come from someone like you who seeks an easy life. Song Yuzhi asked this, didn’t he? Hmph! Isn’t he supposedly the most promising rising star among the Six Sects? If he’s so wise, why does he need to ask me?”

Unable to relay this response directly, Cai Zhao tactfully replied, “This matter involves internal secrets of the demonic cult. Young Lord Mu can’t say much about it.”

Song Yuzhi, pondering this, concluded, “Young Lord Mu must be mocking me for being aloof, expecting me to figure it out myself.”

Cai Zhao was left speechless.

When the day to attack the Xuanwu Altar arrived, Mu Qingyan allowed Cai Zhao to accompany him but instructed Song Yuzhi to remain behind and keep a low profile.

This time, Song Yuzhi understood the reasoning: “Although Lady Cai’s reputation remains intact despite her ten-year retirement, few people have witnessed her skills firsthand. Therefore, it’s fine for Sister Zhao to take action. However, my techniques are distinctly from the Qingque Sect and the Guangtian Gate, which could easily reveal my identity. I should stay back.”

Excited, Cai Zhao relayed this interpretation to Mu Qingyan, hoping to improve their relationship.

Mu Qingyan retorted, “You’re overthinking it. I simply wanted to keep an engaged man away from you.”

Cai Zhao was once again left speechless.

Despite his mockery, Mu Qingyan wouldn’t let Cai Zhao face the Xuanwu Altar’s followers alone. He assigned You Guanyue to watch over her. If it had been someone straightforward like Lian Shisan, they might have complained about missing the chance for a good fight. However, You Guanyue accepted the task readily, chattering away during their journey and nearly causing Cai Zhao to slip up several times.

You Guanyue, eyeing the gleaming silver arm blade in Cai Zhao’s hand, asked curiously, “Didn’t I remember Miss Feng wielding a golden-red treasure blade at the Bai Tiger Altar?” On that day, after the group had stormed the Bai Tiger Palace, they had only glimpsed Cai Zhao briefly before Mu Qingyan threw a tantrum and left, with Cai Zhao in pursuit. No one had gotten a clear look.

Cai Zhao blinked innocently. “Altar Master You must be mistaken. This blade is silver, not golden-red.”

Mu Qingyan’s meticulous planning was evident. The Yanyang Blade was too famous, and known to many. He had prepared similar blades for Cai Zhao’s daily use to conceal her identity.

You Guanyue, ever shrewd, didn’t pursue the matter further. Instead, he began teasing Cai Zhao. He remarked on how Mu Qingyan inquired about her meals thrice daily and how his attitude towards her differed greatly from others, comparing it to spring breezes and smooth sailing. He went on to urge Miss Feng Xiaohan not to disappoint Young Lord Mu.

Smiling, Cai Zhao asked, “Does Altar Master You enjoy reading romantic novels?”

You Guanyue looked puzzled.

Cai Zhao explained, “In novels, certain types of men often play word games with the names of women they secretly admire but can’t confess to. For instance, if a man’s name relates to mountains or peaks, he might call the girl ‘water’ or ‘flower’. If his name involves rivers or seas, he might nickname her ‘little fish’ or ‘little shrimp’.”

“Haha, how interesting! But most things in novels aren’t reliable…” You Guanyue forced a laugh.

Cai Zhao smiled sweetly. “Is that so? I find them quite reliable.” She had to show her teeth a bit, since You Guanyue seemed to think her docile and easy to tease, given how often Mu Qingyan got the better of her.

You Guanyue, now fully aware, promptly fell silent. He didn’t mention anything about Cai Zhao and Mu Qingyan’s relationship again.

While Mu Qingyan led the main assault at the front gate, You Guanyue found a quiet side path to the rear of the Xuanwu Altar. He respectfully invited Miss Cai to take advantage of this opportunity, though their ideas of ‘taking advantage’ differed.

You Guanyue naturally thought it essential to first seize the treasury, armory, and valuable stores, perhaps pocketing some rare items along the way. Cai Zhao, however, was filled with a sense of chivalry and wanted to rescue innocent prisoners first. After a moment’s hesitation from You Guanyue, she added, “After spending these past few days together, I’ve come to see that Xingr is a sincere and kind-hearted girl…”

You Guanyue immediately straightened up and said, “Miss Feng is right. Gold and jewels won’t grow legs and run away, but the prisoners might be on their last breath. Let’s hurry and rescue them.”

After taking down a few scattered guards along the way, they reached the dungeon and were shocked by what they found.

Unlike the dungeons of the previous three main altars, which were filled with disobedient mountain folk and cult members subjected to cruel tortures and wailing in agony, the Xuanwu Altar’s dungeon held fierce-looking men with brutal faces. After a brief investigation, You Guanyue realized these were all cult members being punished for violating rules and acting recklessly.

Cai Zhao couldn’t help but remark, “This Xuanwu Altar Master seems like a decent person.”

You Guanyue sighed, “I’ve heard that Altar Master Shangguan of the Xuanwu Altar is valiant and strict with his subordinates, rarely troubling the common people.”

“That doesn’t sound like Nie Zhe’s style. We should investigate thoroughly to avoid harming good people,” Cai Zhao said.

“Well, um…” You Guanyue hesitated. “Altar Master Shangguan only came to the Xuanwu Altar in recent years. I’m not sure about his background before that. However, I’ve heard he’s one of Nie Zhe’s trusted confidants. Nie Zhe values him highly, often sending rare beasts and materials to the Xuanwu Altar, and frequently summoning him to the Palace of Extreme Pleasure to discuss important matters.”

Cai Zhao questioned skeptically, “They say one takes on the color of one’s company. If Altar Master Shangguan were truly a good person, he’d likely disagree with Nie Zhe on many things. You’re not jealous of his talents, are you? Worried that Young Lord Mu might favor Altar Master Shangguan in the future, so you’re trying to discredit him in advance?”

You Guanyue looked offended. “Miss Feng may doubt my character, but she shouldn’t doubt my judgment. Even if I could fool you, how could I possibly deceive Young Lord Mu?!”

Cai Zhao was left speechless once again. The insult stung more than any injury.

As they continued deeper into the prison, they discovered a secret passage. Following it, they came upon a group of richly dressed cult members carrying a large box. Cai Zhao and You Guanyue quickly subdued them and opened the box, revealing an unconscious young man inside. A familiar, strange fragrance wafted from the box.

You Guanyue recognized him and exclaimed, “Altar Master Shangguan?!”

Cai Zhao was equally surprised. “This is the Xuanwu Altar Master?!”

One of the defeated cult members struggled to his feet, shouting, “Who are you people?! The Cult Leader has summoned Shangguan Haonan. How dare you interfere?! Do you have a death wish?!”

Cai Zhao knocked him unconscious with a palm strike to the air, then turned back to You Guanyue. “I’ve never heard of a trusted subordinate being summoned by his lord using a soul-confusing needle and a large box for transport.”

You Guanyue was also bewildered.

After removing the soul-confusing needle, Shangguan Haonan regained consciousness. Cai Zhao observed him closely:

He appeared to be about 23 or 24 years old, with a handsome face, broad shoulders, and a sturdy build. His skin was light brown, with a hint of stubble on his chin. Though not strikingly beautiful, his entire being exuded a refreshing and spirited masculinity.

Recognizing You Guanyue, Shangguan Haonan learned that Mu Qingyan was leading an attack on the Xuanwu Altar. He promptly asked the two to take him there to persuade the followers to surrender. Despite his youth, Shangguan’s reputation for leading by example and treating his followers with kindness had earned him considerable respect within the Xuanwu Altar. After passionately denouncing Nie Zhe’s despicable actions, the cult members surrendered en masse, abandoning darkness for light.

Even You Guanyue began to doubt his earlier information. Shangguan Haonan didn’t seem like Nie Zhe’s confidant at all.

Among everyone present, only Mu Qingyan showed no surprise.

After instructing Lian Shisan and others to clean up the battlefield and sort through the cult members, he took Shangguan Haonan alone into the study. You Guanyue, eager to follow, were dragged away by Wang Tianfeng.

Inside the study, Shangguan Haonan briefly explained why he had been placed in the large box.

Apparently, upon hearing of Mu Qingyan’s advancing forces nearing the Xuanwu Altar, Nie Zhe had sent his confidants to summon Shangguan Haonan back to the Palace of Extreme Pleasure, to prevent him from falling into Mu Qingyan’s hands. When Shangguan refused, Nie Zhe’s men caught him off guard with the soul-confusing needle.

Mu Qingyan gazed at Shangguan Haonan silently for a long while before asking, “So… Nie Zhe never succeeded in having his way with you?”

Cai Zhao, resting on the inner couch, nearly stumbled at this question.

Overwhelmed with emotion, Shangguan Haonan burst into tears. He fell to his knees before Mu Qingyan’s desk. “Young Lord, where have you been this past year?! I… I could barely endure any more! If you hadn’t killed the previous Xuanwu Altar Master two years ago, allowing me to escape from the Palace of Extreme Pleasure, I would have fallen into evil hands long ago… wuwuwuwu… But this past year… that Nie fellow kept trying to get close to me. Life became unbearable… wuwuwuwu…”

Cai Zhao inside covered her mouth, desperately trying not to laugh.

Unlike the orphan You Guanyue, Shangguan Haonan came from a good family.

Years ago, when Elder Kaiyang and Elder Yaoguang had pledged to live and die together, they decided to take their relationship further by arranging a marriage between their nephew and niece. Although both elders perished before Shangguan Haonan was born, their factions’ influence didn’t immediately dissipate.

Thus, Shangguan Haonan grew up with loving parents and loyal subordinates, living a far more comfortable life than Mu Qingyan, the legitimate heir to the cult.

However, as he matured, Nie Zhe’s gaze upon him grew increasingly lascivious. Constrained by the remaining influence of the two elders, Nie Zhe couldn’t use force, but he constantly harassed Shangguan Haonan with various ploys, much to the young man’s distress.

Thankfully, four years ago, Mu Qingyan officially appeared in the cult and began openly and covertly opposing Nie Zhe, keeping the latter too busy to bother Shangguan Haonan.

But when Mu Qingyan fell from Sacrifice Immortal Cliff over a year ago and his fate became unknown, Shangguan Haonan’s days of torment resumed.

“I wondered why I didn’t see you when we attacked the Xuanwu Palace’s main gate. So Nie Zhe had you ‘invited’ halfway,” Mu Qingyan chuckled softly. ” Nie Zhe treated you quite well. He was concerned for your safety even as his forces were under siege. He doesn’t show this much care even to his son.”

“Nie Zhe is utterly revolting. I feel sick just thinking about him,” Shangguan Haonan said with disgust. “Since my parents passed away, only Yingying, Yanyan, and Honghong have been by my side. He knew the four of us relied on each other, yet he still tried to give away the three of them. If it weren’t for the Young Lord’s help back then, the four of us would have been separated by life and death long ago! Hmph, I swear I won’t rest until this grudge is avenged!”

“Nie Zhe must be consumed by jealousy,” Mu Qingyan struggled to contain his laughter.

He knew that Yingying, Yanyan, and Honghong were three maidservants personally chosen by Shangguan Haonan’s parents for their son. Not only were they beautiful, but they were also gentle and caring. The four had grown up together like childhood sweethearts, developing deep bonds.

“Nie Zhe is just a vicious and poisonous old hag!” Shangguan Haonan exclaimed in fury.

He clasped his fists and said, “Young Lord, ask me anything you want to know. Secret passages, hidden chambers, troop distributions… I’ll tell you everything without reservation. We must eliminate Nie Zhe this time — I can’t live my whole life in constant fear!”

“Very well, Altar Master Shangguan, please rise,” Mu Qingyan gestured with one hand. “The first thing I want to ask is…”

“Has Nie Zhe truly mastered the Five Poison Palm technique?”

…

In the inner hall of the Palace of Extreme Pleasure, a middle-aged woman with a scarred face strode in and bowed: “Greetings, Cult Leader.”

Nie Zhe hurriedly helped her up. “Fengge, you’ve finally arrived. What should we do? That little Mu brat has cleared out the entire area around the Palace of Extreme Pleasure. They’re about to attack!”

The scarred woman was quite beautiful, but her entire being exuded a menacing aura that instilled fear in others.

She smiled sinisterly. “Cult Leader, don’t worry. Over a year ago, you managed to force that little rabbit to flee for his life, which shows he’s not all that formidable. Now he’s leading a motley crew to besiege us, it’s merely a show of force. Don’t fret about those jars and bottles outside; we can rebuild the four main altars later. The crucial thing is to protect our core territory.”

“The Palace of Extreme Pleasure is easy to defend and hard to attack. Large armies can’t enter, and you’ve gathered all the elite forces of the Heavenly Palace and Earthly Fiend Camps within the palace. We’ll wait here at our leisure, set up secret traps, and we’ll surely catch all of Mu’s remaining minions in one fell swoop!”

“Excellent!” Nie Zhe clapped his hands in praise. “With Fengge by my side, I’m like a tiger with wings. Victory is certain! You must be tired from your long journey, Fengge. Go rest for now. We need to conserve our energy.”

Hu Fengge bowed and withdrew.

Nie Zhe dismissed his attendants and entered a secret chamber. Holding a dim lantern, he slowly descended layers of stone steps, winding through passages until he reached an iron door. He knocked gently a few times and asked, “… Are you feeling better today?”

A hoarse voice responded from inside, “Nothing’s changed. I’m just barely hanging on.”

“Mu Qingyan is coming on strong this time. He’ll probably attack in a few days,” Nie Zhe said respectfully.

The deep, hoarse voice replied, “You’re over twenty years older than him and have led the cult for over a decade. Yet now you’re being pushed back step by step. You’re truly useless!”

“Please, Third Brother, guide me. Otherwise, all of Elder Brother’s life’s work will be ruined!” Nie Zhe pleaded.

The person inside let out a harsh laugh, more unpleasant than crying. “Hahaha, ruined! It’s long been ruined! Is today’s cult anything like the cult of the past?! I’ve long lost the will to live. It might be better to return the cult to the Mu family. That Mu brat has managed to make several comebacks, so he must be quite capable, far surpassing a waste like you!”

Nie Zhe’s expression turned ugly. He gritted his teeth and said, “I don’t care whether I remain Cult Leader or not, but there’s one thing Third Brother must know.”

…

After Shangguan Haonan left, Cai Zhao emerged from the inner room, looking puzzled. “What did he mean? Nie Zhe never mastered the Five Poison Palm? Then where did the poison in your body come from?”

Mu Qingyan’s expression turned deep and mysterious. “Yes, where indeed did it come from?”

— “If not from Nie Zhe, then who, and why?”
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Vibrant winter jasmine grew beneath the windowsill. Nourished by the night’s rain, its fragrance deepened, wafting through the half-open window into the inner chamber. The room’s occupants felt as if they were in the depths of a secluded forest. The vegetation in the Hanhai Mountains grew more robust than elsewhere; even the most common winter jasmine exuded an otherworldly lushness.

Cai Zhao slept restlessly, her brow furrowed even in her dreams as if fixed by an intense gaze.

The bed curtains fluttered, admitting wisps of cool breeze. Amidst the fragrant flower scent, an unfamiliar aroma mingled. What was this scent? Certainly not the flowers, nor the incense from the burner. Cai Zhao couldn’t quite place it—refreshing yet tingling, filled with an indescribable, seductive allure.

—It was a man’s scent!

Cai Zhao awoke instantly. Her right hand, faster than her eyes could open, reached for the Yanyang Blade beside her. With a swish, a dazzling golden-red gleam cut through the darkness. Simultaneously, she felt the bed sink slightly as someone sat up beside her.

The blade’s edge hovered just before a clean, pale Adam’s apple!

Sweat beaded on Cai Zhao’s forehead. Her right hand, gripping the sword hilt, was taut as a bowstring. Just a fraction more, and she could slice open the intruder’s long neck.

The young man propped himself up on one hand, wearing a diaphanous, snow-white nightgown that barely concealed his well-defined chest.

He smiled at her, feigning innocence.

“What are you doing?!” Cai Zhao glared, wishing she could pierce him with her gaze alone.

Mu Qingyan lowered his head dejectedly. “I couldn’t sleep.”

“If you can’t sleep, go read, practice martial arts, or even perform an exorcism! Why are you in my room?!” Cai Zhao fumed.

Mu Qingyan spoke seriously: “I understand your concern. I swear to the heavens, I haven’t touched you in the slightest.”

Cai Zhao lowered the Yanyang Blade, following his gaze. Judging by the impressions on the bed, she realized he had been lying on his side at the edge, while she had been lying flat. There was at least a hand’s width between them.

Of course, this was partly due to the large size of the beds in the demonic cult.

“I couldn’t sleep all night and wanted to talk to you. Seeing you sleeping so soundly, I didn’t have the heart to wake you, so I just lay beside you waiting for you to wake up naturally,” Mu Qingyan explained righteously.

“Are you even human?!” Cai Zhao nearly exclaimed to the heavens. “Compared to you, those lechers and flower thieves killed by my aunt seem wronged!”

Mu Qingyan suddenly leaned closer, his warm breath brushing her face. “You’ve read so many novels; you should know that when lechers and flower thieves sneak into a lady’s chamber at night, they don’t just lie beside her and watch.”

Cai Zhao’s face reddened, nearly raising her blade again. “Get away from me!” —She had indeed tried to read those books, but they were confiscated after just a few pages, and that “content-rich” bookstore was even shut down. Wuwuwu.

Mu Qingyan rolled over and lay down, adjusting his pillow and pushing Cai Zhao’s pillow further away.

Cai Zhao stared straight down, eyes wide. “…You even brought your pillow.”

“Now you should believe me. I have no ill intentions,” Mu Qingyan said, lying on his side to look at her.

Cai Zhao deadpanned, “Oh? How so?”

“For improper acts, one only needs a single pillow.”

Cai Zhao: …

“My father taught me to maintain my integrity and not to debase myself. You should trust me; I won’t do anything untoward. Lie down and keep me company for a chat,” Mu Qingyan said, rolling onto his back with a calm expression.

Cai Zhao slowly relaxed her tense shoulders.

Mu Qingyan stared at the canopy for a moment before adding seriously, “Actually, what I said earlier wasn’t entirely correct. In some situations, multiple pillows might be needed for improper acts…”

Cai Zhao quickly lunged to cover his mouth. “Stop right there! I have deep faith in your father’s conduct and character. Let’s not mention pillows again!”

She dragged her blanket down as she lay, saying, “Just talk about whatever you wanted to discuss.”

—In truth, she had noticed the young man’s melancholic aura tonight, lacking its usual intensity. He did indeed seem preoccupied with worries.

Silence filled the chamber. After a long while, Mu Qingyan finally spoke, “I can’t think of what to say now. You go first, Zhao Zhao.”

Inwardly, Cai Zhao was exasperated—why should she start? She wasn’t the one who couldn’t sleep and wanted to talk.

“…Oh right, this evening I saw Altar Master Shangguan’s beloved maidservants—Yingying, Yanyan, and Honghong,” she said, lying on her side facing outward. “The four of them were embracing and crying, vowing never to part. You Guanyue and Lian Shi watched with twitching eyelids. Hahaha, it was more dramatic than a play.”

Mu Qingyan smiled but said nothing.

“To be honest, that young lady was indeed beautiful. Like spring orchids and autumn chrysanthemums, she stirred my pity,” Cai Zhao’s thoughts ran wild. “They say my master’s wife, Madam Sulian, is the most beautiful woman in the martial arts world. However, my aunt claims my mother was also very attractive, not far behind Madam Sulian. It’s just that my mother had a sharp tongue and would turn her nose up at other men, which rather spoiled the effect.”

“Why did your mother look down on other men?” Mu Qingyan inquired.

“Because of my aunt,” Cai Zhao explained. “My aunt was gentle, cheerful, invincible, and capable of anything. Next to her, my mother found all other men in the world unworthy of mention.”

Intrigued, Mu Qingyan asked, “Then how did your mother end up marrying your father?”

Cai Zhao furrowed her small brows. “Apparently, in the last few years – specifically the two years before my aunt killed Nie Hengcheng – she suddenly became very busy and couldn’t pay attention to my mother. My mother suspected she had found another sister to care for, so she dragged my father along, crying and wailing, to catch them in the act… well, not exactly, but to see what my aunt was up to…”

Mu Qingyan suppressed a laugh. “What was Lady Cai doing?”

“Nothing much. She was just searching everywhere for a way to counter Nie Hengcheng. In the end, she realized there was no other option but to confront him directly,” Cai Zhao sighed.

“During that time, my parents were inseparable, causing no end of amusement. One was quick-tempered, the other slow and steady. One wanted to go west, the other thought the east was safer. One wanted to drink wine, the other would only allow warm water. They even stumbled into the wrong bandit stronghold once – they say the bandit chief was so frustrated he cried, chopped off two of his fingers, swore an oath, and led his men down the mountain to become honest citizens.”

Mu Qingyan laughed out loud. “Your parents seem very affectionate now. It’s hard to imagine…”

“Not just you, no one could have imagined it. When my parents announced they were getting married, my master almost fell into a well in shock. Only my aunt thought it was good. She said, ‘Xiaofeng and Xiaochun are both kind-hearted and simple. For a married couple, compatibility of character is the most important thing. They’ll grow happier together as time goes on.'”

Cai Zhao continued enthusiastically, “I also secretly went to see your mother. I’m afraid you might not like to hear this, but your mother is truly beautiful. Even Madam Sulian pales in comparison. Ha! That old scoundrel Nie Hengcheng went all out! Oh, wait a minute… if that old Nie didn’t react to such beauty, could he have been like his nephew – you know, preferring men?”

Mu Qingyan’s expression had darkened at the mention of his birth mother, but he couldn’t help laughing at the last comment. “That wasn’t the case. Although Nie Hengcheng never married, he was very upright in his conduct. There were never any scandalous rumors about him. It’s said that when he was young, he had a sweetheart, but she either died or went far away.”

Cai Zhao sighed, “So you shouldn’t resent Nie Hengcheng for occupying your family’s property for decades. Look at him – no wife, no children, pouring his heart into the business. How could it not prosper?”

Though somewhat crude, the comparison was apt.

Mu Qingyan gradually opened up, speaking softly, “I’ve never hated Nie Hengcheng for occupying the Divine Cult. What I hate is how he manipulated my grandfather’s and father’s lives to maintain his grip on power, completely disregarding my great-grandfather’s kindness to him.”

“Even your grandfather was controlled by him?” The young girl was surprised.

Mu Qingyan nodded, “Nie Hengcheng was not only capable and ambitious but also extremely patient. To achieve something, he was willing to wait ten or twenty years.”

He continued, “My great-grandfather had arranged an excellent marriage for my grandfather. The woman was not only connected to both the Left and Right Guardians but also exceptionally talented and capable. With such a wife to assist him, my grandfather would never have lost control of the cult. Nie Hengcheng, though only in his teens, saw through my great-grandfather’s intention to maintain balance. He kept a straight face but secretly sought out women who could captivate my grandfather.”

“Having grown up together as foster brothers, no one knew my grandfather’s preferences better than Nie Hengcheng. Soon, my grandfather ‘coincidentally’ met my grandmother. They clicked instantly, finding common interests in reading, flower appreciation, playing the qin, and flute.”

Cai Zhao was shocked, “Don’t tell me your grandmother was also an agent arranged by Nie Hengcheng?!”

“No,” Mu Qingyan replied. “My grandmother was indeed the daughter of an ordinary altar master. Nie Hengcheng was careful not to leave any loose ends.”

“Soon, my grandfather’s engagement was called off. It’s said that the woman was so heartbroken she left for overseas and never returned. She was the only daughter of the Left Guardian’s deceased sister, and in his anger, the Left Guardian retired from cult affairs. The Right Guardian wasn’t pleased either.”

“What a waste of your great-grandfather’s efforts,” Cai Zhao sighed. “Nie Hengcheng killed two birds with one stone – he got rid of a formidable future cult leader’s wife and made your grandfather offend both Guardians.”

“No, it was three birds with one stone,” Mu Qingyan’s lips curled in a sneer. “I’ve interviewed some surviving cult members. During that time, Nie Hengcheng had found several girls who matched my grandfather’s tastes, but he specifically chose my grandmother.”

“Why is that?” Cai Zhao asked, puzzled.

“Because my grandmother had a decisive and intense nature, rarely seen in women,” Mu Qingyan explained. “For the first few years after marriage, my grandparents were deeply in love, living in peaceful bliss. Nie Hengcheng waited quietly on the sidelines, waiting for my great-grandfather to pass away, waiting for my father to be born. Then, my grandfather ‘happened to meet’ another woman who was very compatible with him.”

“My grandmother couldn’t tolerate this and immediately lashed out. My grandfather, raised as a young master always above others, couldn’t bear his wife’s endless sharp criticism. Their arguments escalated until they finally separated. My grandmother left the cult in anger and went far away.”

“My grandfather soon regretted his actions. He knew my grandmother was unfamiliar with the outside world and would struggle terribly. Years later, he found her, sick and frail, but she refused to forgive him until her death. After my grandmother passed, my grandfather became depressed and died not long after. At that time, my father was still young, and Nie Hengcheng finally achieved his goal of controlling the Divine Cult.”

Mu Qingyan’s tone grew increasingly intense, unconsciously gripping Cai Zhao’s hand.

“Do you know what’s most laughable about this? The ‘destined love’ my grandparents thought was so touching was nothing more than Nie Hengcheng’s behind-the-scenes manipulation. Their lifetime of joy and sorrow, life and death, was all in Nie Hengcheng’s grasp, ready to be triggered at any moment, and they might never have realized it until their deaths.”

“This is Nie Hengcheng’s formidable skill. He never directly harmed the Mu family’s descendants, but he killed their spirits invisibly, controlling them like puppets on strings. Next, it was my father’s turn.”

“This time, Nie Hengcheng didn’t use ‘romantic love’ as his tool, but rather ‘sympathy’ and ‘duty.’ He pitied my father, who had always longed to see the mountains, rivers, and lakes beyond, yet had never left the Hanhai mountain range in his life.”

Cai Zhao looked at the young man, able to perceive the intense hatred in his pitch-black eyes even in the darkness.

This was a helpless, hidden pain that she understood.

The Mu family’s fathers and grandfathers were not strong in life. They were either entangled in romantic affairs or trapped by responsibility and kindness, thus manipulated by the Nie uncle and nephew, living in misery.

Mu Qingyan, however, was strong. He acted decisively and made wise judgments, which made him feel even more stifled and resentful.

Cai Zhao felt pain in her hand but didn’t cry out. Instead, she raised her other small hand to touch the young man’s well-defined cheek. “He’s dead. Nie Hengcheng is already dead.”

Like cool spring water flowing over scorching iron, Mu Qingyan came to his senses. He slowly released her hand. “Yes, your aunt killed him. Not just him, but his remaining followers will soon be wiped out too.”

He slowly turned to his side, resting his left arm under his handsome face, his long black hair falling over his well-defined arm. “My father wasn’t incompetent. The ‘Primordial Qi Breathing Technique’ he created during his seclusion to recover from injuries is no less valuable than any of the core techniques passed down by our ancestors.”

Cai Zhao smiled gently, “I believe that. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have recovered on your own at Jiuluo Mountain. Well, it just took a bit longer, poor Young Master Mu had to be an ‘ugly monster’ for over a year.”

Mu Qingyan kept a straight face and lightly tapped the girl’s forehead. “Although the ‘Primordial Qi Breathing Technique’ is slow-acting, it’s gentle and pure, benefiting the meridians and dantian without any harm. Whether it’s internal injuries or poisoning, it can heal them completely without leaving any aftereffects.”

“Alright, alright, your father is indeed remarkable. This humble girl failed to recognize such a treasure,” Cai Zhao began to yawn.

“Let me teach you this technique. You might need it someday.”

“What use? Can’t you wish me something better?” Cai Zhao’s eyelids grew heavy, and her speech became slurred. “You might as well buy me a coffin, that’s something I’ll need in the future…”

“Just memorize this first – The sun rises for freshness, and Zhen receives Geng from the west. On the eighth day, Dui receives Ding, the first quarter moon straight as a rope. On the fifteenth, Qian’s body is complete, full, and bright, Jia from the east…”

Before Mu Qingyan could finish the first verse, Cai Zhao had tilted to the side, fast asleep.

Mu Qingyan carefully adjusted her position.

The girl’s lips were like fresh red petals, her cheeks soft and tender. Her silky hair, slightly wavy from being braided daily, spread over the pillow like satin, reaching down to her small hands that were exposed outside the covers. On the back of her hand were four round dimples.

He gazed at her for a long time, then kissed the sleeve of her clothes spread on the bed. Lying beside her, surrounded by her soft, sweet scent, he felt as if a warm spring had been hidden in his heart, filling him with peace.
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The day of the final assault arrived as scheduled. In the center of the meeting hall, a five-foot square sheepskin map was spread on a square table. Mu Qingyan stood behind the table, facing five people arranged in a fan shape: Lian Shi, You Guanyue, Wang Tianfeng, Tang Qing, and Liu Jiangfeng.

“You’ll set out at the beginning of the You hour this evening, reaching Yaoyue Gate by the end of the You hour. Launch the attack at the Xu hour,” Mu Qingyan instructed, pointing to each location on the map. “After Yaoyue Gate, you’ll encounter Tuizhi Gate, Taiqing Gate, Yangxu Gate, and finally Yuhua Gate, beyond which lies the main hall of Jile Palace.”

He continued, “Nie Zhe is a coward at heart. He’ll surely gather his elite forces around himself, meaning the defenses will weaken the further you are from Jile Palace. Yaoyue and Tuizhi Gates will have at most two ‘tigers’ and two ‘leopards’ guarding them, so breaking through shouldn’t be difficult. However, Taiqing and Yangxu Gates will be more challenging. I’m considering going ahead to clear out the stronger enemies at these gates for you…”

Despite his youth, Mu Qingyan exuded an air of stern authority. His meticulous planning and decisive actions led to continuous victories, earning him the respect of all his followers. Hearing a hint of doubt in his voice, as if he lacked confidence in his new subordinates, stirred everyone’s emotions.

Wang Tianfeng spoke first: “In our previous attacks on the four main altars, you’ve always been there to support us, eliminating any formidable enemies we encountered. That’s why we haven’t suffered any casualties so far. Now, with more people joining us daily, our forces are stronger than ever. If we can’t even break through the first few gates, we might as well go home and look after our children instead of claiming to serve you!”

Everyone laughed at this.

Liu Jiangfeng added, “Don’t worry, my lord. I’ve sent out spies, and all reports bring good news. That coward Nie Zhe didn’t react when we attacked the four main altars, thinking he could wear us down. He doesn’t realize that people’s hearts are more crucial than strong fortifications. He even abandoned loyal followers like Xiong Qianjin, allowing the four altars to fall. Now, apart from those inhuman beasts, who would still be willing to die for him?”

Tang Qing chimed in, “Nie Zhe has usurped the position of cult leader for years without talent or virtue. He’s done nothing but play power games and buy loyalty with gold. Just watch what happens in tonight’s battle, my lord.”

Mu Qingyan nodded.

Wang Tianfeng lightly patted You Guanyue, “What’s wrong with you today? Usually, you’re the most talkative, but today you haven’t said a word. You look like a wandering ghost. Did you see one last night?”

You Guanyue forced a smile.

As a diligent mid-level leader, he had risen before dawn to inspect everything. However, when passing the east stairway, he had seen their young, handsome new lord in plain sleeping clothes, his long black hair loose, carrying a pillow out of Miss Feng Xiaozhao’s room.

You Guanyue’s jaw had dropped—he had always thought their new lord was a dignified and serious person.

Caught in the act, Mu Qingyan had remained unperturbed, even greeting him as he walked past in his long nightgown.

Since then, You Guanyue had been distracted.

“Indeed, Guanyue seems absent-minded today,” Mu Qingyan remarked, his hands behind his back and his gaze penetrating.

Encountering his lord’s electric stare, You Guanyue hastily replied, “I just feel certain of our victory in this battle. There’s no doubt about it. I was also just recalling an interesting matter…”

“What matter?” Lian Shi inquired.

You Guanyue pointed to a spot on the map: “The first gate is called Yaoyue (Inviting Moon). Isn’t that just waiting for me to go there?!” (A wordplay on his name, which contains the character for “moon”)

Everyone burst into laughter, with Wang Tianfeng playfully punching him, “You and your jokes!”

Mu Qingyan smiled slightly, while You Guanyue didn’t dare to look at him.

As the group discussed in the front hall, behind Mu Qingyan, separated by sixteen ornate wooden screens, sat Cai Zhao, Song Yuzhi, and Shangguan Haonan in a small back hall.

After listening for a while, Song Yuzhi asked, puzzled, “What are the ‘two tigers and two leopards’? And what are these ‘inhuman beasts’ they mentioned?”

Cai Zhao shook her head, not knowing, but Shangguan Haonan explained, “These are nicknames for Nie Zhe’s inner circle, known as the ‘Ten Tigers, Six Leopards, and Four Heavenly Dogs.’ These ten individuals were either notorious bandits or reclusive murderers with countless blood debts.”

Cai Zhao quickly caught on: “So the ‘Four Heavenly Dogs’ are the most formidable, and the ‘Ten Tigers’ are the weakest?”

Shangguan Haonan laughed heartily: “Miss Feng, you’re very perceptive. That’s exactly right. The ‘Ten Tigers’ mostly guard various gates, while Nie Zhe keeps the ‘Six Leopards and Four Heavenly Dogs’ close by his side, especially now.”

Song Yuzhi pondered: “I’ve never heard of these people in your cult before.”

Shangguan Haonan sighed, “Although our cult’s methods can be ruthless, we’ve never stooped as low as those ten beasts. Nie Zhe gradually gathered them over the years to eliminate his opponents.”

Song Yuzhi nodded: “No wonder your cult has been in turmoil these years. It turns out you’ve been plagued by internal strife.” He had been concealing his identity, carefully choosing his words, but still revealed some implications.

Shangguan Haonan’s eyebrows rose, his expression displeased: “The Six Northern Sects may not have had internal conflicts, but they haven’t exactly thrived either! Every family business has its bad apples. Once we remove these pests, everything will be fine.”

Cai Zhao sighed inwardly, thinking that Young Master Song truly lacked tact, always bringing up the wrong topics.

However, the young master had his strengths—he never paid attention to others’ facial expressions. Oblivious to Shangguan Haonan’s displeasure, Song Yuzhi continued, “If I were Nie Zhe, I’d concentrate all my forces in one place for a decisive battle. Wouldn’t that give a better chance of victory? Spreading forces across multiple gates just makes it easier to be defeated piece by piece, doesn’t it?”

Cai Zhao interjected, “You said ‘if I were.’ But there are no ‘ifs’ in this world. Brother Song, you’re brave and skilled in battle, fearing nothing. Is Nie Zhe like that? As a cult leader, he’s cautious to a fault, hoping to keep the fighting far from himself. He’s counting on the gates to wear down his opponents, so he can face an exhausted enemy at Jile Palace’s doorstep.”

Shangguan Haonan’s expression softened slightly: “Well said, Miss Feng.”

Song Yuzhi frowned: “If that’s the case, wouldn’t our gate-by-gate assault play right into Nie Zhe’s hands?”

Cai Zhao glanced at the ceiling beams: “Not necessarily. I believe Lord Mu must have a clever strategy up his sleeve.”

“What makes you say that, Sister?” Shangguan Haonan asked.

Cai Zhao nodded towards Shangguan Haonan, suggesting, “Brother, why don’t you ask our esteemed guest his name?”

Song Yuzhi turned to him, “May I ask your name, sir?”

“Shangguan Haonan,” he replied proudly.

Song Yuzhi was shocked, “What did you say? You’re actually…”

Before he could finish, the meeting in the front hall concluded. You Guanyue entered, asking Cai Zhao and the others to come out. Wang Tianfeng, Tang Qing, and Liu Jiangfeng had already left with their orders.

Mu Qingyan looked up from the map, “I trust you all heard. The main attack begins this evening. We should set out early to reach Jile Palace before the Xu hour.”

Song Yuzhi raised his eyebrows, “Thank you, Lord Mu, for allowing me to contribute. But at this point, shouldn’t you be more forthcoming? These past two days, I’ve heard rumors that ‘Xuanwu Altar Master Shangguan Haonan was killed by Lord Mu himself.’ There’s even a morgue set up in the west courtyard where a young lady cried for half a day. Yet, Altar Master Shangguan is clearly alive. What’s going on?”

You Guanyue sighed, “Tsk, tsk. I told you we should have kept it from those girls. If they truly believed Altar Master Shangguan was dead, their crying would have been more convincing. Crying only half a day for a dead man shows a lack of sincerity.”

“You dare to frighten my beloved wives!” Shangguan Haonan nearly jumped up. “Yingying and Honghong are timid, and Yanyan is stubborn. If they truly believed it, and something happened to them, I’ll skin you alive and feed you to the dogs!”

“Oh my, ‘beloved wives.’ Such deep love,” You Guanyue sneered.

Shangguan Haonan was so angry he nearly grabbed You Guanyue.

You Guanyue’s dislike for Shangguan Haonan was understandable. Though their skills were comparable, their life experiences were worlds apart.

You Guanyue was sold to the cult as a child slave, an orphan with no support. Shangguan Haonan was a pampered young master, beloved by his parents and protected by the remaining followers of the Yaoguang and Kaiyang factions.

You Guanyue had to resort to personal favors for promotions, ultimately losing out in the competition for favor due to maintaining his bottom line. Shangguan Haonan, with his pristine image, was promoted to the top position of Xuanwu Altar Master without Nie Zhe even touching his finger.

You Guanyue felt ashamed, only daring to address his love interest as “brother” or “master.” Shangguan Haonan, meanwhile, enjoyed multiple relationships, praised by all for his affection.

The injustice of the world was truly heartrending!

Mu Qingyan watched the scene unfold with amusement until Cai Zhao nudged him. He then put on a stern face and stopped the argument between You Guanyue and Shangguan Haonan.

“We’re facing the enemy. We should be united, not fighting among ourselves,” he said solemnly. Then, turning to Cai Zhao, he whispered, “They won’t be fighting together in this battle anyway, so a little squabble doesn’t matter.”

Cai Zhao leaned in close to his ear, “Just because they’re not fighting together doesn’t mean you can sit back and enjoy their argument. You’re going to be the cult leader!”

Mu Qingyan shrugged and turned to address everyone, “You Guanyue and Lian Shi will lead the attack on the gates. You Guanyue will be in charge, with Lian Shi as his deputy.”

Lian Shi accepted the order without hesitation.

You Guanyue was both surprised and delighted, “I’m honored by your trust, my lord. But I’m worried about your safety. Perhaps I should accompany you instead?”

Mu Qingyan shook his head, “Lian Shi is straightforward and doesn’t overthink. You need to handle the details, keeping the forces at the first few gates occupied, advancing slowly.”

You Guanyue nodded firmly, “I understand. The goal is to make Nie Zhe believe he still has a chance of winning, that we’re just one push away from exhausting our forces and mutual destruction with the gate defenders.”

“Correct,” Mu Qingyan said approvingly. He then turned to Shangguan Haonan, “Haonan, you’ll take the risk of coming with me.”

Shangguan Haonan responded confidently, “You can count on me, my lord.” Then he hesitated, “I do know a secret passage into Jile Palace, but its entrance is west of Taiqing Gate. Do we need to advance with the army first?”

Mu Qingyan said it wasn’t necessary and pointed to the map, “I have a way to reach this point directly. Then we’ll bypass the sentries and watchtowers, going through here…”

Song Yuzhi quietly stepped back, muttering to himself, “So that’s how it is.”

Cai Zhao also stepped back, whispering, “Brother Song finally understands?”

Song Yuzhi nodded, “No wonder he insisted on frontal attacks on the four main altars before. No wonder he spread the news of Altar Master Shangguan’s death. It was all for today’s sneak attack.”

People are creatures of habit. Mu Qingyan’s consistent frontal attacks and public declarations of honorably defeating Nie Zhe to reclaim the cult leader position had directed Nie Zhe’s attention to the front.

Song Yuzhi turned to Cai Zhao, “Sister Zhao, did you just learn about this yesterday, or have you known for a while?”

Cai Zhao smiled wryly, “Me? I’ve known for quite some time.”

“How did you figure it out? Did you ask Lord Mu?”

Cai Zhao was at a loss for words. She couldn’t say that she hadn’t actually figured it out, but rather knew that Mu Qingyan’s peculiar nature meant he couldn’t maintain a facade of stability and righteousness forever.

She understood that Mu Qingyan would eventually launch a surprise attack. While frontal advances were slow, they could eventually reach Jile Palace. But what if Nie Zhe fled or took his own life before then?

Mu Qingyan wouldn’t allow Nie Zhe an easy death. He wanted to capture Nie Zhe and deal with him slowly…

After a long pause, she finally answered, “I just guessed.”

Song Yuzhi, having experienced Mu Qingyan’s duplicity these past days and seeing his sister’s strange expression, seemed to realize something. He lowered his voice, “Have you always known that Lord Mu isn’t the honorable person he appears to be…”

“What are you two talking about?” Mu Qingyan suddenly turned around.

Cai Zhao put on a big smile, “Brother finally understands your well-intentioned plans, my lord. I was just telling him that he should trust in your character and abilities.”

Song Yuzhi stared at Cai Zhao expressionlessly, while she pretended not to notice.
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With their plan set, Mu Qingyan and the others quickly prepared and set out, disguised as ordinary followers. They traveled in the direction of the main attack, journeying along winding mountain paths for about an hour. Eventually, they arrived at an elegant small courtyard nestled in the mountains. Bai stone walls and brown wooden pillars supported the structure, while wind chimes made of colorful shells hung from the eaves, which appeared to be thatched with golden straw.

Song Yuzhi exclaimed admiringly, “What a refined courtyard! The owner has excellent taste.”

Shangguan Haonan hesitated, “It’s all wood and straw. Isn’t it a bit too simple?”

Mu Qingyan replied nonchalantly, “I built this based on the blueprints my father left behind.”

Shangguan Haonan immediately fell silent, while Song Yuzhi turned his head.

Cai Zhao, expressionless, interjected, “Are you all blind? These are white jade polished to look like rough white stone, purple heartwood disguised as ordinary pillars, and golden horse hair masquerading as straw. Those wind chimes are gleaming; they’re probably adorned with quite a few jewels.”

Mu Qingyan tilted his head and chuckled softly, seemingly confirming Cai Zhao’s observations.

Suddenly enthusiastic, Shangguan Haonan began praising Mu Qingyan’s taste profusely, declaring that every part of him exuded refinement.

Cai Zhao sneered, “Anyone with that much money would have great taste.”

She thought to herself, “First, Song Yuzhi is wearing Granny Zhuo’s divine needlework as casual clothes, and now Mu Qingyan pretending precious materials are broken wood and rotten straw. I hate these fake low-key young masters. Can’t they just flaunt their wealth honestly?”

Song Yuzhi continued his praise, “Great wealth is concealed, while modest prosperity is displayed. Young Lord, this small courtyard is indeed extraordinary.”

Cai Zhao responded wearily, “Third Senior Brother is open-minded and generous, without prejudice, truly embodying the spirit of an ancient gentleman.”

Mu Qingyan, slightly intrigued, glanced at Song Yuzhi.

This place, far from the ongoing conflict, was well-prepared by the waiting Uncle Cheng. He had readied meals, hot water, and clean clothes for them.

After freshening up, Cai Zhao followed Uncle Cheng into the kitchen. Shangguan Haonan, exhausted from comforting his three wives the previous night (and not just with words) and the early morning discussions and travel, dove into bed for a deep sleep.

Mu Qingyan initially intended to find Cai Zhao in the kitchen. However, as he passed Song Yuzhi’s room, he glimpsed through the half-open door and saw him meticulously cleaning two famous swords, Qinghong and Baihong. Although these swords were renowned throughout the world, their appearance was less dazzling than the Yanyang Blade, which was why few recognized them on sight.

On a whim, Mu Qingyan changed direction.

“Young Hero Song, you remain calm and composed in the face of danger. What courage!” Mu Qingyan said with a smile as he knocked and entered.

Song Yuzhi barely raised an eyebrow. “My surname is now Dai. Young Lord, please be cautious with your words.”

Ignoring this, Mu Qingyan sat down opposite Song Yuzhi. “Young Hero Song, you’ve been exceptionally steady on this journey. Every word you speak now seems weighty, and every comment you make is righteous. Zhao has been praising you non-stop along the way.”

Song Yuzhi continued polishing his sword. “I speak from the heart. If my junior sister praises me, it’s because she shares these thoughts. This might be what Lady Cai Pingshu often refers to as ‘kindred spirits.'”

Previously, Mu Qingyan might have merely rolled his eyes at such a comment. However, he had heard these words during his deep conversation with Cai Zhao the night before. Moreover, Cai Pingshu’s original words were meant to apply to marital harmony. Hearing these four characters from Song Yuzhi’s mouth now, Mu Qingyan’s expression changed instantly.

“How did Young Hero Song come to know of Lady Cai’s words?” he asked, masking his displeasure.

Song Yuzhi replied candidly, “Lady Cai used these four characters when trying to dissuade my master from marrying my master’s wife. When my aunt learned of this, she was furious and told my mother, who in turn told me.”

Mu Qingyan felt a wave of relief. He smiled and said, “Your mother passed away when you were only about ten years old, Young Hero Song. The Lotus Lady was quite bold to speak so freely with such a young child.”

Intending to provoke Song Yuzhi, Mu Qingyan was surprised to find him unperturbed. Instead, Song Yuzhi continued, “I left home at seven to join the Qingque Sect and lost my mother at ten. Indeed, our mother-son bond wasn’t deep. However, when I was nine, my mother, knowing her time was limited, begged my master to let me return home to care for her. During that year, she shared many things with me.”

As Song Yuzhi recounted the touching memories of his mother, Mu Qingyan’s face turned pale. His attempt to touch on Yin Qinglian’s premature death had backfired, leaving him feeling wounded instead. A dull ache grew in his heart.

Mu Qingyan stood up, forcing a smile. “Lady Sulian spent her days cursing Lady Cai, wondering why she wouldn’t die. Who would have thought that her sister would pass away before the severely injured Lady Cai? Truly, heaven’s justice is clear.”

“My mother said those words on her deathbed. Unfortunately, my aunt was spoiled by my grandfather since childhood. My mother would counsel her for days, but she would soon revert to her old ways,” Song Yuzhi said. He swung the polished Qinghong sword, testing its edge. The blade cut through the air with a chilling aura. He then laid it flat on the table and drew out Baihong to begin polishing.

Raising his eyes to compare the swords, his gaze was as cold and sharp as the autumn-like sword ridge.

Mu Qingyan’s words were razor-sharp, each one aimed at reopening old wounds, tearing off scabs to reveal raw flesh beneath. Yet Song Yuzhi remained unmoved, like a bundle of old cotton, impervious to any provocation.

Although Mu Qingyan had initially thought to leave in a huff, he now sat down again and spoke slowly. “I’ve long heard that your mother was incredibly cunning, possessing seven-tenths of the world’s wisdom. Did she impart any teachings to you on her deathbed, Young Hero Song?”

“My mother said that all things in the world come down to one word: momentum,” Song Yuzhi said, looking up for the first time since Mu Qingyan had entered. “Go with the flow, and you’ll achieve twice the result with half the effort. If you go against the tide, even someone as renowned as Nie Hengcheng might face failure and death.”

Mu Qingyan asked, “May I inquire, Young Hero Song, about this ‘momentum’?”

Song Yuzhi explained, “Speaking broadly, it’s like the rising sun and setting moon, the eastward flow of great rivers, the towering mountains and valleys. No matter how much effort one spends, the sun will still set as usual. No matter how much the cuckoo cries blood, the moon will still arrive on schedule.”

Mu Qingyan scoffed, “Mere platitudes.”

“When I was young, I thought the same. It’s only in recent days that I’ve begun to grasp my mother’s meaning,” Song Yuzhi said, glancing out the window. “That year, when Lady Cai made a stunning debut at the Six Sects Disciples’ Competition held at Taichu Temple, taking first place, my mother observed coldly and concluded that even without outside interference, the marriage between the Zhou and Cai families was doomed to fail.”

Mu Qingyan sneered, “I suppose these words were meant for Lady Sulian.” He thought to himself, “This was meant to dissuade her sister from constantly meddling in the couple’s affairs.”

“Young Lord seems well-versed in the Yin family matters,” Song Yuzhi smiled. “Indeed, this is what my mother said to persuade my aunt. She explained that someone like Lady Cai, with such lofty ambitions, having experienced the vastness of the world, would never return to domestic life to endure the temper of a narrow-minded old woman. No matter how gentle and considerate Young Master Zhou might be, it wouldn’t make a difference—unless Old Lady Min were to pass away earlier… though my mother predicted she would live for a long time.”

Mu Qingyan forced a smile, though his eyes remained cold. “As they say, the wicked live long.”

“My mother also advised my aunt to give up on Young Master Zhou,” Song Yuzhi continued. “Although the old Master Zhou outwardly showed great respect for my grandfather, he was inwardly cautious. He arranged a marriage for his son early on to prevent my grandfather from matchmaking with a Yin family daughter.”

“Furthermore, my mother strongly urged my grandfather not to target Lady Cai. She said that Lady Cai, with her passionate nature and extraordinary talent, could be a valuable asset if used correctly. Consequently, for several years, no matter how impulsive or independent Lady Cai’s actions were, my grandfather remained quietly tolerant, never using his status as an elder to suppress her. Sure enough, when Nie Hengcheng later acted tyrannically, Lady Cai stepped forward, risking her life to vanquish evil and uphold righteousness.”

Mu Qingyan, though not a paragon of virtue himself, couldn’t help but feel chilled by these words.

He sneered, “After the Battle of Tushan, our sect was left leaderless, and Cai Pingshu’s abilities were entirely crippled. Only Yin Dai reaped the benefits. Well, well, what a calculated scheme, what an overt plot. The Lotus Lady was indeed far-sighted, beyond the reach of ordinary people. If she was so prescient, how did she fail to foresee her own father’s tragic death?”

“My mother constantly advised my grandfather not to covet Lady Cai’s achievements,” Song Yuzhi said, shaking his head slightly. “With Nie Hengcheng dead and Lady Cai incapacitated, and the old Master Zhou’s days numbered, my grandfather, as the leader of the righteous sects, was already unrivaled and the most powerful figure in the world. Whether he claimed credit for Nie Hengcheng’s death or not wouldn’t affect his authority. There was no need to pursue that empty glory.”

He sighed deeply, “Sadly, my grandfather wouldn’t listen to my mother. After the victory celebration, the Demonic Cult remained silent, causing even my mother to let down her guard. This led to my grandfather’s ambush and tragic death.”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes darkened, and he remained silent.

Inwardly, he thought, “It’s fortunate that Yin Dai coveted heavenly glory. When Yin Qinglian heard of her father’s tragic death, she miscarried in her great sorrow. Coupled with overexertion, this led to her early death years later, effectively removing a great enemy from our sect. Otherwise, with Yin Qinglian’s mind full of schemes and Yin Dai’s overwhelming power, Nie Zhe might not have lasted until I came of age, potentially losing all the assets of our separated sect.”

Smiling, he said, “I should let Zhao hear Young Hero Song’s words. Let her know how your mother schemed against Lady Cai behind her back. I wonder if she would still treat you with the same warmth and affection.” He had already decided to relay this conversation to Cai Zhao later.

Song Yuzhi looked directly at Mu Qingyan, “It doesn’t matter whether you tell her or not. I don’t agree with my mother’s actions anyway.”

He continued, “My mother saw through the trends of the world, but unfortunately didn’t use her insight for the right purposes. While I admire her foresight and ability to anticipate people’s moves, I don’t endorse her methods.”

Mu Qingyan scoffed, “It seems Young Hero Song has not only inherited but surpassed his mother’s talents. The student has outshone the teacher!”

Song Yuzhi lowered his head again, slowly polishing his sword. “Although I listened to my mother’s teachings, I regrettably didn’t take them to heart before. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have ended up in my current predicament, half-crippled.”

“On the day our sect was attacked, I acted too hastily. As soon as I heard the warning signal, I thoughtlessly divided our forces to resist the enemy, not considering that with the iron chain mechanism of Wanshui Qianshan Cliff, even if intruders entered our sect, their numbers couldn’t have been large.”

“My rash order played right into the enemy’s scheme. If it weren’t for junior sister Zhao’s timely arrival, I might have been even more severely injured. In contrast, Young Lord, you remained composed and responded calmly. I’m not your equal, and I deserve my current predicament.”

Hearing this praise, Mu Qingyan felt no joy. He toyed with a delicate teacup, saying, “We’ve been rambling for half a day, but how does this relate to today, to us? Young Hero Song, you’ve been thinking too much since your severe injury. Have you thought yourself sick?”

Song Yuzhi put down the Baihong sword and looked steadily at Mu Qingyan. “Then let me speak about today, about us.”

“Just as my mother saw at a glance that the marriage between Young Master Zhou and Lady Cai was doomed, Young Lord Mu, you’re even more astute than my mother. Can’t you see the current ‘trend’ between you and junior sister Zhao?”

“You, Young Lord, have always been part of the Demonic Cult, while junior sister Zhao belongs to the Six Northern Sects—she has loving parents, caring elders, and harmonious siblings. She’s deeply attached to them.”

A crackling sound broke the silence as the teacup shattered into pieces. Mu Qingyan slowly released his hand, his palm faintly streaked with red.

He looked up, his eyes blazing with cold light. “So this is what you’ve been waiting for. I was wondering why Young Hero Song was so leisurely discussing past events with a ‘great demon’ like me! My relationship with Zhao is none of your business, you cripple!”

Even Song Yuzhi, slow as he might be, could sense the murderous aura emanating from Mu Qingyan.

He raised his head to meet Mu Qingyan’s gaze directly. “Rest assured, Young Lord Mu, I won’t say or do anything more regarding Zhao. Although she won’t speak in detail about her experiences after leaving the mountain that day, I’m sure you must have made great efforts and faced dangers for her. Zhao’s feelings for you are beyond question, and nothing anyone else says will matter.”

“However, my mother once said that even if love is as deep as the sea, it can’t overcome the ‘trends’ of the world. I’ve accompanied Zhao on this journey to let her see clearly for herself.”

Mu Qingyan felt a rising tide of violence within him. “What if we can overcome all obstacles?”

“If you truly can overcome all obstacles, then it’s a match made in heaven that no one can shake,” Song Yuzhi said solemnly. “As I’ve said, I admire my mother’s intelligence but don’t agree with her methods. Young Lord can rest assured that I will never interfere.”

These words sounded pleasant, but Mu Qingyan grew increasingly agitated.

He suddenly stood up, turning his back to Song Yuzhi. The slight shaking of his shoulders betrayed his emotional state.

Song Yuzhi spoke again, “Actually, my father and mother’s wedding was once postponed for half a year. Did Young Lord know about this?”

Mu Qingyan retorted, “Who has time for your family’s ancient history?” Of course, he knew.

Song Yuzhi continued unhurriedly, “Although I’m unworthy, I’m aware of Young Lord’s methods. For people like You Wang, Tang Liu, and Shangguan Haonan, I suspect you investigated everything down to how many piglets their wet nurses’ families raised before daring to use them. You must know even more intricate details about our Six Northern Sects.”

“Back then, my father had another love, so he kept finding excuses to postpone the wedding. However, my mother never reproached him once, and even forbade my grandfather from questioning the Guangtian Gate.”

“She knew that my father and that woman had vastly different personalities and ambitions. Once my father had his fill of disappointment and returned, he naturally became more respectful and apologetic towards my mother. After their marriage, he never disobeyed her again.”

Mu Qingyan turned back with a cold smile. “Fine, when Qi Lingbo has her fill of disappointment out there and returns, she’ll surely become more respectful and apologetic towards Young Hero Song. I’ll congratulate you on your marital bliss in advance.” He inwardly vowed to give Song Yuzhi a massive green hat when the time came!

Song Yuzhi looked at him calmly. “You know what I mean.”

Mu Qingyan laughed coldly multiple times. “Have you forgotten that Zhao still has a fiancé? It’s not your turn yet.”

Song Yuzhi’s eyebrows rose proudly. “Young Lord has never taken Zhou Yuqi seriously. Despite my humble abilities, even with only half my power left, I might not be inferior to Junior Brother Zhou.”

“Enough,” Mu Qingyan said, not wishing to continue. He turned to leave, “Wait until we’ve taken this last city in a few days. Then I’ll properly consult with Young Hero Song…”

“My lord, haven’t you heard? The lowest form of warfare is to attack cities…” Song Yuzhi stood up. “The highest is to attack the enemy’s plans.”

Mu Qingyan suddenly turned back, his voice cold. “What do you mean?”

“Young Lord, please don’t misunderstand. I’m merely advising you to be cautious of Nie Zhe’s schemes,” Song Yuzhi said, bowing to see his guest off with impeccable courtesy.

The young man in plain clothes stood at the doorway with a slight smile, his eyes flying with handsome pride, radiantly arrogant.

Only now did the true face of the kind and righteous Senior Brother Song, who had been so warm and upright these past days, reveal itself.

Murderous intent rose in Mu Qingyan. He gave a short, cold laugh and left, his sleeves swishing behind him.
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After a brief rest and a satisfying meal, the group of four prepared to set out. The entrance to their journey lay in the mountains behind the small courtyard. Uncle Cheng activated a mechanism, and a conspicuous rock emitted a series of clicks. Soon, a pitch-black opening appeared beneath the stone, revealing an endless underground passage.

The four bid farewell to Uncle Cheng and entered the dark tunnel, holding torches. Shangguan Haonan looked around, noting the smooth ground, good air circulation, and the square green stones lining the walls. He couldn’t help but ask, “Did Young Lord build this tunnel before? It’s quite impressive.” This thought reinforced his belief that he had chosen the right leader.

Mu Qingyan neither confirmed nor denied.

Song Yuzhi commented, “It must be. Young Lord Mu emerged from seclusion on Huanglao Peak only four years ago. He was away from home for over a year and has been with the sect for exactly three years. With Nie Zhe watching from the sidelines, building such a tunnel in three years is remarkable.” Ever since planning to infiltrate Youming Huang, he had been constantly gathering information about Nie Zhe and the Demonic Cult.

Mu Qingyan let out a cold snort.

Cai Zhao, observing his cold, upright profile, asked Song Yuzhi in a low voice, “Why is he suddenly unhappy? He was in high spirits earlier, but after lingering in the courtyard for a moment, his expression changed.”

Song Yuzhi sighed understandingly, “We’re about to reclaim control of the sect. Perhaps he’s feeling homesick as we get closer.”

Mu Qingyan suddenly turned back, his gaze sharp.

Cai Zhao whispered even more quietly, “I don’t think he’s the type to get homesick.”

Song Yuzhi raised an eyebrow, “Oh, then maybe he ate something that disagreed with him earlier.”

“…” Cai Zhao reassessed her upright senior brother, “Senior Brother, do you dislike Young Lord Mu?”

Song Yuzhi maintained his righteous demeanor, “How could you think that, Junior Sister? Young Lord is generous. He readily agreed to lend me the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower. I’m grateful to him; how could I dislike him?”

Cai Zhao: …

Mu Qingyan suddenly turned back, “What are you talking about?”

Song Yuzhi replied, “Junior Sister asked if I dislike Young Lord. I said that the Young Lord agreed to help me with my problem, so I’m grateful. How could I dislike him? Isn’t that right, Young Lord?”

Mu Qingyan’s face was frosty.

Song Yuzhi lowered his head, “Junior Sister, isn’t that right?”

Cai Zhao: “Hehe, hehe, this tunnel is built so intricately.”

The four walked for a while.

Cai Zhao carefully examined the gaps between the green stone bricks on both sides of the tunnel and concluded, “It seems that neither Senior Brother nor Altar Master Shangguan was correct earlier. This tunnel was likely built by the Mu family’s ancestors but has been abandoned for many years. Young Lord Mu probably renovated it based on the existing foundation. A year or two would have been sufficient.”

Mu Qingyan’s long eyebrows relaxed as he uttered two words: “Wrong.”

Song Yuzhi turned his head and praised, “I’ve long heard that Junior Sister’s grandfather was a master of mechanisms and constructions. Indeed, it’s remarkable.”

Cai Zhao beamed with joy, “My grandfather was amazing! He made wooden birds that could fly, bronze water clocks that could report the time on their own, and even a long iron pipe leading to the bottom of a well. Just by opening the valve, well water would flow into the house!”

Song Yuzhi smiled charmingly, praising the Ning family’s deep academic traditions and Junior Sister’s exceptional eye for detail. Cai Zhao loved her family the most, and hearing Song Yuzhi’s continuous praise, she felt proud. She feigned modesty for a few sentences, and the brother and sister happily complimented each other.

While they were joyful, someone else was not.

Mu Qingyan frowned, his tone sarcastic, “Isn’t it indeed a family tradition? Zhao’s mother single-handedly blew up three main entrance gates of Guangtian Gate that year. The Lotus Lady’s wedding procession had to enter through a side door.”

Song Yuzhi (knowing who Mu Qingyan was referring to): …

Cai Zhao (also knowing who Mu Qingyan was referring to): …

Shangguan Haonan, quite cheerfully (knowing who Mu Qingyan was referring to): “Oh, was there such an incident? I’ve never heard of it.”

“It’s not like that!” Cai Zhao hurriedly explained, “My mother went to Guangtian Gate, she went with the Lotus Lady. Previously, because of one of the Lotus Lady’s bad ideas, my aunt was seriously injured…”

Song Yuzhi looked at her.

Cai Zhao: …

Shangguan Haonan jubilantly: “I’ve long heard that Yin Qinglian was full of schemes. Many of our sect’s top experts fell victim to this woman’s plots. Lady Feng’s mother did well, giving that woman a taste of her own medicine! Entering through a side door, those who knew might have thought she was being taken in as a concubine! Haha, haha, hahaha…”

As a member of the Demonic Cult and a descendant of its leaders, he was naturally happy to hear about the misfortune of their opponents.

“It’s also like that!” Cai Zhao frantically waved her hands, “My mother also went with the Lotus Lady, she went with Old Sect Leader Yin, because previously… Old Sect Leader Yin had tricked my aunt once…”

Shortly before the Lotus Lady’s wedding, the Six Northern Sects had agreed to attack Youming Huang. Yin Dai let Cai Pingshu, who wasn’t even twenty, lead the charge. This bad idea came from Yin Qinglian, angering Ning Xiaofeng so much that she almost went to Qingque Sect to pour slop water and release poisonous snakes!

As soon as she finished speaking, Song Yuzhi’s gaze became even more subtle.

“…” Cai Zhao realized she had misspoken again.

Shangguan Haonan was even happier. Having a grudge against the Qingque Sect and being at odds with Guangtian Gate, they were practically on the same side after rounding up. He said loudly, “Lady Feng doesn’t need to explain. Guangtian Gate is like that, and old Yin Dai is like that too. They’re all no good! Hero Dai, don’t you agree?”

Song Yuzhi opened his mouth, unsure how to respond.

Mu Qingyan smiled, “Yes, Hero Dai, don’t you agree?”

Song Yuzhi let out a cold snort.

“… Forget it, let’s stop chatting and continue on our way,” Cai Zhao said weakly.

Only Shangguan Haonan remained puzzled.

The four continued forward. In the deep, quiet tunnel, Mu Qingyan’s lips curled into a slight smile.

After more than half an hour, they emerged from the tunnel to find the sky already dim, with stars faintly visible.

Shangguan Haonan looked around in surprise, “We’re here!”

Cai Zhao looked back to see a series of mountain peaks behind them, with faint sounds of battle in the distance. She felt a jolt in her heart, “You Guanyue have already made his move. That’s the sound of fighting at the pass—does this mean we’ve already passed Yaoyue Pass?”

Shangguan Haonan exclaimed happily, “Not just Yaoyue Pass, we’re now beyond Zhizhi Pass!”

Song Yuzhi, with his sharp mind, immediately said, “We must be close to the secret entrance Altar Master Shangguan knows about, right?”

Shangguan Haonan’s joy was evident as he replied, “Wrong.” He pointed to a slope on the left, where a forest of sharp rocks stood on the mountainside. “The entrance is right there.”

As the saying goes, “Looking at distant mountains can exhaust a horse.” Quietly traversing the seemingly short distance proved quite challenging for the four individuals.

Shangguan Haonan, with a sorrowful expression, activated a mechanism. Behind a sharp rock, an opening appeared, revealing another pitch-black tunnel. He said, “This passage leads directly to Jile Palace.”

Mu Qingyan, feigning sincerity, cupped his hands and replied, “Young Hero Dai, you should stop here. Once I reclaim control of the sect and open the treasury, I’ll lend you the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower. Wait here for the main force to arrive.”

Song Yuzhi turned and said, “The path ahead is treacherous. Zhaozaho and I will wait here for Master You and the others.”

Mu Qingyan quickly responded, “It’s safer for Zhaozaho to come with me. There aren’t many skilled fighters left in Jile Palace now.”

Song Yuzhi raised an eyebrow. “If that’s the case, why do you want me to stay here, Lord Mu?”

Mu Qingyan put on a stern face. “Young Hero Dai, your physical condition isn’t ideal, especially compared to Zhaozaho’s vigor. I’m only thinking of your well-being. You should recognize good intentions when you see them.”

Song Yuzhi retorted, “Lord Mu, you call yourself a good person? Ha! That’s laughable.”

Mu Qingyan calmly replied, “Laughter won’t make your teeth fall out. Perhaps it’s those who speak nonsense on a full stomach who get their teeth knocked out.”

“You’re the one talking nonsense,” Song Yuzhi countered. “Calling Zhaozaho, a young lady, ‘vigorous’? Why not call her ‘brawny’ while you’re at it?”

“I’ll say what I want,” Mu Qingyan snapped. “Zhaozaho doesn’t fuss over such trivial matters. Only petty, useless men would prattle on about—”

“Enough,” Cai Zhao sighed deeply. “Let’s talk less and move faster.”

The four entered the secret passage once more. Waves of cold air rushed towards them, indicating that this tunnel was even deeper underground than the previous one.

The passageway was quiet and frigid. No one spoke.

Shangguan Haonan tried to speak several times but was stifled by the eerie atmosphere. Having never faced much hardship in matters of the heart, his only trial had been Nie Zhe’s lustful advances. As such, he was unsure how to break the silence.

As they neared the end of the tunnel, just as Shangguan Haonan was about to speak despite the risk of glares, Mu Qingyan suddenly stopped and turned. “Let’s discuss the situation inside Jile Palace first.”

Shangguan Haonan nearly shed tears of joy, knowing the new lord was reliable and wouldn’t let personal emotions interfere with important matters.

Mu Qingyan began, “Nie Zhe is jealous and intolerant of talent, which has led to a decline in skilled individuals within the sect over the past decade. Only three of the Seven Star Elders remain: Elder Tianqu Lü Fengchun, Elder Yuheng Yan Xu, and Elder Tianji Hu Fengge. Among them, only Hu Fengge, hand-picked by Nie Zhe, can be truly trusted.”

Cai Zhao couldn’t help but ask, “Is this Elder Hu a woman?”

“Yes,” Mu Qingyan replied. “She was one of the orphans Nie Hengcheng recruited into the Tiangang Dishaxing camp. She’s known for her exceptional intuition and ruthless methods. After the Blue Silk River battle, when Nie Hengcheng’s faction was nearly wiped out, Nie Zhe promoted Hu Fengge to be his right-hand woman.”

“She sounds like a formidable opponent,” Song Yuzhi remarked. “What do you know about her martial arts skills?”

“We don’t need to worry about her today,” Mu Qingyan said decisively. “She shouldn’t be in Jile Palace right now.”

Song Yuzhi narrowed his eyes. “How do you know that?”

Mu Qingyan simply replied, “I just do.”

Seeing that the two were about to argue again, Cai Zhao quickly interjected, “What about the other two Elders? Whose side are they on, and how skilled are they? If they’re like the ones from before, we might be able to handle them.”

Elder Tianxuan was captured at the cost of Cai Changfeng’s life. Elder Kaiyang was only subdued after successfully ambushing the Two Elders of Qingfeng. Elder Yaoguang and Abbot Cang Huanzi of Taichu Temple defeated each other, with Yin Dai taking advantage to kill Yaoguang. Former Elder Tianji Duan Jiuxiu was personally faced by Cai Zhao, though he was already severely injured and weakened. As for Elder Tianquan Qiu Baigang, who was secretly harmed by Nie Hengcheng, his ability to survive under Nie Hengcheng’s nose for decades speaks volumes about his skills.

A faint smile played on Mu Qingyan’s dark eyes. “Zhaozaho, don’t worry. The Seven Star Elders each have their strengths, but not all are top-tier experts. Take Elder Tianxuan, for instance. In terms of martial arts alone, he was far inferior to Cai Changfeng of Luoying Valley. However, he excelled in poisons and hidden weapons. Cai Changfeng, wanting to force him to reveal the antidote, held back during their fight. Unfortunately, he was hit by a poisoned needle, leading to his demise.”

Cai Zhao lowered her head and murmured in sorrow.

“As for Elder Kaiyang…” Mu Qingyan glanced at Shangguan Haonan.

Shangguan Haonan smiled bitterly. “My lord, please speak freely. My parents have told me most of it already.”

Ironically, the Shangguan couple knew nothing about their demonic sect relative before coming of age. After reaching adulthood, they were suddenly matched and married due to a drunken whim of Elders Kaiyang and Yaoguang, who then ordered them to have children quickly.

Fortunately, both were kind-hearted and honest, allowing them to maintain a loving marriage. However, their feelings towards Elders Kaiyang and Yaoguang were not deep, so they didn’t hesitate to tell their son the truth.

Mu Qingyan spoke directly: “Elder Kaiyang’s success in ambushing Cheng Hao and Wang Dingchuan of Qingque Sect was partly due to his expertise in traps and strategy, but Yin Dai’s deliberate allowance also played a role.”

Song Yuzhi coldly interjected, “Lord Mu, mind your words.”

Mu Qingyan stared into his eyes with a cold smile. “Young Hero Dai, have you heard of Li Wenxun, the outer sect manager of Qingque Sect? How do you think his martial arts compare to Qiu Renjie, who was recently captured by the Qingque Sect?”

Cai Zhao’s heart skipped a beat, already guessing some of the truth.

Mu Qingyan stepped forward, enunciating each word: “Qingque Sect’s rule is to choose the most outstanding disciple as the next sect leader. Although Qiu Renjie is considered the best among Yin Dai’s disciples, he’s not the most promising when compared to all the disciples of the Three Elders of Qingfeng. Li Wenxun often speaks of his deceased senior brothers, saying their understanding and skills far surpassed his own. If Qiu Renjie can’t even match Li Wenxun, how could he compare to those deceased senior brothers?”

Song Yuzhi’s face turned pale.

Mu Qingyan took another step forward, not hiding his mockery: “Back then, Cheng Hao and Wang Dingchuan were superior to Yin Dai, which is why Yin Dai became the sect leader. So, if Qiu Renjie is inferior to the disciples of Cheng and Wang, shouldn’t the next sect leader be chosen from their disciples? But would Yin Dai allow that?”

Cai Zhao muttered, “Of course not. He even shamelessly tried to make Madam Su Lian break off her engagement and remarry, just so his daughter could become the sect leader’s wife.”

Mu Qingyan nodded and continued: “After Cheng Hao and Wang Dingchuan’s deaths, Yin Dai had a ready-made excuse. For years after, under the pretext of avenging the two elders, he continuously incited their disciples to recklessly invade Youming Huang. It’s a pity for those loyal and brave young men, full of naive passion, who repeatedly charged to their doom, never suspecting the ulterior motives behind it all.”

“Some senior martial artists felt this waste was too cruel, needlessly sacrificing Qingque Sect’s future talents. But Yin Dai silenced them with grand claims of honoring their masters, insisting that disciples who didn’t seek revenge were ungrateful. If Qi Yunke hadn’t suddenly emerged, surpassing all his peers, and giving Yin Dai an outstanding new disciple, even Li Wenxun might not have survived.”

This revelation left Song Yuzhi sweating profusely and Cai Zhao deeply shaken.

She couldn’t help but think that, given the devious schemes of Yin Dai and his daughter back then, it was remarkable that her aunt had managed to survive unscathed until the final battle with Nie Hengcheng.

Song Yuzhi, torn between disbelief in his grandfather’s depravity and a nagging feeling that Mu Qingyan spoke the truth, tried to maintain composure: “These are just Lord Mu’s personal views. Given the long-standing grudge between your sect and the Six Sects of Beichen, such speculation about Elder Yin is hardly surprising.”

Hearing the weakness in his voice, Cai Zhao shook her head slightly and looked up. “Let’s get back to the matter at hand.”

“Yes, the important stuff,” Shangguan Haonan chimed in, oblivious to the suddenly heavy atmosphere. “Who cares about the Six Sects of Beichen fighting among themselves? Let’s talk about Elders Yuheng and Tianqu.”

Cai Zhao smiled helplessly.

It was absurd how the demonic sect had naive and straightforward individuals like Shangguan Haonan, while the Six Sects of Beichen harbored treacherous figures like Yin Dai and Qiu Yuanfeng who harmed their own.

Mu Qingyan’s lips curled slightly, refraining from further mocking Song Yuzhi. He turned to address the others: “Elder Yuheng, though disapproving of Nie Hengcheng’s autocratic ways, admired his ambition and talent, so he was somewhat neutral. However, he couldn’t stand Nie Zhe’s behavior and left the sect after a big argument ten years ago. He’s been unheard of since.”

Shangguan Haonan quickly interjected, “Who could stand Nie Zhe anyway?”

“As for Elder Tianqu…” Mu Qingyan pursed his lips and shook his head. “He’s managed to live comfortably until now relying on four words: ‘going with the flow’. If our plan goes smoothly, he might be the first to come and pledge allegiance.”

Cai Zhao nodded. “In that case, what we need to watch out for are the so-called Ten Tigers, Six Leopards, and Four Heavenly Dogs.”

Shangguan Haonan grinned, his light brown, rugged face looking particularly youthful and energetic.

He said, “This time, I have to say something good about the Six Sects of Beichen. A few months ago, Nie Zhe went crazy for some reason and sent his elite forces to ambush the Six Sects. Some groups were lucky and found nothing, but the rest suffered heavy losses.”

“Among the Ten Tigers, Qiu Ba and Qian Xiaosen died at Yinxiu Rapids. The Li Erhe brothers died outside Guangtian Gate. Of the Six Leopards, Yu Kan and Yan Ying both died outside Peiqiong Manor, and Ying Cailong was crippled. Of the Four Heavenly Dogs, Chen Li the Earth-Shaker, and his brother are trapped in Qingque Sect. We don’t even know if they’re alive…”

Cai Zhao’s heart stirred. “Is that Earth-Shaker Chen Li the one with the big hooked nose?”

Shangguan Haonan replied, “No, Miss Feng, have you seen Chen Li? His hooked nose is a bit shorter. His brother’s is longer.”

Cai Zhao chuckled awkwardly, “I haven’t seen them, but I’ve heard about their appearance… it’s quite distinctive.”

She had seen them. One brother died at Mu Qingyan’s hands, terrifying Qianxue deeply, while the other was killed by Li Wenxun during a breakout after being affected by the Snow Kirin Beast’s saliva.

Shangguan Haonan completely believed Cai Zhao’s words and nodded, “Oh, those brothers’ noses are indeed quite noticeable.”

Mu Qingyan glanced at the young girl with a smile.

Cai Zhao ignored him and started counting on her fingers, “Four of the Ten Tigers are dead, half of the Six Leopards can still move, and three of the Four Heavenly Dogs remain. Hmm, the odds don’t sound great.”

Mu Qingyan said, “The three dogs must be by Nie Zhe’s side, the six tigers are surely guarding various strategic points, and the three leopards are manageable. So, we’ll strike as soon as we enter. Don’t let Nie Zhe escape.”

Song Yuzhi finally spoke, his tone gloomy, “Earlier, you talked about reclaiming sect leadership openly and righteously. Why resort to sneaky ambush tactics now?”

Mu Qingyan replied calmly, “Because this is the only such tunnel we know of. Nie Zhe has controlled Jile Palace for over a decade. Who knows how many escape routes he’s dug? If I approach with a large army, he’ll surely slip away quietly. I don’t want to chase this scoundrel all over the world later.”

Song Yuzhi pressed on, “If this passage exists, why didn’t you bring a large force through it to capture Nie Zhe in one swoop?”

Mu Qingyan sneered, “Because Jile Palace isn’t like Qingque Sect’s Wanshui Qianshan Cliff, where people can come and go as they please, casually maiming so-called prodigies along the way!”

“What did you say?!” Song Yuzhi’s forehead veins bulged.

Mu Qingyan let out a cold laugh, his expression was haughty and contemptuous.

Shangguan Haonan stood there dumbfounded, completely confused about why they were arguing again.

Cai Zhao had to step in to mediate, “Third Senior Brother, Lord Mu means…”

She knew that the sarcastic man meant exactly what he said, but she pressed on, “If the attack on the various strategic points isn’t grand enough, with too few troops or weak offensive power, Nie Zhe might suspect Lord Mu has other plans and be on guard against a sneak attack on Jile Palace… Isn’t that right?” She looked at Mu Qingyan.

Mu Qingyan’s eyebrows were like ink strokes, his handsome face hidden in shadows. He looked at Cai Zhao for a moment, then said, “You don’t need to rush to smooth things over. With the battle imminent, I know what’s important.” With that, he turned and walked away.

Cai Zhao felt a surge of anger in her chest.

Shangguan Haonan activated the mechanism to open the exit, and the four of them filed out one by one.

As they took in their surroundings, a rich scent of perfume hit them, seemingly a blend of over a dozen floral, wood, and musk fragrances. Even with Cai Zhao’s keen sense of smell, she nearly suffocated for a moment. At the same time, she noticed the soft texture beneath her feet. Looking down, she saw the floor was covered in several inches of pure white long-haired carpet, made from who knows how many rare animal pelts.

The room was decorated lavishly, with jewels and precious stones everywhere. The curtains were made entirely of South Sea pearls, the bed was purple sandalwood inlaid with mutton-fat jade, and even ordinary incense burners were studded with thumb-sized glittering gems.

Such an extravagant taste could only be rivaled by the likes of Song, the grand master of Guangtian Gate.

Everyone quickly scanned the room. Mu Qingyan frowned, “Is this… Nie Zhe’s private chamber?”

Under the confused gazes of the others, Shangguan Haonan looked extremely indignant, almost shedding manly tears: “That Nie summoned me here privately several times… always with ill intentions.”

He wiped his eyes and said bravely, “But don’t worry, my lord. Thanks to my desperate resistance, that Nie hasn’t succeeded to this day!”

Mu Qingyan’s expression was complex.

Song Yuzhi dryly praised him, “Master Shangguan, you truly are a… chaste and virtuous man…”

Cai Zhao patted Shangguan Haonan, comforting him, “Look on the bright side. Nie Zhe letting you know about such a secret passage shows he had genuine feelings for you. He was really after your… um, body.”

Hearing this, Shangguan Haonan felt even more wrong, “Am I supposed to thank him for that?!”

Cai Zhao laughed awkwardly, “Well, no need for that.”

“Quiet, someone’s coming,” Mu Qingyan crouched and moved to one side. The other three also found corners to hide in.

Separated by a central hall and two screens, there was a spacious reception room outside.

After a series of footsteps of varying weights, several people entered the reception room.

Although they were some distance away, Mu Qingyan and the other three all had extraordinary cultivation, with senses far keener than ordinary people. Thus, the voices from the reception room came through clearly to their ears.

“Hmph, that little brat Mu Qingyan! I should have nipped this in the bud!” A high-pitched middle-aged man’s voice rang out.

A calm woman replied, “Didn’t you want to do that over a year ago? You wanted it desperately. But even with Mu Qingyan severely injured and poisoned, you still couldn’t catch him.”

“Keep talking and I’ll send you back to your courtyard! When Yuhua Gate falls and Mu Qingyan captures you and your son, let’s see if he shows mercy to women and children!”

The woman responded, “If it were just for myself, I wouldn’t mind dying. I only worry about my son, Sien. Poor uncle, once a hero unrivaled in the world, now with only Sien left to carry on his legacy.”

“Li Ru, shut your mouth! I’m not dead yet. I’ll handle uncle’s legacy myself!”

A sinister voice cackled, “Master, there’s no need to worry. Elder Hu is fighting hard outside. From the battle reports of the past few hours, both sides have had victories and losses. By the time they struggle to Jile Palace, they’ll be exhausted. We’ll be free to deal with them as we please! Hahaha…”

Another voice added, “Brother is right. Master, please ease your mind.”

Nie Zhe sighed, “Fortunately, with all of you guarding me, I feel somewhat at ease.”

Suddenly, a clear voice spoke up: “So, Master, are you hoping that Fengge and Mu Qingyan will destroy each other, leaving you to reap the benefits? Fengge has been nothing but loyal to you!”

Mu Qingyan, who had been listening quietly, suddenly frowned. He turned to Shangguan Haonan, pointing his thumb towards the outside, his eyes questioning, ‘Why is this person here too?’

Shangguan Haonan looked bewildered, shaking his head vigorously.

Nie Zhe seemed to fly into a rage out of shame: “I’ve hoped for that before! Of course, I know Fengge’s loyalty, but given the current situation, do you have any better ideas?!”

“Of course. Ask the Master to step down, return leadership to the Mu family, and retire from the jianghu.”

“Nonsense! Even if I agreed to step down, would that little brat Mu Qingyan let me off? Don’t be fooled by his fair appearance; he’s black-hearted! He’s never hesitated to flay people alive or use them as human torches!”

“Who told you to send people to spy on him? Of course, he had to make an example.”

“Yu Huiyin, whose side are you on?!” Nie Zhe shouted.

Yu Huiyin sighed, “If the grudge can be resolved, I beg the Master, Madam, and young master to leave quickly through the secret passage. I’ve found a secluded paradise these past years. We could live there peacefully. It wouldn’t be so bad.”

“Nonsense, nonsense! I’m the esteemed sect leader. To flee without even fighting would be utterly humiliating! With Fengge here, she’ll surely be able to hold off that brat’s attack!”

Li Ru interjected, “Fifth brother, stop trying to persuade him. He’s determined not to give up his power and wealth.”

Yu Huiyin still worried: “Then what about Fengge? Are we just going to let her fight to the death?”

“She won’t die. She’s formidable,” Nie Zhe said gleefully. “Ah if only uncle hadn’t passed so early. If he had lived a few more years, he could have personally taught Sien martial arts. Then the Mu family wouldn’t have stood a chance in our sect! Hmph, it’s all because of that whore Cai Pingshu. Fortunately, she died early. Otherwise, if she had fallen into my hands, I would have stripped her naked and thrown her into a pigsty, letting all the brothers…”

Cai Zhao couldn’t tolerate such filthy insults to her aunt any longer. With a swish, she sliced through the pearl curtain and leaped forward.

Seeing a beautiful, youthful girl alone, the group was more shocked than frightened.

One can’t blame them for misjudging Cai Zhao. She had indeed been raised in Luoying Valley for fifteen years, unexposed to the harsh realities of the jianghu. When she looked at people, her large eyes were clear, her expression pure and serene.

— Only heaven knew she was sweet-faced but ruthless, the type who would dig up someone’s ancestral grave and then complain about her sore hands!

Well, Mu Qingyan knew too.

A gap-toothed man approached Cai Zhao with a lecherous look, grinning as he reached out to touch her. “What a pretty little girl. Let me…”

Smack!

A loud slap of flesh echoed. Before anyone could see how Cai Zhao moved, the man was flying through the air in a perfect arc, like a kicked shuttlecock, before smashing headfirst into the wall and falling to the ground.

His head was bleeding, his cheek swollen and split, his ribs making a dull cracking sound.

Cai Zhao’s delicate brows furrowed slightly as she let out a soft sigh, like a young lady satisfied with her flower arrangement.

“Was I too rough?” she asked, tilting her head slightly.

Mu Qingyan appeared leisurely, his smile charming. “Who said that? Our Zhaozaho is the gentlest and most amiable.”

“That’s not true,” Song Yuzhi chimed in as he emerged.

It was rare for these two to agree on something. Only Shangguan Haonan remained dumbfounded.
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The reception hall fell silent.

Taking advantage of this moment, Cai Zhao quickly surveyed the enemies.

Nie Zhe, the most lavishly dressed man in the hall, was around 40 years old. His movements were still agile, but his energy seemed weak. Though likely handsome in his youth, his former charm was now buried under layers of fat.

Seated beside him was his wife, Li Ruxin.

Around 37 or 38, she had a fair complexion and fine, long eyebrows. While not as beautiful as Mu Qingyan’s mother Sun Ruoshui, she had an air of nobility that commanded respect. Next to her sat a sickly-looking boy of about ten, their features strikingly similar – likely Nie Zhe’s only son, Nie Sien.

Slightly apart from the family stood a middle-aged scholar who seemed out of place. About 30 years old, he had a lean face and a modest demeanor. More importantly, his sharp, powerful gaze and the aura of inner strength he exuded suggested considerable martial skill. This must be Yu Huiyin, whom Nie Zhe had mentioned, though Cai Zhao didn’t know his identity.

The hall also contained over a dozen guards and maids, along with three or five fierce-looking jianghu figures wearing animal skins and gold rings – likely the so-called Heavenly Dogs and Leopards.

After a moment of tense silence, surprisingly, it was Nie Zhe who broke it first.

He stared intently at Shangguan Haonan behind Cai Zhao, overjoyed: “Haonan, you’re… you’re not dead? I sent many people to inquire, all saying you were killed by bandits. These past days, thinking of you dead, my heart ached unbearably!”

His tone was sincere and earnest, mixing joy at reunion with a hint of sorrow.

Cai Zhao wanted to laugh but felt it would be disrespectful to the “manly man” behind her, so she held back.

Shangguan Haonan, initially full of righteous anger, now wilted under everyone’s gaze like a deflated frog. His face reddened as he shouted, “Nie, you old dog! You’ve bullied and humiliated me. I’ll never forgive you!”

Nie Zhe’s face showed hurt as he lamented, “Even at this critical moment, you’re so cold towards me. Have you forgotten all the kindness I’ve shown you?”

Shangguan Haonan roared, “Kindness my ass!”

Nie Zhe said sorrowfully, “My feelings for you were pure. Why won’t you believe me?”

“Believe your father!”

Cai Zhao couldn’t hold back anymore and burst into laughter.

Yu Huiyin looked uncomfortable, his face full of embarrassment. Though young, Nie Sien was familiar with his father’s proclivities and looked as if he’d been slapped. Only Li Ruxin maintained her composure, softly comforting her son.

The others in the hall, even if they showed as many teeth as Cai Zhao in laughter, all revealed ambiguous, murky smiles.

Song Yuzhi glanced sideways, surprised to see Mu Qingyan not laughing at all, but instead wearing a grave, cautious expression.

Nie Zhe said calmly, “Ah since Haonan won’t listen to reason, I have no choice… Men, attack!” His tone changed abruptly for the last four words, becoming urgent and vicious as if he’d become a different person.

Two rows of guards quickly assembled, forming a dense formation like a wall of shields in front of Nie Zhe and the others. Each held an iron tube as thick as a bowl and half a foot long. With a series of clicking sounds as mechanisms were triggered, a shower of fine needles sprayed out from the tubes.

Nie Zhe had indeed considered the possibility of Mu Qingyan and others entering through his most secret passage, but he had also prepared for potential assassins sneaking into Jile Palace.

However, Mu Qingyan had anticipated this preparation.

“Open umbrellas!” he commanded sternly.

Many formidable characters had been deceived by Nie Zhe’s weak and cowardly appearance, ultimately underestimating him and failing.

Including himself.

Cai Zhao and the others immediately untied the long-handled Vajra umbrellas strapped to their backs and quickly opened them.

These were weapons Mu Qingyan had commissioned in advance. The handles and ribs were made of fine iron, while the canopy was woven from a mix of heavenly silkworm silk and gold thread, impervious to water, fire, and weapons. When opened, the umbrella was enormous and slightly elongated. By slightly bending their bodies, those behind it could avoid all the finely shot projectiles.

As the needles struck, Cai Zhao heard a sound like heavy rain hitting the umbrella, reminiscent of gnawing ants. It sent chills down her spine, accompanied by the tinkling of needles falling to the ground. However, the row of iron tubes was long and dense, and the poison needles shot out in swarms. If they wanted to approach Nie Zhe and the others, they would inevitably be caught in a difficult position.

Cai Zhao was not one to take abuse without retaliation. After the second round of needles, she seized an opportunity. The silver chain on her left wrist shot out, entangling the necks and arms of two guards, forcefully pulling them out of formation.

After several screams of agony, these two were turned into pincushions by the flying poison needles, writhing in pain on the ground before dying.

Mu Qingyan instantly understood Cai Zhao’s strategy. He tore down a nearby beaded curtain and flung it out like scattering flowers, causing cries of pain from the second row of guards still triggering their mechanisms. Cai Zhao seized this chance, her wrist flicking to drag more guards, piling up their bodies like a wall of human flesh.

Nie Zhe, of course, saw through this strategy. His face darkened as he shouted fiercely, “Change formation! Use the Bone-Corroding Heavenly Rain!”

The first row of guards shooting fine needles retreated, replaced by a second row. Each held a half-foot-long iron tube, though only as thick as a cup.

As the mechanisms triggered, a green-tinged black liquid sprayed out like fine rain, emitting a strong, foul odor.

Mu Qingyan’s expression changed. “Be careful, this liquid is extremely poisonous!”

Even without his warning, Cai Zhao and the others sensed the danger and quickly used their vajra umbrellas for complete protection.

The poison liquid dripped onto carved window frames, instantly creating tiny holes in the supposedly imperishable purple sandalwood. On the white jade floor tiles, it etched countless small black holes, a chilling sight. The effects on the corpses on the ground were even more horrifying – upon contact with flesh and blood, the poison’s corrosive power multiplied rapidly.

When Cai Zhao looked out from behind her umbrella again, the corpses had been reduced to bare bones, terrifying her. Even the iron wire of the umbrella canopy sizzled where the poison droplets touched, and she wondered how long it could hold out.

Upper Official Hao Nan’s face turned pale with fright. He shouted, “What is this thing? It’s so powerful!”

Mu Qingyan replied in a deep voice, “It’s ‘Bone-Eroding Sky Rain.’ Lu Shinan created it under Nie Hengcheng’s orders years ago. After his death, no one could find the formula. I thought this substance had been used up twenty years ago!”

Nie Zhe laughed smugly, tilting his head back. “Alas, the Mu family’s two hundred years of glory ends today. Their last descendants will be buried here. Hehe, hehe, hehehehe…” This was his carefully arranged love nest; if not necessary, he wouldn’t have used such a powerful weapon as the Bone-Eroding Sky Rain.

Immediately, the surrounding Tiankou leopards showered Nie Zhe with flattery, praising him to the skies.

Yu Huiyin’s face showed reluctance. “Fifth Brother, this isn’t right. Fourth Brother deeply regretted creating the ‘Bone-Eroding Sky Rain.’ I remember he asked Third Brother to destroy the remaining supply. Where did you get this from?”

Nie Zhe cursed, “Shut up! My business is none of your concern!”

Cai Zhao frowned as she looked at the blood-soaked floor, then at the wood and tiles corroded by the poison. Suddenly, an idea struck her. She glanced at the luxurious inner chamber behind her and shouted, “The carpet!” As she spoke, her lithe body swiftly leaped back into the inner chamber.

Mu Qingyan was the first to react. “Right, quickly lift the carpet in the inner room!”

Upper Official Hao Nan also understood, laughing loudly, “Women are indeed more attentive to detail!”

A thick, soft, snow-white fur carpet lay in the center of the inner chamber.

The four of them worked together, straining to lift the fur carpet. With a loud crash, all the tables, bowls, and cups on the carpet tumbled to the ground, scattering precious red and blue glass, agate, pearls, and jades everywhere.

They spread out the massive fur carpet like a giant flag, hiding their bodies behind it. Then, they swiftly pushed it towards the hall.

Nie Zhe, previously confused by their actions, now seemed to understand. He shrieked, “Quick, quick, stop them! Spray, spray!”

Following his cries, an increasingly dense spray of poison shot through the air. The white fur carpet was immediately riddled with black holes, but it wasn’t completely eroded. The thick fur greatly slowed the corrosion.

While the ‘Bone-Eroding Sky Rain’ was incredibly lethal to flesh and blood, instantly killing upon contact, it wasn’t as effective against inanimate objects like wood and stone—a fact Nie Zhe himself realized.

In the blink of an eye, the massive carpet, like a moving wall, was pushed to the front. Nie Zhe, protected by the Tiankou leopards, retreated repeatedly. Li Ruxin and her son also hid in a corner of the hall under the protection of their maids. Only Yu Huiyin was caught in a dilemma, neither wanting to help Nie Zhe nor feeling right about leaving.

With Upper Official Hao Nan’s roar, they pushed the huge carpet directly onto the guards still spraying poison, covering their faces. The other three took this opportunity to attack the guards’ poison canisters.

Mu Qingyan grabbed another handful of pearls from the curtain, Song Yuzhi pulled out a handful of gold-bladed silver-backed sleeve arrows from his waist pouch, and Cai Zhao, refusing to be extravagant, picked up some glass and agate shards from the inner chamber floor.

The three of them attacked with full force. The poison canisters of the seventeen guards burst open—some had their walls broken by pearls, others had their nozzles torn by sleeve arrows, or their mechanisms knocked off by gem shards.

As the poison leaked out through the cracks, the seventeen guards let out shrill screams. Unable to discard the canisters in time, they could only watch helplessly as their hands, contaminated with poison, slowly corroded to reveal white bone before spreading to their entire bodies.

Song Yuzhi, feeling a hint of pity, raised his hand and shot several sleeve arrows, giving these guards a quick end.

Seeing the situation turn unfavorable, Nie Zhe immediately fled the guest hall with his lackeys, completely abandoning his wife and child.

Mu Qingyan spread his long sleeves and soared across the domed palace beams like an eagle, directly pursuing Nie Zhe.

Upper Official Hao Nan gave chase the fastest, feeling that if they couldn’t capture and kill Nie Zhe, his future would be bleak.

The floor was a mess of poison, blood, rotting corpses, and white bones with flesh hanging from them.

Cai Zhao clasped her hands together and silently recited a few lines of scripture. Song Yuzhi quietly waited beside her.

Soon, the sounds of fighting could be heard. Cai Zhao opened her eyes, drew her sword, and left.

Song Yuzhi followed.
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Outside the guest hall were two winding corridors. Crossing them led to a medium-sized banquet hall.

When Cai Zhao and the others arrived, they saw Mu Qingyan had somehow gotten ahead of Nie Zhe’s group, blocking the exit of the banquet hall. At his feet lay several dead or injured guards, their blood staining the gold-threaded pine and evergreen carpet, extending to where Nie Zhe and his group stood.

In the empty banquet hall, two sides faced off. On one side were twenty to thirty of Nie’s followers, poised for battle. On the other stood just one man.

The young man was tall and fair, dressed in an intricately embroidered black robe. His eyes were cold and clear. He stood like a majestic, handsome mountain before the crowd, and none dared approach.

“Uncle Nie, why the rush to leave? Where’s that spirit you had a year ago?” the young man’s voice was gentle. “Didn’t you say, ‘You don’t crave power, but the Divine Sect should be led by the most capable’? If so, why don’t we have another duel?”

Nie Zhe’s face alternated between red and green before he finally replied, “…I’ve been unwell these past few days. Let’s discuss a duel another time.”

Mu Qingyan chuckled softly, “You chose the date for our battle seventeen months ago. Today, it’s my turn to choose. Why not seize the day? Today seems perfect.”

Nie Zhe gritted his teeth, “For years, while you and your father lived in seclusion on Huanglao Peak, I never troubled you. Even our duel a year ago was agreed to be decided by fate. Today, you rely on outsiders to bully me. What justice is this?”

As the ‘outsider,’ Song Yuzhi quietly stepped back, but Cai Zhao didn’t move.

Upper Official Hao Nan put his hands on his hips and shouted, “Nie, stop your nonsense! You have no right to be the Sect Leader. In cultivation, reputation, or virtue, what do you possess? Over the years, how many sect members have died at the hands of your lackeys for opposing your leadership? Do you dare open the gates of Jile Palace and gather all sect members to discuss this?”

Nie Zhe was stung by his former subordinate’s words, but his sycophants weren’t silent. They began hurling insults:

“How dare a mere boy disrespect the Sect Leader? We’ll drag you to the God-Devouring Platform and let you die in agony!”

“The Yaoguang and Kaiyang Elders were the old Sect Leader’s confidants. As their descendant, you betray your master for glory. You deserve death a thousand times over!”

“Hehe, if it weren’t for his pretty face, this trash wouldn’t be fit to shine my shoes!”

“What pretty face? He’s just average-looking.”

“Hehehe, you don’t understand. His beauty lies elsewhere…”

If Yu Guanyue were here today, he’d have a hundred ways to curse back. But Upper Official Hao Nan lacked such skill. His face reddened as he was about to throw a punch, but before he could move, a slender figure flitted past him, cutting into Nie Zhe’s ranks.

Silver arm blades flashed, and crimson splattered. The four who had just been spouting nonsense instantly fell, blood gushing from identical deep gashes across their throats.

The girl was as pure and beautiful as early spring peach blossoms, yet her actions were ruthless and decisive. Everyone was shocked.

Even though these four weren’t highly skilled, to slit four throats in an instant was no easy feat.

Cai Zhao turned her head, “Upper Official Hao, these four were bad people, right?”

Hao Nan snapped back to reality, “Of course! These four relied on flattery, had no real skills, and only bullied sect members and harmed the weak. They deserved to die!”

“That’s good,” Cai Zhao sighed lightly, her bright eyes tinged with sadness. “If I had harmed good people by mistake, I’d feel guilty.”

Everyone thought: You ask if they were bad after killing them? That’s some guilt indeed!

The ‘easily guilt-ridden’ girl shook her arm blade, blood droplets rolling off the sharp silver edge, splattering on the ground in the shape of a vicious sickle.

She spoke calmly, “Times are tough, prices are soaring, and everyone’s busy. Let’s not waste time. Nie’s nephew, either follows Young Lord Mu’s suggestion, or we can have a chaotic battle. Whoever dies, dies. Let fate decide.”

She turned to Mu Qingyan, “Did I say that right?”

Mu Qingyan smiled, “Perfectly correct.”

At these words, Nie Zhe’s heart skipped a beat, surrounded by his strong and loyal guards. Li Ruxin’s face, however, paled dramatically as she tightly shielded her frail son behind her maids.

Mu Qingyan strode forward, swiftly knocking aside two guards, and approached Nie Zhe: “Nie Zhe, don’t dream. If chaos breaks out, even if others are spared, how could I possibly miss you?”

Nie Zhe took a deep breath, “Fine, but only you can come!”

“Agreed,” Mu Qingyan’s expression remained unchanged.

Song Yuzhi frowned and whispered, “What if Nie Zhe uses rotating opponents?”

“Then we’ll just cheat,” Cai Zhao replied without blinking. “We’ll grab Nie Zhe in the chaos and use him as a human shield. Why honor promises made to a coward who sprays poison?”

Upper Official Hao Nan rejoiced, “Miss Feng is so straightforward! We can capture not just Nie Zhe, but his wife and child as hostages too!”

Cai Zhao deadpanned, “I’d rather capture you as a hostage, Upper Official Hao. Nie Zhe doesn’t care about his wife and child, but you’re his heart and flesh!”

Hao Nan was speechless, while Song Yuzhi shook his head and smiled.

Near Mu Qingyan, three fur-clad men stepped forward. One spoke loudly, “We brothers have always stuck together…”

“I know,” Mu Qingyan said calmly. “Whether facing one opponent or a hundred, you three always fight together, right? Fine, come all at once.”

The three men were delighted and advanced bravely with their weapons.

Cai Zhao asked softly, “Who are these three?”

Hao Nan, being straightforward and not one to hold grudges, immediately replied, “They’re the remaining three of the ‘Six Leopards.’ The other three are dead. The one with the ghost-head knife is called… Huh?”

Before he could even finish introducing the first man’s weapon, the scene had already changed with repeated screams of agony.

Mu Qingyan pinched the back of the ghost-head knife with two fingers, channeling his energy to guide it straight into another man’s chest. Then, turning sideways, he struck out with both palms, hitting the chest of the ghost-head knife wielder and the third man, instantly rupturing their heart meridians.

The man with the pierced chest was still writhing and wailing. Mu Qingyan went over and skillfully stepped on his neck, breaking it.

He took out a handkerchief to wipe his fingers, his movements gentle and refined. “I hate it when people lie to me. You said you were three brothers who stick together, but weren’t there originally six of you? Now all six are in the underworld – that’s what I call sticking together.”

Mu Qingyan then looked up and said, “Next.”

Nie Zhe’s expression darkened as he nodded towards someone beside him.

A scarred man wielding a pair of lotus-headed iron hooks leaped in front of Mu Qingyan and declared loudly, “I am Sun-Devouring Hound Li Amou. I’ll test Young Lord Mu’s diving skills. Please, Young Lord, choose a weapon.”

Cai Zhao admired his spirit and couldn’t help but look at him with respect.

Mu Qingyan silently stepped forward. From seven or eight paces away, he channeled his energy and pushed his palms out. A powerful force like turbulent waves surged forth, making it hard for Li Amou to breathe, let alone counterattack. After just five or six moves, Mu Qingyan broke the iron lotus heads off Li Amou’s hooks and drove the sharp ends into Li Amou’s neck.

Blood gushed out, and Li Amou perished.

With a crisp clang, Mu Qingyan tossed aside the hook tips and said wearily, “I hate it when people pretend to be heroic in front of me. These days, true heroes died out long ago — Next.”

Nie Zhe’s face turned ashen as he looked towards a pair of brothers.

The brothers gritted their teeth and finally stepped forward, suppressing their fear. One of them said, “Young Lord Mu, please understand, we are indeed blood brothers, sharing life and death…”

“I know,” Mu Qingyan replied. “Wind-Summoning Hound Wang Jian, Sky-Howling Hound Wang Jian, born of the same mother. Come at me together.”

The Wang brothers each wielded a seven-foot snake-patterned spear. They coordinated their movements, their footwork aligning with the Five Elements and Eight Trigrams, their spear techniques exquisite. This time, Mu Qingyan didn’t attack from afar with palm force. Instead, after a few evasive moves, he suddenly struck with lightning speed, gripping the tips of both spears and shattering them with a burst of energy.

The Wang brothers’ hands were badly injured, bleeding profusely. They exchanged a glance, their thoughts in sync, then bolted towards the main door, abandoning Nie Zhe to save themselves.

Mu Qingyan stomped his left foot hard, sending spear fragments flying up from the ground. He caught the pieces in his palm and shot them towards the brothers’ backs. Wang Jian turned to block but caught a fragment in his throat. Wang Jian managed to deflect a few before being pierced in the temple by the relentless barrage.

Playing with the remaining spear fragments, Mu Qingyan said tiredly, “I hate it when people act all brotherly in front of me. Back then, Nie Hengcheng told my grandfather they were ‘not blood brothers, but closer than blood brothers’ — Next.”

Everyone thought: What exactly do you hate the most?!

Song Yuzhi shook his head slightly: “Strange, truly strange.”

“What’s strange?” Cai Zhao asked.

Song Yuzhi replied, “In these three duels, Young Lord Mu didn’t use his full strength. Instead, he used three different methods to kill his enemies. The first fight used close-quarter grappling techniques, the second used palm strikes, and the third purely internal energy.”

“What’s strange about that?” Upper Official Hao Nan asked, confused.

Cai Zhao explained, “Not using full strength suggests Young Lord Mu doesn’t want to reveal his true cultivation level. In that case, he should have used the same technique throughout. If he’s willing to display various techniques, he should kill the enemies quickly to conserve energy.”

Song Yuzhi asked, “Zhao Zhao, don’t you find it strange?”

Cai Zhao pursed her lips, looking towards the arena: “What I find stranger is his mood. The Young Lord… seems very angry.”

“Angry?” Hao Nan was even more confused. “We’re on the verge of a great victory. What’s there to be angry about?”

Cai Zhao gazed intently at the scene, sensing a deep-seated suppression and indignation beneath Mu Qingyan’s mocking smiles.

However, she didn’t know why.

Nie Zhe trembled all over, looking to Yu Huiyin for help.

Yu Huiyin had no choice but to step forward with cupped hands: “Let me test the Young Lord’s divine skills.”

“Please,” Mu Qingyan finally showed some respect.

Their duel was far beyond the previous fights. Energy burst forth in the hall, scattering weapon fragments and debris on the ground. Li Ruxin and her son, with weaker cultivation, had to take shelter behind a large pillar.

“Wait!” Mu Qingyan suddenly stopped.

Yu Huiyin’s internal energy surged, and he bit his tongue to maintain control. He bowed, “Young Lord, please instruct me.”

Mu Qingyan said, “You’re no match for me, but defeating you would still require some effort. Since that’s the case, why not let me face Nie Zhe directly? I give my word that I won’t harm Nie Zhe at all in our upcoming duel. Nie Zhe is the current Sect Leader, and if I want to reclaim that position, we must go through this formality.”

Yu Huiyin hesitated but found Mu Qingyan’s words reasonable. Over a year ago, the prodigious Mu heir had mysteriously lost to Nie Zhe. It was only natural for him to seek a rematch.

So he stepped back and said, “I beg the Young Lord to show mercy.”

Seeing this, Nie Zhe burst into a tirade: “Yu, you bastard! You’re just a servant’s son. My uncle took you in because your long-dead father was loyal and hardworking. People outside call you ‘Young Master,’ and you’ve let it go to your head. Know your place! How dare you make decisions for me!”

Back then, Nie Hengcheng had seven children under him. The first four were his carefully chosen disciples, the fifth was his incompetent nephew Nie Zhe, the sixth was Li Ruxin, the orphan of his close friend, and the seventh and last was Yu Huiyin, the son of a loyal servant.

Yu Huiyin silently walked away. The other guards, having witnessed Mu Qingyan’s prowess, hastily dispersed, leaving only Nie Zhe in the center.

Nie Zhe stood trembling, at a loss. Mu Qingyan mocked lightly, “Stop pretending. Make your move.”

Nie Zhe’s eyes darkened. His fingers spread like claws, emanating a fierce aura. Gone was his previous weak demeanor, replaced by vicious and domineering moves – the infamous Five Poison Palm technique.

This time, Mu Qingyan was exceptionally cautious, allowing Nie Zhe to attack continuously while he only defended.

Song Yuzhi exclaimed in surprise, “I didn’t expect Nie Zhe’s kung fu to be so good.” It was almost on par with Yu Huiyin’s, yet he had pretended to be so panicked. No wonder Mu Qingyan had lost to him before.

Upper Official Hao Nan mumbled, “…I didn’t expect that either.”

Song Yuzhi and Cai Zhao both looked at him.

Hao Nan could only defend himself again, filled with grief and indignation: “He didn’t succeed!”

With a muffled thud, Nie Zhe was knocked to the ground.

“So you never actually mastered the Five Poison Palm. You were just pretending,” Mu Qingyan stood still, his eyes red, veins bulging on his forehead like cracks on a beautiful porcelain face.

This time, even Song Yuzhi noticed something was off about his mood.

“But that’s not right! Nie Zhe did master the Five Poison Palm. I saw him kill two expert fighters with it. The palm prints on their chests were dark green,” Hao Nan cried out.

Cai Zhao asked, “Are you sure they were martial arts experts and not stage performers?”

Hao Nan suddenly realized, “You mean Nie Zhe hired actors!” Enraged by this thought, he roared, “Nie Zhe, you fraud! You’ve been deceiving everyone!”

Song Yuzhi turned to see Cai Zhao deep in thought, her expression grave. He asked her why.

Cai Zhao replied, “If Nie Zhe never truly mastered the Five Poison Palm, then how was Young Lord Mu poisoned over a year ago?”

Song Yuzhi was speechless.

Meanwhile, contemptuous glares were directed at Nie Zhe.

Though the guards were loyal to him, their loyalty was based on generous pay and a mistaken belief that Nie Zhe was capable, if unscrupulous.

Moreover, accepting Nie Zhe’s benefits didn’t conflict with secretly despising him.

Some quick-thinking guards, recalling Mu Qingyan’s promise not to harm Nie Zhe, volunteered to relieve Mu Qingyan of his worry. One said, “Nie Zhe, you not only deceived the sect members but also lacked virtue and talent. You’ve made a mess of the Divine Sect. Young Lord Mu may spare you, but I won’t!” He moved to stab Nie Zhe.

Ding!

A loud clang rang out as an iron-tipped arrow appeared from nowhere.

The arrow pierced the guard’s throat and, with undiminished force, embedded itself in a stone pillar, pinning the guard to it.

Everyone turned to see the main door had opened. A middle-aged woman in tight-fitting clothes and long boots stood there, her left hand holding a tall bow, its string still vibrating. Behind her was a small squad of archers.

“Who dares harm my Sect Leader!” the woman shouted.

Nie Zhe, like a child seeing his parents, crawled towards her crying, “Feng Ge, Feng Ge, you’ve finally come! Save me!”

The newcomer was none other than the newly appointed Tianji Elder, Hu Feng Ge!

Seeing the chaos in the hall and several corpses on the ground, Hu Feng Ge frowned, “What’s going on here? How did they enter Jile Palace? Our brothers are fighting at the front, unaware that Mu Qingyan isn’t even with the army. I’ll send word immediately…”

Nie Zhe trembled, “Never mind that quickly took me away. They want to kill me!”

Yu Huiyin smiled upon seeing her, “Feng Ge, why are you here?”

Hu Feng Ge frowned, “I should be asking you that. The Sect Leader and I had an agreement. He was to send word every hour that all was well. When two hours passed without news, I knew something was wrong. Yu Huiyin, didn’t you say you’d never return? You gave your word, so why are you here?”

Yu Huiyin smiled awkwardly, “The Divine Sect is in crisis, so of course I had to return.”

Hu Feng Ge coldly replied, “Your return is useless!” She then pulled Nie Zhe up, “Sect Leader, let’s go.”

Nie Zhe was so moved he nearly cried, quickly getting to his feet.

“Leaving won’t be so easy!” Mu Qingyan struck out with his palm, which Hu Feng Ge blocked with her own.

As another fierce battle erupted, Cai Zhao suddenly heard a strange scraping sound, like metal against metal. Before she could react, a loud bang echoed as the hall’s main doors slammed shut, pulled by some mechanism.

Nie Zhe’s eyes gleamed with eerie joy: “Third Brother, Third Brother, you’ve finally decided to act! Hahahahaha, Mu Qingyan, you little brat, it doesn’t matter if you deal with me. Our Nie family still has someone who can handle you…”

Before he could finish, an earth-shattering boom resounded. Rumble!

The entire floor of the banquet hall suddenly collapsed!

From the moment Nie Zhe called out “Third Brother,” Mu Qingyan, Cai Zhao, and the others had been on guard, expecting hidden weapons or poison from all directions. But the danger came not from above or around them, but from below!

Amid cries of varying intensity, everyone, without exception, fell into what seemed like an endless black abyss.
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Suddenly, the banquet hall doors slammed shut. The floor along the walls sank uniformly, plunging the room into darkness as torches and wall lamps extinguished. Even the luminous pearls embedded in the walls shattered with several loud cracks. In the blackness, only the sound of heavy chains sliding behind iron walls could be heard, reminiscent of a giant snake’s scales scraping as it slowly crawled.

Due to her previous experience of falling into an icy cave in the snowy mountains, Cai Zhao, standing at the edge of the hall, remained calmer than the others. In the last moment before darkness enveloped them, she glimpsed the direction of the sinking floor—iron walls flush with the banquet hall’s walls. As the ground gave way beneath her feet, she instantly stabbed her knife into the wall behind her while simultaneously throwing a silver chain toward Mu Qingyan, who stood in the center.

Although Cai Zhao’s silver knife was sharp, the wall behind her was unfortunately made of cast iron. The knife could only carve shallow grooves, merely slowing her descent. Just as she was about to draw the Yan Yang knife from her waist, she felt solid ground beneath her feet.

She had landed.

Landed? Cai Zhao was stunned.

At that moment, the lights flickered on.

Looking up, Cai Zhao discovered they were in a room about the same size as the banquet hall, with identical iron walls and massive pillars. Even the ceiling height was similar, around thirty feet. It was as if this lower room was the real first floor, and the banquet hall they had been in was merely a façade.

Everyone from the hall above had fallen. Some, like Cai Zhao, had managed to descend along the walls, while others, like Yu Huiyin, had slid down the pillars. Most, however, had been standing in the center with nothing to grab onto and fell directly to the floor.

Amidst groans of pain, the iron plate above their heads (which was the banquet hall’s floor) began to slowly close. A few agile guards leaped up, attempting to escape through the narrowing gap by using the walls for leverage.

Cai Zhao had the same idea, but as she moved, Song Yuzhi grabbed her, his face grave. “Don’t move! This trap is treacherous!”

Indeed, the slowly closing iron plate suddenly accelerated, snapping shut with several sharp clangs.

The guards who had just jumped were caught in midair. Several blood-curdling screams rang out as they were cleanly bisected—some at the waist, others at the neck. The most unfortunate was split at the head, his skull exploding instantly.

In mere moments, a rain of blood showered down, followed by the thuds of the guards’ mutilated bodies hitting the ground.

Song Yuzhi, face pale, tightly gripped Cai Zhao’s right shoulder.

Wincing in pain, Cai Zhao swatted at him. “Let go, Senior Brother. I won’t move.”

Realizing his overreaction, Song Yuzhi quickly loosened his grip. He then noticed Cai Zhao’s left hand was oddly extended, the silver chain on her wrist pulled taut.

Following its path, he saw the other end was in Mu Qingyan’s hand.

Mu Qingyan stood in the center, a thin silver line glinting around his sleek black waistband—the very chain Cai Zhao had thrown earlier. However, before she could pull him over, everyone had landed.

Song Yuzhi understood: even if he hadn’t restrained Cai Zhao, she would have been yanked back by Mu Qingyan’s hold on the chain as soon as she tried to move. Silently, he released the girl’s shoulder, and Mu Qingyan wordlessly let go of the chain.

Cai Zhao ruefully massaged her shoulder and left wrist, saying nothing more.

The three knew that unity was crucial now.

“Sien, Sien, are you alright?” Li Ruxin’s anxious calls rang out as she cradled her son.

The fall hadn’t been deep, and with Yu Huiyin’s help pulling them, mother and son were largely unharmed. However, the sudden event and the gruesome deaths of the guards overwhelmed young Nie Sien. He slumped weakly against his mother, breathing shallowly, clearly in shock.

Li Ruxin held her fragile son, tears streaming down her face. She turned to berate Nie Zhe: “Even tigers don’t eat their cubs! How could you lure us here? Are you trying to kill Sien?”

Though generally callous, Nie Zhe did value his only son to some extent. He immediately protested, “Woman, what nonsense are you spouting? If I had set this trap, would I have fallen in myself?”

Li Ruxin retorted, “When we left the inner hall, we could have escaped to the eastern council chamber with its exit to the surface. But you insisted on leading us here. Wasn’t this your pre-arranged trap?”

Nie Zhe, exasperated, shouted, “Shut up, you wench! Yes, I intentionally led everyone here because—”

Before he could finish, several loud cracks interrupted him. Near the ceiling, two-foot-square windows opened in each iron wall. Objects began falling through these openings with dull thuds. Upon closer inspection, everyone was horrified.

These falling objects were corpses.

Amid gasps of shock, the eight small windows continued to drop bodies into the room—men, women, old, young, guards, servants, gardeners, cooks, even the carcasses of cats and dogs.

Cai Zhao had never seen so many corpses in her life. Though she knew they were already dead, the terrified expressions frozen on their faces sent chills down her spine.

Hu Fengge’s eyes flashed as she barked an order: “Men, go up and block those openings!”

Her long-standing authority carried weight. Several guards immediately began scaling the walls, attempting to stuff the falling corpses back through the windows and block further bodies from falling.

The eight windows were indeed forcibly plugged.

Hu Fengge smiled with satisfaction, and Nie Zhe sighed in relief. “Fengge, thank goodness you’re here—”

“Ahhhhh!” Screams suddenly erupted as the guards at the windows fell heavily, writhing and wailing on the ground.

Hu Fengge rushed over to examine them. The guards’ hands and bodies were bubbling with a watery substance, their exposed flesh and skin rapidly dissolving to reveal stark white bone beneath.

“Bone-Eating Heavenly Rain?!” Shangguan Haonan exclaimed in shock.

Everyone was stunned. Looking up, they saw tiny holes surrounding the eight windows, oozing a greenish liquid. The guards had come into contact with this Bone-Eating Heavenly Rain while clinging to the walls.

Hu Fengge’s face hardened. With swift strokes of her blade, she severed the limbs of the guards whose extremities were dissolving, halting the spread of corrosion.

With this obstruction removed, corpses once again began tumbling from the eight windows.

Hu Fengge spat bitterly, “I’d like to see just how many bodies they plan to drop. Do they intend to bury us alive with corpses?”

“No, that can’t be,” Nie Zhe said, terrified.

“Of course not,” Mu Qingyan replied calmly. “This hall isn’t small, but it’s not enormous either. To fill it with corpses would require thousands of bodies. The极乐宫 doesn’t have that many people. However…”

“However what?!” Nie Zhe asked anxiously.

Mu Qingyan continued, “While these corpses won’t fill the entire room, they’ll likely cover the entire floor.”

“So what?” Hu Fengge pressed.

Mu Qingyan smiled coldly. “A floor covered in corpses, plus several vials of Bone-Eating Heavenly Rain. What do you think will happen?”

Everyone gasped as realization dawned—any flesh touching the Bone-Eating Heavenly Rain would dissolve into a puddle of blood, with no exceptions. Worse still, the blood from the dissolving corpses would spread the corrosion further.

At that moment, the eight windows abruptly stopped dropping bodies and snapped shut. Immediately, the tiny holes in the walls began spraying the greenish, poisonous liquid.

The poison rained down, landing directly on the pile of corpses. As Mu Qingyan had predicted, the bodies began to rot and melt, their fluids pooling on the floor. These puddles expanded and merged, quickly rendering the ground uninhabitable.

Amidst panicked cries, those still able to move desperately tried to embed their weapons into the iron walls, hoping to hang on. However, the walls were incredibly thick. Even common weapons could only penetrate a few inches. Cai Zhao, wielding her Yan Yang knife, managed to embed it only half a foot deep.

“How thick are these walls?” Cai Zhao asked anxiously.

Mu Qingyan’s eyes flickered with pity. “The underground palace beneath Jile Palace was built by the fifth-generation master, Mu Donglie. My father said each iron wall is three feet thick.”

“Three feet?!” Cai Zhao exclaimed, disheartened. “Why build them so thick?”

Mu Qingyan explained, “During Mu Donglie’s reign, the Xianhua State was at its peak of power. With abundant resources and manpower, they spared no expense.”

“This spells disaster for us!” Shangguan Haonan lamented.

Mu Qingyan looked up and called out, “Isn’t it time you showed yourself? Wouldn’t you like to witness our demise in person, after all your scheming?”

Song Yuzhi raised an eyebrow. “You know who’s behind this?”

“I have a good guess,” Mu Qingyan said bitterly. “I was careless; I never imagined this person was still alive.”

At that moment, one of the eight small windows slowly opened.

“Hahaha, truly a young hero,” a cackling laugh echoed from the darkness. The sound of wheels accompanied the appearance of a withered man with graying hair in a wheelchair at the window. “If your ancestors had your courage and wit, would we be here today?”

Hu Fengge had helped Nie Zhe hang from a torch bracket. Upon seeing the man, Nie Zhe burst into tears. “Third Brother, save me! You said you’d help if I lured everyone here. I did as you asked! You can’t just watch me die!”

The man sneered, “You fool! I gave you so much Bone-Eating Heavenly Rain, and you couldn’t even use it properly!”

Yu Huiyin recognized the familiar voice and exclaimed in shock, “Third Brother, is that you?”

Li Ruxin, hanging from his arm, also cried out, “Third Brother, you’re alive? We thought you died with Big Brother at Qingluo River! If you survived, why didn’t you come to us?”

Cai Zhao’s mind raced, and she gasped, “So this is Han Yisu.”

Mu Qingyan confirmed, “Indeed, it’s him.”

Yu Huiyin looked closely at Han Yisu. Though only seven or eight years older than himself, Han now appeared sickly and ancient. Yu choked up, “Third Brother, what happened to you? If you didn’t want to show yourself, you could have come to me. We could have lived in seclusion together.”

Han Yisu’s face was covered in scars, giving him a ghostly appearance. “After narrowly escaping death, I was already a dead man walking. I didn’t want to be far from Master, so I hid in the underground palace, intending to guard his remains for the rest of my days…”

Mu Qingyan suddenly interjected, “What remains? After Nie Hengcheng was defeated and killed by Cai Pingxu, wasn’t he immediately dismembered by the Six Northern Sects who arrived at Tu Mountain? At most, you and Zhao Tianba could have collected some fragments to cremate and enshrine, merely for sentimental value.”

Song Yuzhi glanced at him curiously. Though they hadn’t known each other long, he had come to understand Mu Qingyan as someone who played his cards close to his chest, never revealing his hand until the last moment. It seemed odd that he would provoke Han Yisu so quickly after his appearance.

As expected, Han Yisu flew into a rage. “You dare disrespect my master, you little brat! I had planned to live out my days in peace, no longer meddling in worldly affairs. But to hear you insult my master! He dedicated his life to the realm, toiling endlessly, and now…”

“You speak of detachment,” Mu Qingyan interrupted, “but you and your master were always experts at feigning righteousness while acting despicably. You may have faked your death and hidden under Nie Zhe’s protection, but once I reclaim power and thoroughly search Jile Palace, where will you hide then? Sooner or later, you were bound to support Nie Zhe. No need for such lofty pretenses!”

Han Yisu furiously pounded his wheelchair, shouting, “How dare you, a mere child, criticize my master! What has he ever done to wrong the realm? Soon, I’ll seal all exits. Let’s see if you can hang on those walls forever. The moment you fall, you’ll dissolve into a puddle of blood. Hahaha!”

“Enough,” Mu Qingyan said coldly. “After going to such lengths, do you intend to let me live? Even if I begged for mercy now, it would only invite mockery. I was careless, never imagining your ghostly presence still lingering in this world. I accept the consequences of my miscalculation. No need for further words.”

Han Yisu’s laughter suddenly ceased, his expression turning sinister. “You’re so eager to cut me off. Who are you afraid I’ll mention?”

Mu Qingyan’s handsome face turned slightly ashen. “A man stands by his words and actions. Don’t drag women into this!”

Han Yisu smiled maliciously. “Women? I wouldn’t underestimate them. Cai Pingxu was a woman, after all. I had no intention of helping the incompetent Nie Zhe. The reason I’ve emerged is because I heard something. You… you brought that Cai family bitch into Jile Palace—how dare you dishonor my master like this!” He pointed directly at Cai Zhao.

Everyone was shocked, turning to look at the girl beside Mu Qingyan.

Yu Huiyin’s expression darkened. “You… you’re Cai Pingxu’s…”

Nie Zhe grinned. “That’s right, this girl is Cai Pingchun’s daughter, Cai Pingxu’s niece whom she raised herself—Cai Zhao! Look at the knife in her hand. Isn’t that the Yan Yang Knife?”

Everyone looked, confirming it was true.

Yu Huiyin’s face fell, while Hu Fengge began berating Mu Qingyan directly. “Young Lord Mu, though I serve the current master, I believed your claim to power was not unreasonable. But bringing a Cai family member into Jile Palace? How do you explain this?”

Li Ruxin, who had been focused solely on her son until now, furrowed her brows in anger. “Whatever faults my uncle had, he still rendered great service to the realm. He died a cruel death at Cai Pingxu’s hands. Since then, the entire Cai family has been my sworn enemy. How could you bring one of them into Jile Palace?”

Cai Zhao finally realized the trouble she had inadvertently caused and was at a loss for words.

Song Yuzhi and Shangguan Haonan also looked displeased.

Mu Qingyan burst into laughter. “Haha! What a bunch of cowards! What a group of useless, resentful mice!”

He continued, “In the great battle at Tu Mountain when Cai Pingxu faced Nie Hengcheng, did she use hidden weapons? Did she set traps? Did she rely on numbers? It was a fair duel to the death, with heaven deciding the victor. Nie Hengcheng’s death was a natural outcome, as he would have acknowledged. Yet you, his disciples and followers, have harbored this resentment for years!”

“If Nie Hengcheng feared death so much, he should have retired to cultivate himself and prolong his life! He was older than Cai Pingxu by quite a margin, a whole generation above her. In the end, his skills were inferior. How embarrassing that you still bring this up without shame!”

“If you’re truly so indignant, why not hone your skills and challenge the real culprit to regain your honor? Cai Pingchun is right there in Luoying Valley. The valley is right there. If you respect Nie Hengcheng so much, why haven’t you gone?”

Mu Qingyan suddenly feigned realization. “Oh, I forgot. You did go. But like a master, like a disciple—your skills were lacking. You were utterly defeated at Qingluo River and never recovered your reputation! Hahaha…”

Li Ruxin trembled with rage, while Han Yisu’s face turned ashen. He snarled, “Enough of your glib tongue, brat! Listen, all of you. Today, I only want to kill that Cai family bitch. Whoever helps me slay her, I’ll open the mechanism and let you out. After that, I don’t care how you fight amongst yourselves!”

“Otherwise,” he sneered, “I’ll lock the mechanism permanently, and you can all rot in here!”

At these words, everyone clinging to the walls hesitated.

Surprisingly, Mu Qingyan acted the fastest.

He yanked Cai Zhao behind him, executing a graceful mid-air spin to move two zhang horizontally, hanging beneath a torch. Simultaneously, he struck out with two palm strikes, knocking back two guards who had tried to approach. The guards fell to the ground, instantly touching the poisonous blood and howling in agony as they awaited death.

Mu Qingyan coldly challenged, “Come and try if you dare. I may not be able to open the iron wall mechanism, but I can certainly knock you to the ground.”

Cai Zhao clutched his robe from behind. His tall, broad figure felt like a solid, reliable mountain. Her heart raced with both gratitude and panic.

Those who had considered moving immediately stopped.

Han Yisu, annoyed, called out, “Shangguan Haonan, Kaiyang, and Yaoguang once served my master loyally. Given the current situation, shouldn’t you switch sides now?”

Song Yuzhi, startled, began to move towards Cai Zhao.

But Mu Qingyan stopped him, “Stay where you are! Don’t come closer!”

Song Yuzhi was bewildered. “I want to help protect Zhao Zhao with you.”

Mu Qingyan replied coldly, “I don’t trust you.”

Song Yuzhi was stunned, finally understanding why Mu Qingyan had so quickly moved Cai Zhao away earlier.

Mu Qingyan had anticipated Han Yisu would incite everyone to kill Cai Zhao. He had first tried to provoke Han Yisu to divert his attention; when that failed, he resorted to openly distrusting not only Shangguan Haonan but even Song Yuzhi.

Now, everyone’s attention turned to Shangguan Haonan.

After his expression changed several times, Shangguan Haonan firmly shook his head. “Joining Young Lord Mu was my own decision. A man of honor doesn’t regret his choices or change sides midway. Just as our elders loyally followed Nie Hengcheng to their deaths without regret, so shall I.”

Song Yuzhi gained a newfound respect for this demonic sect leader, realizing that loyalty and honor weren’t exclusive to righteous martial artists.

Han Yisu raged, “Fine! Since you choose death, I’ll close all escape routes now…”

“Third Brother!” Nie Zhe wailed. “What about me? I’m Uncle’s only blood relative!”

Han Yisu sneered, “A waste like you dares invoke Master’s name? You’ve utterly disgraced his legacy! Go apologize to him in the underworld!”

Hearing Han Yisu disregard even Nie Zhe’s life, the others felt increasingly hopeless.

“Third Brother, wait!” Yu Huiyin suddenly cried out. “What about Seventh Sister and Sien? Are you abandoning them to avenge Master? Have you forgotten how much Master loved Seventh Sister? Even if Fifth Brother has acted improperly these years, Sien is completely innocent!”

As Yu Huiyin mentioned the past, memories flooded Han Yisu’s mind:

His hometown flooded when he was young. His parents placed him in a wooden barrel, hoping he’d survive. After days of hunger, adrift in endless waves, Nie Hengcheng rescued him and gave him a name.

“To encounter me in such vast, boundless waters – you must be blessed with great fortune. You’re like a mote in the ocean, so I’ll call you Han Yisu.” The young Nie Hengcheng was tall and robust, with a hearty laugh.

In his youth, Han trained with his fellow disciples. Nie Hengcheng, then in his prime, was decisive and wise, growing in authority. Yet whenever he had a moment free from duties, he’d carry little Li Ruxin on his shoulders, personally instructing his disciples.

Han Yisu’s heart trembled. Seeing Li Ruxin’s pale face and her sickly child, he softened. With a long sigh, he relented, “Fine. Huiyin, bring Ruxin and Sien over.”

As he spoke, the small window expanded two feet in each direction, revealing Han Yisu’s knees in his wheelchair and the iron tubes on either side that sprayed the Bone-Eating Heavenly Rain.

“The rest of you, don’t move! Or I’ll send you to the underworld first!” Han Yisu’s shout deterred the others who were tempted to act.

Li Ruxin gritted her teeth. “I don’t care about myself. If it means avenging Uncle, I’m willing to die!”

Nie Zhe cursed, “Stupid woman! Your death doesn’t matter, but what about Sien?!”

Li Ruxin hugged her son tighter, her heart-wrenching.

Yu Huiyin tied Li Ruxin and her son with his belt, gripping it with one hand. With the other, he pushed off the iron wall, leaping to Han Yisu’s side and entering through the window.

Nie Zhe watched enviously and pleaded again, “Third Brother, please, for Uncle’s sake, spare my life!”

Having made one concession, Han Yisu’s resolve weakened. He sighed again, “Fine, you can come too.” Then he glared hatefully at Mu Qingyan and the others. “Let them die together!”

Overjoyed, Nie Zhe called out, “Fengge, quickly!” Though injured, he was confident in maneuvering between the walls.

Hu Fengge grabbed Nie Zhe and spiraled towards Han Yisu’s window.

At this moment, Mu Qingyan reached behind him, writing a character in Cai Zhao’s palm: ‘Seize’.

Cai Zhao’s heart raced. She gripped back, signaling her understanding.

As Hu Fengge climbed into the window, Nie Zhe sprawled by Han Yisu’s wheelchair, gasping. Hu Fengge stood behind, catching her breath.

Suddenly, Mu Qingyan recited loudly: “Phoenix, oh phoenix, return to your homeland!”

Everyone, including Han Yisu, was puzzled by this.

In that instant, Hu Fengge struck!

She kicked Nie Zhe out of the window, then struck Han Yisu’s back with both palms.

Yu Huiyin, shocked, moved to attack Hu Fengge. She countered, and they engaged in a fierce fight, evenly matched. Han Yisu, thrown from his wheelchair, coughed blood. Fighting through the pain, he reached for the mechanism by the window, intending to close the iron doors and release the poison to kill those inside.

But Mu Qingyan had already leaped over, stomping on Han Yisu’s hand and seizing the mechanism.

Behind him, Cai Zhao swung her silver chain, forcefully breaking all the poison sprayers.

Soon, Song Yuzhi and others arrived. They knocked down the remaining guards who tried to attack, sending them tumbling into the poison pool below, where they joined Nie Zhe in agonized screams as they dissolved.

In an instant, the situation reversed, with Mu Qingyan’s group in full control.

“Yu Huiyin, stop fighting!” Hu Fengge commanded. “Nie Zhe must die, but I’m willing to plead with Young Lord Mu for Lady Li and her son!”

Hearing this, Yu Huiyin slowly ceased his attacks.

Hearing Nie Zhe’s continued wails below, he quickly flew down to retrieve him. However, Nie Zhe’s body was already covered in bursting blood blisters from the corrosive poison.

Han Yisu, lying on the ground convulsing, glared at Hu Fengge with clouded eyes. “Master treated you well. Joining Mu Qingyan makes you a heartless, ungrateful traitor!”

Hu Fengge scoffed mockingly, “I was an orphan recruited by the Tiangang Dishei Camp as a suicide soldier. I served the Nie family in exchange for food and shelter. It was a fair trade; I owe them nothing.”

Han Yisu gritted his teeth, “What did Mu Qingyan offer you to make you switch sides at this critical moment?”

Hu Fengge’s cold, fierce expression suddenly softened. “Nothing special. I just owed someone a debt I could never repay, so I’m repaying it to his son instead.”

“Mu Zhengming?” Yu Huiyin blurted out.

Hu Fengge nodded. “If not for him, I’d have died three times over by now.”

Yu Huiyin looked deeply apologetic. “Was it… back then? I should have come to find you…”

“At that time, Nie Hengcheng had just adopted you. You, a servant’s son, were still being bullied. You had no say in the Tiangang Dishei Camp,” Hu Fengge said. “I don’t blame you.”

Han Yisu suddenly turned to Mu Qingyan. “If Hu Fengge had secretly joined you long ago, why did you choose to flee like a stray dog when your life was in danger over a year ago, instead of having her intervene?”

Mu Qingyan replied slowly, “Because I didn’t recruit allies just to save my own life.”

Han Yisu’s pupils dilated.

Mu Qingyan continued, “When my father passed away years ago, I made a decision. If I couldn’t succeed, I’d rather die without a burial place.”

Cai Zhao, moved, and asked softly, “Is that why you named that small courtyard ‘A Moment of Splendor’?”

Mu Qingyan turned to her and nodded. “Unlike my father, I won’t compromise or endure for the sake of the bigger picture. If I can’t root out corruption and eliminate Nie’s faction, I’d rather my life end in an instant.”

Han Yisu finally understood. Laughing through blood, he exclaimed, “Well, well! Such a determined and resilient Young Lord Mu. The Mu family indeed deserves its resurgence!”

His eyes fixed on Mu Qingyan. “In my heart, you’re ten thousand times better than that waste Nie Zhe. But alas, I must still avenge my master…”

As he uttered those last words, Mu Qingyan sensed danger, but it was too late.

Han Yisu rolled forcefully, plunging through the window into the pool of poisonous blood and dismembered corpses below. Enduring the agony of his flesh corroding, he frantically searched the base of the wall until he found a pull ring. He yanked it hard—

A deafening explosion shook the room, nearly bursting everyone’s eardrums.

The chamber began to quake violently. Iron walls cracked, the floor caved in, and massive pillars toppled. Everyone staggered, realizing the small inner room was about to collapse, threatening to drop them into the blood pool below.

Amidst the chaos, Mu Qingyan grabbed Cai Zhao and rolled with her towards a dark opening on the side.

Volume Four – Fiery Abyss Chapter 79
Han Su’s window was originally a small mechanical room with several dark openings on all sides. When an explosion erupted below, the room immediately began to sway precariously. The walls cracked, and the ceiling started to collapse. As a massive stone block plummeted towards them, Mu Qingyan swiftly embraced Cai Zhao and rolled into a lower left opening.

Unexpectedly, the staircase behind this opening had already been shattered by the tremors. Consequently, Mu and Cai tumbled down the broken stone wall. Despite their high cultivation levels, they were bruised and battered all over. Fortunately, recalling their experience in the ice cave of Xueling where hot springs had struck them, they clung tightly to each other, refusing to let go regardless of how they were tossed about.

After rolling for an indeterminate time, they fell like dumplings through a high opening, landing on flat ground with Cai Zhao on the bottom and Mu Qingyan on top.

Already dizzy from the fall and now crushed beneath a tall, slender young man, Cai Zhao felt numb all over and couldn’t help but let out a painful groan. Mu Qingyan chuckled softly, his chest vibrating against the girl beneath him.

Cai Zhao, like a small elephant fallen into a mud pit and unable to climb out, whimpered in pain. With a bitter expression, she complained, “Those novels are all lies! Aren’t these situations supposed to have the man on the bottom and the woman on top?” She lamented that instead of the woman lying on the man’s broad chest, speaking sweet nothings with both apology and joy, she was about to be flattened like a meat patty.

Mu Qingyan laughed quietly, “I told you to read fewer novels. You’ll have plenty of bitter experiences in the future.”

Looking around, they discovered they were in a deep, square tunnel. The floor and walls gleamed with a cold, iron-like sheen. The chill permeated the air, and luminous pearls were embedded in the walls every few zhang, emitting a soft glow.

Cai Zhao pounded his shoulders vigorously. “Get up quickly! You’re crushing me!”

Mu Qingyan, his face buried in her delicate neck, breathed warmly and spoke in a soft, heated voice, “My waist hurts. I can’t get up.”

Angrily, Cai Zhao threatened, “If you don’t get up now, I’ll make your face hurt!”

Unfazed by this meager threat, Young Master Mu pressed his body even closer. He took her pink, plump fist and brought his jade-like face near, taunting, “Go ahead, hit me. If you have the guts, just beat me to death.”

Cai Zhao sighed helplessly, “… In novels, it’s usually the woman who says such things.”

Mu Qingyan smiled brilliantly, his radiance illuminating mountains and rivers. “Then what happens next? Does the woman get hit?”

Dazzled by his smile, Cai Zhao suddenly felt that being a meat patty wasn’t so bad. She answered awkwardly, “After such coquettish behavior, the man naturally can’t bring himself to hit her.”

Smiling coyly, Mu Qingyan said, “So that’s how coquettishness works. Why don’t you act coquettish for me then…”

Cai Zhao replied in confusion, “Sure, I often act coquettish with my aunt… Wait, no! How did it become me acting coquettish? Shouldn’t you be the one doing it?”

Mu Qingyan leaned in closer, his high nose almost brushing against the girl’s cheek. “As long as you like it, I’ll act coquettish for you.”

Cai Zhao’s eyes were filled with the man’s beautiful obsidian orbs. Unconsciously, she wrapped her arms around his neck, wanting to bite his pale red thin lips. Suddenly, the young man’s expression turned cold. He quickly pushed himself up and moved away from the girl.

With a cold gaze, he sat on one knee nearby and said frostily, “Heaven and earth have proper laws, and humans have etiquette. Even in a place with no one around, men and women shouldn’t be touchy-feely. What if it leads to a grave mistake?”

Cai Zhao, still lying on the ground, thought to herself, “I curse your ancestors!”

Slowly sitting up, she said angrily, “This humble girl advises Young Master Mu to take some medicine when we’re done with this. Your illness is quite severe.”

Mu Qingyan snorted coldly, reaching out his long arm to pat the dust off the girl’s clothes.

“Don’t touch me,” Cai Zhao said, slapping his hand away.

Mu Qingyan switched hands and continued dusting her off. “I’m doing this for your good. You’ll understand in the future.”

“I know my limits. Stop nagging!” The young girl was extremely uncomfortable.

Mu Qingyan’s eyes flashed. “Fine. Since you say you know your limits, make an oath to me. Swear that you won’t flirt with anyone before we’re married, or I’ll go kill Song Yuzhi and Zhou Yuqi.”

Cai Zhao was puzzled. “Huh? Why is Third Senior Brother involved?”

Mu Qingyan became furious. “See? You have something going on with Song Yuzhi. Otherwise, why would you focus on him instead of scolding me for making you swear such an oath?”

Cai Zhao thought to herself, “I want to give him medicine right now.”

“Alright, alright. What time is it now? Why are you bringing up all this nonsense? Let’s figure out how to get out of here first!” As always, it was up to the sensible and practical one to maintain order.

Mu Qingyan raised his head and snorted, refusing to respond.

Cai Zhao put her hands on her hips, about to get angry, when her gaze shifted. She noticed his torn sleeve and several alarming bloody scratches on his pale hand from the broken stones.

Remembering his unhesitating protection of her under Han Su’s threats and coercion earlier, her heart softened. “Sigh, I haven’t apologized to you yet. I thought I could help by coming to the Youming Huangdao, but you already had a good plan. Not only did I fail to help, but I almost got you into trouble. I shouldn’t have been so presumptuous. The world is vast, and I’m not as capable as I thought…”

Hearing these words, Mu Qingyan softened. “No, you risked coming to the Youming Huangdao because you were worried about me. That makes me very happy.”

Cai Zhao looked at him, and Mu Qingyan looked back.

Silence.

“Wait a minute,” Cai Zhao narrowed her eyes. “You had Uncle Cheng wait for me at the bamboo retreat outside Qingque Town for days. This shows you not only anticipated I would come looking for you but planned for Uncle Cheng to guide you. With your cunning, how could you not have realized that my identity would make Nie’s faction even more frenzied? You should have tried to dissuade me from coming.”

Mu Qingyan averted his gaze guiltily.

“You deliberately spread false information to confuse Nie Zhe, so you couldn’t have sealed off all the passages. Those disciples who saw the Yanyang Blade must have leaked some information to Nie Zhe while spreading the news about your strong army planning to attack Jile Palace head-on. So, my identity couldn’t be kept secret. Why didn’t you try to stop me from coming to Youming Huangdao?”

Mu Qingyan coughed lightly to hide his guilt. “You should trust me. I would never put you in danger.”

Cai Zhao replied expressionlessly, “I believe that. You wanted me to come to your side but also knew my identity couldn’t be completely hidden. You originally planned to hide me away, didn’t you?”

“I was going to have Uncle Cheng hide you until after the Nie faction was overthrown,” Mu Qingyan said with a bitter smile. “In the entire cult, only Nie’s faction truly hates your aunt to the bone. The Yanyang Blade has sent many of Nie Hengcheng’s trusted generals to their graves. Back when Nie Hengcheng held power in the cult, his troops were always at the forefront.”

Cai Zhao snorted, “Of course. My aunt isn’t bloodthirsty. Even for people in the devil cult, as long as they don’t cause trouble, my aunt often turns a blind eye. If Duan Jiuxiu hadn’t gone crazy and massacred the Qingfeng Temple, my aunt wouldn’t have bothered with him.”

Mu Qingyan smiled bitterly, “Indeed. That’s why those who didn’t get along with Nie Hengcheng, like Elder Chou Baiqiang, even when forced to carry out missions, only put in minimal effort. How could they have any deep grudges against your Cai family?”

Cai Zhao thought for a moment, then suggested, “If that’s the case, why don’t you let Uncle Cheng and me hide while you and the others go after Nie Zhe?”

Mu Qingyan sneered, “Would you be comfortable letting your Third Senior Brother enter Jile Palace with me? If Song Yuzhi gets hurt, you’d blame me!”

Cai Zhao couldn’t help but exclaim, “Then you could let Third Senior Brother hide with Uncle Cheng and me!”

“Sure, let you two hide together and pour your hearts out to each other. I might as well die!” Mu Qingyan retorted.

Exasperated, Cai Zhao cried, “If Third Senior Brother and I wanted to pour our hearts out to each other, we would have done it long ago on the journey here! Why wait until now? You should drink some calming tea and come to your senses!”

Unusually speechless, Mu Qingyan sighed, “I thought I had thoroughly investigated Nie Zhe’s surroundings and that Jile Palace wouldn’t pose a significant risk, so I brought you in. I didn’t expect Han Su to still be alive. Ah if I had known, I might as well have let you and Song Yuzhi hide and talk about me behind my back.”

Cai Zhao couldn’t help but laugh, “You’re truly unbelievable. I’m impressed, really impressed!”

Mu Qingyan tugged at the girl’s sleeve, his eyes full of apology. “It’s all my fault for putting Zhao Zhao in such danger.”

“Forget it!” Cai Zhao took a deep breath, calming herself by repeating the four-word mantra of “harmony and wealth” in her mind.

“Let’s put the past behind us and focus on the present!” She waved her hand. “Where are we now?”

Mu Qingyan explained, “I heard from my father that there’s a vast underground palace beneath Jile Palace, built by the fifth-generation cult leader, Mu Donglie. This must be it.”

Cai Zhao looked around, noting the straight, deep, and spacious corridors. She commented, “Such a large underground palace! Wouldn’t it have hollowed out the entire foundation of Jile Palace? Aren’t they afraid it might collapse?”

“It won’t. The entire underground palace is made of refined iron mixed with various secret steels, topped with enormous jade rocks. It’s not only incredibly sturdy but can bear more weight than mountain stones,” Mu Qingyan explained.

Cai Zhao was amazed but then realized something, “But the mechanical room Han Su was in earlier was made of stone, wasn’t it?”

Mu Qingyan scoffed, “That was probably added by Nie Hengcheng in the gaps of the underground palace years ago. Such sneaky tricks are laughable.”

Cai Zhao nodded, “Right, that stone room was small and fragile, yet full of intricate mechanisms. It must have been built by someone meticulous and fussy, unlike the grand design of this place, which shows great skill without being overdone, and has an imposing presence.”

Mu Qingyan sighed, “Indeed, that’s how the cult’s historical records describe Cult Leader Mu Donglie. It’s a pity he didn’t lead for long.”

Surprised, Cai Zhao asked, “Did he die young? Who could have killed such a formidable cult leader? Or did he die of illness?”

Mu Qingyan replied, “No one dared to kill him, and he wasn’t ill. He didn’t die—he passed the leadership to his nephew, instructed his subordinates to assist well, and then disappeared into seclusion. Years later, some claimed to have seen him behind that towering snowy mountain in the Western Regions, but who knows if it’s true.”

Cai Zhao’s mouth gaped open. After a while, she said, “… I didn’t expect there to be such a carefree person among the devil cult leaders.”

“What carefree? I’d say irresponsible. Abandoning everything on a whim, who knows what he was thinking? He’s the one who needs medicine,” Mu Qingyan said disapprovingly. “Let’s not talk about him. We need to find a way out.”

Cai Zhao looked around, “We can’t go back the way we came; it’s all blocked. We can only find a way out through this underground palace.”

“Alright,” Mu Qingyan said, patting his robe as he stood up and helped the girl to her feet. “Let’s explore the vision of this Mu family ancestor.”

Cai Zhao looked ahead and behind, “Which direction should we go?”

“It doesn’t matter. Let’s start walking and see,” Mu Qingyan suggested.

Cai Zhao agreed.

As Mu Qingyan began to move, the girl behind him tugged at his sleeve. He turned, puzzled.

Cai Zhao hesitated, then asked quietly, “Back then, did Madam Sun have you before marrying your father?”

Instantly, a chill crept into Mu Qingyan’s eyes, and his body stiffened.

After a moment, he returned to normal and said flatly, “That’s correct.”

He picked up a wooden stick from the ground—a remnant of Han Su’s shattered wooden wheelchair that had rolled down with them. Lighting it with a fire starter, he held it high to lead the way.

“If it weren’t for me, Father might have left the Hanhai Mountain Range long ago,” he said matter-of-factly.

His tall figure cast a long shadow in the tunnel. Cai Zhao suddenly felt a tinge of bitterness.

She grabbed Mu Qingyan again and, after some thought, said, “My aunt was only fourteen when she ran away from Peiqiong Manor. One night, she woke up, drank some cold tea, packed her belongings, and set off. She even wrote her farewell note on a steamer cloth…”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes lost some of their coldness. “Why a steamer cloth? Was there no paper in Peiqiong Manor?”

“Because she needed to bring dry food,” Cai Zhao explained seriously. “My aunt snuck into the kitchen at midnight to steal cold steamed buns. She realized she should leave a note for Uncle Zhou but was too lazy to go back to her room for paper and pen. So, she wrote a few words with bean paste sauce on a steamer cloth, slipped it under Uncle Zhou’s door, and considered it done.”

“Your aunt is truly free-spirited,” Mu Qingyan said with a hint of a smile. “But didn’t she take Lei Xiuming’s clothes and jade crown?”

“Yes, but she didn’t take them for free. She exchanged them for snow lotuses!” Cai Zhao couldn’t help but laugh, feeling warm and admiring as she spoke of her late relative.

“My aunt used to say that the notion of ‘everyone has their fate’ is often the result of one’s nature. Those who are meant to leave will find a way to leave no matter what, while those who stay always find reasons to be tied down.”

“So, if your father had reasons he couldn’t leave for many years, how can that be blamed on you?” She held onto Mu Qingyan, looking at him steadily. “It’s not your fault. Remember, it’s not your fault.”

Mu Qingyan’s long lashes quivered slightly. After a while, he gave a soft “Mm” and took the girl’s hand, walking towards the deep, dark tunnel ahead.
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The pair walked through the abyss-like underground palace passageway. Initially, fearing traps and mechanisms, they moved cautiously. However, after half an hour of uneventful progress, the passage proved even more peaceful than a secluded alley in Luoying Town.

Yet, beneath this tranquility lurked an almost eerie silence.

After half an hour, they began to sprint and leap. With their level of cultivation, they could have covered an area five times the size of Jile Palace using their lightness skills. However, even after nearly an hour, they remained in the tunnel.

The smooth iron walls occasionally carved with ancient patterns, the level cast-iron floor, the softly glowing night pearls, and the spacious, grand passageway of the underground palace seemed endless. As time passed, Cai Zhao felt as if she were no longer in the mortal realm but a wandering soul in the netherworld.

More disheartening were the scattered skeletons in tattered clothes lying along the passage, suggesting that those who entered the underground palace had no hope of survival.

“This person committed suicide,” Cai Zhao pointed at a skeleton a few steps away. “One slash, and they nearly severed their neck. Such strong resolve, yet they became desperate enough to end their own life.”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes darkened. “Ending one’s life while still having strength is better than the fate of those two corpses we saw earlier.”

Mentioning this made Cai Zhao nauseous.

Earlier, around a corner, they had encountered two corpses lying several steps apart. At first glance, there was nothing unusual, but Mu Qingyan’s sharp eyes noticed teeth marks on the bones. The unusually large black stains on the ground suggested massive bleeding. Upon lifting the clothes of one corpse, they found human finger bones in the abdominal area.

All signs indicated that one person, in extreme hunger and thirst, had resorted to cannibalism.

Yet even after consuming their companion’s flesh and blood, this person still couldn’t escape and eventually died of starvation here.

“Promise me something. If you get extremely hungry and want to eat me, knock me out first,” Cai Zhao said, feeling sick to her stomach.

Mu Qingyan lowered his head and untied his waist pouch. “Now that you mention it, I am feeling a bit hungry. Let’s have some dried food.” When they left Fanghua, Uncle Cheng had prepared water skins and dried food for everyone, just in case.

Cai Zhao looked at him incredulously. “How can you eat at a time like this?”

“Of course, I can,” Mu Qingyan said, breaking off a piece of dried food for her and encouraging her warmly. “Think about that person who resorted to cannibalism. To survive and escape, they not only ate flesh and drank blood but eventually, in their madness from hunger, even swallowed the finger bones of the dead. Such determination! We mustn’t lose heart either!”

“…” Cai Zhao stared at him. “You… just shut up.”

Then she ran to the corner and vomited.

Mu Qingyan looked stunned. He quietly walked over, helped the pale-faced girl back, and sat her down against the wall. “This isn’t that bad. When I…”

“If you mention the pulpy rotten flesh at the bottom of Jixian Cliff again, I’ll bite you!” The young girl bared her white teeth fiercely.

“…Here, drink some water first.” Mu Qingyan handed her his water skin, showing rare empathy. Changing the subject, he said, “It seems we’ve fallen into a labyrinth.”

“Indeed, we have,” Cai Zhao replied after taking a few sips of water. “The formation in this underground palace is incredibly powerful. The marks we left along the way have been useless. We’ve encountered some marks multiple times, while others have disappeared completely. At intersections, we’ve tried both paths, only to end up in the same place. Worst of all, we can’t even find our way back to where we first fell in. Sigh, if only there were some traps or mechanisms.”

Mu Qingyan smiled. “Are you finding this journey too smooth? Looking for some excitement?”

Cai Zhao shook her head. “It’s not that I find it too smooth. It’s just that when I was young, my maternal grandfather told me that human capabilities are limited. Any mechanism created by humans will eventually have an end. On the contrary, places without any mechanisms are often the most treacherous. Take the Chadian Peak of Mount Jiuli, for example. It has no mechanisms to speak of, yet over the past hundred years, countless heroes and outstanding individuals have perished there.”

“The person who built this place clearly understood this principle. This underground labyrinth is constructed with endless cycles, and seamlessly designed. Once you enter, you can only be trapped to death. If there were traps or mechanisms, I might be able to find a flaw by following them.” The more she thought about it, the more frustrated she became. “By the way, why did your ancestors go to such great lengths to build a place like this? Did your devil cult have too much money to spend at the time?”

“…Our cult’s historical records don’t mention why Cult Leader Mu Donglie built this underground palace,” Mu Qingyan said thoughtfully. “However, after he left, rumors circulated about secret manuals and treasures hidden in the underground palace, but nothing came of it.”

“So these people all came looking for treasure?” Cai Zhao looked at the skeletons, frowning. “What should we do now? Judging by these bones, they’ve been dead for at least a hundred years. Are we going to end up as skeletons here too?”

Mu Qingyan replied, “We can’t keep moving forward endlessly, or we’ll end up like those skeletons, dying from exhaustion and starvation.”

He stood up, examined the iron wall, then concentrated his energy and pushed forward with both palms. The iron wall emitted a low, deep rumble, and where his palms struck, two hand-shaped impressions about three to four inches deep appeared.

Cai Zhao watched in awe, thinking that Mu Qingyan’s power was indeed greater than hers, and he must have held back significantly in their previous fights.

“What are you doing?” she asked. “Didn’t you say these iron walls are three feet thick?”

Mu Qingyan gathered his energy again. “Since moving forward seems hopeless, we’ll break through the wall to find another way out. I want to see what’s behind the iron wall when it cracks.” With that, he struck the wall again with both palms. A low rumble echoed through the tunnel, but the wall only sank in a bit more.

Cai Zhao moved closer to examine it. “This won’t work. The wall is made of refined iron with excellent ductility. You can’t shatter it by striking.” She drew out the Yanyang Blade and handed it to Mu Qingyan. “Try cutting the wall first, then hit it again.”

Mu Qingyan took the blade and followed her suggestion.

After three deep, low rumbles, the gash made by the Yanyang Blade was indeed torn open by Mu Qingyan’s palm strike, revealing an opening about the size of a human head and exposing solid rock behind it.

Cai Zhao exclaimed, “Basalt granite? My goodness, three feet of iron wall backed by granite. This cult leader had too much time on his hands.”

Mu Qingyan struck the opening again. The granite cracked and crumbled slightly, but the rock behind it remained unmoved.

Cai Zhao stopped him from continuing. “This granite might be part of the mountain itself. Do you plan to shatter the entire mountain? Let’s try the iron wall on the left. I want to see if there’s granite behind that one too.”

Just as she was about to swing her blade at the iron wall, she suddenly stopped mid-strike and let out a puzzled “Huh?”

Mu Qingyan looked puzzled and asked what was wrong.

Cai Zhao ran her hand over the patterns on the iron wall. “We didn’t notice before, but these aren’t just decorations. Look, doesn’t this resemble a map?”

Stepping closer, Mu Qingyan examined the design. Amidst the intricate patterns of flowing clouds and bats, an octagonal shape resembling the Eight Trigrams was embedded. Upon closer inspection, this octagram lacked the typical yin-yang poles. Instead, it was filled with layers of winding, intersecting lines, strikingly similar to a map.

Cai Zhao studied the pattern repeatedly. “Based on this diagram, this underground palace should be octagonal, mirroring the Eight Trigrams. The place where we fell earlier might have been near the edge. We’ve walked for so long, yet we don’t know our current location. Wait, what’s this?”

She pointed to a hollow pentagon at the center of the octagon – a perfect, regular pentagon with equal sides.

“I don’t know,” Mu Qingyan shook her head.

Cai Zhao turned to look at her. “Why are you frowning?”

Mu Qingyan’s brows furrowed. “We’ve seen this pattern more than once along the way.”

“True,” Cai Zhao replied, “but we didn’t pay attention before.”

“I don’t think it’s a map, for two reasons,” Mu Qingyan said skeptically. “First, if I intended to trap people in an underground palace, I wouldn’t provide a map. Second, even if I did create a map, I wouldn’t place it everywhere along the route.”

Cai Zhao blinked. “Perhaps Sect Leader Mu Donglie had a completely different nature from yours? Maybe he was kind-hearted and generous?”

Mu Qingyan rolled her eyes. “When we get out, I’ll have you read the sect’s historical records. You’ll see what methods and temperaments those ambitious former sect leaders had. Then you’ll realize how rare and precious I am. Cherish me while you can!”

“…Alright then,” Cai Zhao scratched her ear. “But I still think this looks like a map.”

“Even if it is a map, it’s useless. Do you know where we are on this map right now?” Mu Qingyan continued to pour cold water on the idea.

Cai Zhao waved her hand dismissively. “That’s not the only problem. There’s also this tricky Eight Trigrams with no line markers. So is this Fu Xi’s Early Heaven arrangement or King Wen’s Later Heaven arrangement? If it’s Early Heaven, then Qian is south Kun is north, Li is east and Kan is west. If it’s Later Heaven, then Li is south Kan is north, Zhen is east and Dui is west. We don’t know our position, and we can’t determine the trigram orientations. There’s no way we can find our way out like this.”

Mu Qingyan suggested, “Why don’t we look at murals in other places? There might be some differences.”

Cai Zhao agreed.

So they set off again, this time carefully examining the wall paintings and patterns along the way.

Every mile or so, there were large areas of carved patterns on the iron walls – auspicious clouds and lotus designs, flowing clouds and bat motifs, and pomegranate blossoms with intertwining branches. Then, after every two sets of patterns, the Eight Trigrams diagram would appear among three large pattern clusters.

They walked for twenty miles, discovering that even though the large pattern clusters varied, the Eight Trigrams diagram at the center remained identical. At this point, even Mu Qingyan began to believe it might be a map.

Cai Zhao looked at the Eight Trigrams diagram before her and sighed softly. “Look, there’s a bloody handprint on this diagram.” She turned and pointed to a gray skeleton leaning against the opposite wall. “It seems this poor fellow also discovered the diagram might be a map, yet still died here. Hey, what are you looking at?”

Mu Qingyan stared intently at the skeleton on the ground. “Don’t you think this person’s bones are a bit off?”

Cai Zhao hurried to look and indeed noticed something strange. “This person’s left shoulder and arm bones are missing, and the ribs are shattered. This is… this is…”

The skeleton’s left side was leaning against the wall, and where it touched, there was an extremely thin crack running from top to bottom, nearly impossible to notice without climbing up for a close look. The deceased’s left shoulder and arm had disappeared into this crevice.

Half of the body had been caught in some kind of mechanical trap within the iron wall.

Excited by this discovery, Cai Zhao quickly drew her sword and struck at the crack. The Yan Yang blade, sharp and extremely thin, coupled with her forceful strike, made a swishing sound as it slid perfectly into the wall’s crevice.

Just as they were about to join forces to pry open the crack, they heard a familiar sound of rolling iron chains around them.

“Not good, it’s a trap!” Mu Qingyan shouted. With one hand, she grabbed Cai Zhao, and with the other, she forcefully slapped the iron wall. Using this borrowed momentum, her body sprang backward like a coiled spring.

At that moment, dozens of small holes suddenly appeared in the iron wall where they had just been standing. Arrows began shooting out with a rapid swish-swish-swish. Each arrow was about half a foot long, with eerily blue arrowheads, clearly poisoned.

The mechanism of firing the arrows was incredibly powerful. The arrows embedded themselves deeply into the opposite iron wall, almost to their fletching.

Mu Qingyan dragged Cai Zhao backward about 70-80 feet, seemingly out of the arrows’ range. However, the iron plates beneath their feet suddenly flipped, revealing densely packed, sharp iron spikes underneath.

Mu Qingyan had no choice but to push off the ground with a palm strike, leaping towards the ceiling, intending to hang from the rafters until the arrows stopped. However, before they could reach the top, more than a dozen holes appeared in the ceiling, raining down poisoned arrows like a violent storm.

Seeing no escape from the arrow barrage that threatened to turn them into pincushions, Cai Zhao shouted with all her might, “Hit the wall with the mechanism!”

Mu Qingyan used all her strength to crash into that wall. She expected it to be like the previous ones – extremely thick iron backed by giant stones. To their surprise, with a loud clattering sound, a large gap opened in the iron wall.

The two immediately leaped through the opening.

Having exhausted their strength with multiple mid-air maneuvers, they no longer had the power to land gracefully and fell heavily onto the floor inside.

To avoid triggering more traps, Mu Qingyan quickly helped Cai Zhao to her feet. As they looked around, they discovered they were in an incredibly vast and majestic hall. Sixteen crystal pools, each as large as a table, hung from the walls. Golden whale oil lamps burned in these pools, seemingly able to last for ten thousand years without extinguishing.

Cai Zhao’s heart leaped, and she exclaimed, “This must be the pentagon at the center of the Eight Trigrams map – the very heart of the underground palace!”
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Mu Qingyan gazed at his empty arms, then looked at the excited girl standing in the center of the hall. “Are you blind or can’t you count? There are six walls here.”

He pointed around. The hall was enclosed by five enormous stone walls reaching the ceiling, each carved with ancient, intricate murals. Outside these stone walls were three-foot-thick iron walls of fine casting. Two of the stone walls jutted out slightly, leaving a gap of several feet between them.

Within this gap, flush with the welded iron walls on either side was the narrow iron wall they had just come through.

Five stone walls plus one iron wall made six in total.

“You’re the blind one!” Cai Zhao turned her head. “Come look, come here…” She grabbed Mu Qingyan’s left hand with both of hers, excitedly pulling him up from the ground.

“I wasn’t sure before, because it’s harder to date metal than wood or stone. But now I can say with certainty that this iron wall wasn’t built at the same time as the rest of the underground palace.” Cai Zhao pulled Mu Qingyan to stand in front of the crack in the iron wall they had come through. By now, the arrow rain outside had stopped, leaving only many short arrow shafts stuck in the passage walls and floor.

Mu Qingyan looked closely and found that the iron wall he had torn was only a few inches thick, vastly different from the opposing wall he had just struck; its casting technique was also less refined, leaving the iron slightly grayish rather than the deep black of the rest of the dark iron palace.

As Cai Zhao had said, this great hall was indeed a pentagon enclosed by five stone walls, with the iron wall they had come through added later by others.

“Not only is this iron wall not contemporary with the palace, but these five stone walls aren’t either,” Cai Zhao said, looking around at the five stone walls and pointing here and there. “Look at the stone’s grain and the chisel marks. These five stone walls were carved at least 200 years ago. Your Demon Sect was also established 200 years ago, and this underground palace was built by your fifth-generation leader. Even if the first four leaders had short reigns, it would still take several decades to reach the fifth generation, right?”

“One hundred and thirty years,” Mu Qingyan suddenly said.

Cai Zhao: “?”

Mu Qingyan explained: “Sect Leader Mu Donglie ascended to the position over 130 years ago. Fifteen years later, about 120 years ago, he abdicated and left without a trace.”

Hearing this timeframe, Cai Zhao paused briefly. A fleeting thought crossed her mind, but it disappeared before she could grasp it.

“Fifteen years in power, then abdicated and left…” she murmured, then suddenly asked, “Why did he build this underground palace in the first place? Even if the Demon Sect was prosperous at the time, he wouldn’t have undertaken such a grand project without reason, would he?”

Mu Qingyan frowned in concentration. “I’ve had a strange thought since earlier. It seems Sect Leader Mu Donglie built this underground palace to hide something.”

“Hide something?” Cai Zhao looked up at the surrounding stone walls. “If that map wasn’t lying, these five stone walls are the heart of the underground palace. Could he have built it to hide these five walls?”

“It doesn’t seem so,” Mu Qingyan shook his head. “As you said, this hall was originally enclosed by five stone walls of similar size, with a gap of several feet left intentionally to allow entry. This design doesn’t look like it was meant to hide these five stone walls.”

Cai Zhao: “Could there be treasure hidden here?”

Mu Qingyan: “I don’t know if Sect Leader Mu Donglie left any treasure, but those corpses outside certainly believed there was treasure here.”

With no leads, Cai Zhao finally sighed deeply and sat down against the stone wall. “Come on, young lord, tell me about this Sect Leader Mu Donglie of yours.”

Mu Qingyan sat down next to the girl, stretching out his long limbs leisurely. “Sect Leader Mu Donglie was the most ambitious and strategic leader since our sect’s founding. He came close to swallowing up the Six Northern Chen Sects and unifying the world—at least, that’s what the records say.”

“We’ve heard that before. Tell me something else,” Cai Zhao said sourly, as a disciple of the ‘almost swallowed’ Six Northern Chen Sects.

Mu Qingyan thought for a moment, then said, “Sect Leader Mu Donglie was only twelve or thirteen when he took the position.”

“Ah?!” Cai Zhao was very surprised. She suddenly remembered something, “Oh right, you told me before that your sect started adopting sons to assist less capable biological sons, beginning with the third-generation leader. Mu Donglie was the fifth-generation leader, so his father was…”

“Yes, Sect Leader Mu Donglie’s father was the fourth-generation leader, Mu Huaning, a less capable only son of the Mu family,” Mu Qingyan admitted frankly.

Across the 130-year gap in time, the Mu family of that era shared many similarities with the present Mu family—young Mu Qingyan often thought this when reading the sect’s historical records.

Like Mu Qingyan’s great-grandfather, the third-generation leader Mu Sheng was also a tolerant and kind-hearted person, to the extent that he couldn’t strictly discipline his only son, raising Mu Huaning to be sentimental and weak-willed. At that time, the Six Northern Chen Sects had just divided their family and established their sects only about ten years earlier. Their influence was rising like the sun, and they eyed their mortal enemy, the Demon Sect, covetously.

Mu Sheng knew he couldn’t entrust the sect’s great responsibility to his weak son, so he initiated the adopted son system.

The first adopted son, like Nie Hengcheng, was an exceptionally talented individual, skilled in both civil and military affairs, able to help his adoptive father intimidate the sect members and manage the Demon Sect prosperously.

Thus, like Mu Qingyan’s great-grandfather, Sect Leader Mu Sheng felt proud of his adopted son but also developed a vague worry. However, he was luckier: although his son and daughter-in-law were similarly useless, his eldest grandson was a fierce and valiant youth, showing promise at a young age.

This youth was Mu Donglie’s elder brother, Mu Dongxu.

After Mu Sheng passed away, his adopted son indeed grew in power. Although Mu Huaning held the title of sect leader, the real power was in the hands of his adopted brother. Loyal old ministers anxiously hoped for young Sect Leader Mu Dongxu to grow up quickly and take over the position of sect leader.

Unexpectedly, just a month before Mu Dongxu’s eighteenth birthday, he suddenly died in an accidental fall from a cliff.

“Was it an accident? Could it have been the adopted son’s doing?” Cai Zhao couldn’t be blamed for suspecting conspiracy; she had heard too much about Nie Hengcheng’s schemes lately.

Mu Qingyan: “The historical records mention this. Sect Leader Mu Donglie later repeatedly investigated, confirming that Mu Dongxu’s death was indeed accidental and unrelated to the adopted son.”

Upon hearing of his eldest son’s death, Mu Huaning immediately coughed up blood and fainted, waking up with only half his life left.

By his side were his second son, Mu Donglie, only twelve or thirteen years old, and Mu Dongxu’s infant son Mu Song, born to a lowborn concubine and still learning to speak.

In this situation, supporters of the adopted son immediately sprang into action. They networked extensively, advocating openly and covertly for Mu Huaning to emulate the ancient sage kings Yao and Shun. They urged him to abdicate the position of sect leader to his younger adopted brother, who was in his prime and had accumulated numerous achievements.

Mu Huaning wavered.

Unfortunately for them, they weren’t dealing with Mu Qingyan’s indifferent and desireless father, but with Mu Donglie, whose cunning and suspicion were unparalleled in the world.

When the usually quiet and solitary second son proposed to inherit the sect leader position instead of his elder brother, Mu Sheng thought it was a joke. He even comforted his younger son, telling him not to worry as the old man could still hold on for a while.

Mu Donglie didn’t waste words trying to persuade his father. Instead, he silently withdrew.

The next day, while the elders, protectors, and other sect bigwigs were arguing at Mu Sheng’s sickbed, a cold-faced youth, half-covered in blood, arrived carrying two heads. He shook out his bundle, and two heads rolled to everyone’s feet. They belonged to the two most vocal supporters of the adopted son’s succession, who were also among the Seven Star Elders.

“He killed two elders by himself? At just twelve or thirteen years old!” Cai Zhao exclaimed in shock. “Were the Seven Star Elders of that time not very skilled?”

Mu Qingyan irritably poked her forehead.

Meanwhile, chaos erupted around Mu Sheng’s sickbed.

No one had anticipated that young Mu Donglie’s cultivation had reached such an astounding level, completely unbeknownst to anyone.

According to the Liejiao sect rules, members were not to kill each other. Even in cases of betrayal or rule-breaking, an order was required before taking action. Self-administered execution was forbidden.

Throughout the sect, only one person was an exception to this rule: the sect leader himself.

Now, Mu Donglie had killed two Seven Star Elders without provocation. Mu Sheng faced only two choices: punish his younger son according to sect rules or pass the leadership to him prematurely.

Mu Sheng chose the latter.

“Did that adopted son just accept this?” Cai Zhao asked incredulously.

Mu Qingyan’s expression grew complex. “According to later records, the adopted son wasn’t intentionally seeking power. During Mu Donglie’s early reign as sect leader, although they had disputes, both acted for the public good. Later on, he became fiercely loyal, repeatedly risking his life for Sect Leader Mu Donglie.”

Cai Zhao sighed thoughtfully. “Well, as they say, ambition is often nurtured. If your father had been like Sect Leader Mu Donglie, perhaps Nie Hengcheng…” She shook her head. “No, that old dog Nie had been plotting since before your grandfather was married. He must have harbored ill intentions for a long time.”

Mu Qingyan remained silent, a subtle, nearly imperceptible emotion flickering across his heart.

Cai Zhao stood up and paced back and forth before looking up and asking, “Didn’t anyone suspect that Sect Leader Mu Donglie might have harmed his brother to seize the sect leader position?”

Mu Qingyan shook his head. “Initially, there were indeed such rumors. However, Sect Leader Mu Donglie later abdicated without hesitation, abandoning his immense power and position at a moment’s notice. This clearly showed he wasn’t someone who craved authority.”

Cai Zhao pondered for a moment. “After he left, his brother’s son became the next sect leader, right?”

Mu Qingyan nodded. “Correct, it was the sixth sect leader, Mu Song. He was only seventeen when he took the position, but fortunately, the loyal and brave confidants left by his uncle prevented any chaos in the sect. Sect Leader Mu Song greatly respected and loved Sect Leader Mu Donglie, their affection was comparable to that between father and son.”

“I can see that,” Cai Zhao chuckled. “He recorded Sect Leader Mu Donglie’s rise to power with such vivid detail and drama, it rivals the most popular novels in the market.”

Mu Qingyan also smiled. “Indeed. When I read the historical records, other sect leaders’ great achievements were merely mentioned in brief, just enough to record the facts. But Sect Leader Mu Donglie’s life story was recorded in minute detail, praised, and glorified. Every word exudes respect and adoration. It’s understandable, as Sect Leader Mu Song was raised by his uncle personally.”

“If it’s so detailed, why doesn’t it explain why Sect Leader Mu Donglie built the underground palace and retired?” Cai Zhao asked curiously.

“The first twelve or thirteen years are indeed detailed, but the records become vague in the two years before Sect Leader Mu Donglie’s departure. There are several carefully worded passages, and his final departure is merely glossed over,” Mu Qingyan frowned. “I always felt that Sect Leader Mu Song was concealing something.”

Cai Zhao shook her head while pacing around. “Well, it seems we can’t guess the thoughts of your family’s ancestors. Let’s look at these stone walls instead. Maybe we’ll find a way out.”

Mu Qingyan agreed, and they both craned their necks to examine the five stone walls.

The walls were enormous. They could only clearly see the patterns up to three or four zhang high, with the upper parts becoming indistinct. Each wall’s edges were carved with intricate and beautiful ancient floral and animal patterns. Among these patterns were many human figures, both old and young, male and female, vividly depicted along with pavilions and towers, creating a lively scene.

As Mu Qingyan looked, his expression grew more concentrated. “Zhao Zhao, don’t these floral and animal carvings look familiar?”

The young girl was so engrossed that he had to call her twice before she responded, bewildered, “Familiar? Are there similar carvings elsewhere in the Hanhai Mountain Range?”

“No, this stone carving technique is an ancient method long lost. There are indeed traces of such carvings in many places in the Hanhai Mountain Range, but that’s not what I meant,” Mu Qingyan explained. “I’m referring to these patterns. Don’t they look almost identical to those in Muwei Palace?”

Cai Zhao exclaimed and moved closer to look carefully. “Oh my, you’re right! This large cloud pattern with the nine sons of the dragon, I’ve seen it on the beam ceiling of Chaoyang Hall. This scene of the Kunlun Goddess subduing monsters is on the beam of the side hall where I stayed on the first night, behind the Wanshui Qianshan Cliff. What’s going on here…”

Mu Qingyan was equally puzzled and asked, “What were you looking at so intently earlier?”

“Oh, that,” Cai Zhao pointed at the human figures carved on the stone wall. “This person, that person, all these people appear on almost every wall. If you connect their images, it seems like a continuous illustrated story.”

She wasn’t exaggerating. She had read thousands of story books in her life, including many fully illustrated ones aimed at illiterate women and children.

Mu Qingyan was surprised to realize she was right.

Since they wanted to follow the story, they needed to start from the beginning. They looked around and walked towards the cracked iron wall, following the direction of the unfurling scroll from right to left.

As the stone walls were too high, Mu Qingyan used the silver chain on Cai Zhao’s left wrist to latch onto a protrusion, pulling them both up.

The first image showed a ragged, frail child kowtowing to become a disciple. His master appeared to be a sage-like figure, owning a house and fields, with seven or eight servants attending him. Behind him, various strange beasts frolicked.

Mu Qingyan exclaimed, “So these stone walls depict the story of our sect’s founder, Mu Xiujue.”

Cai Zhao asked curiously, “How do you know?”

“Look at the child’s left foot. Do you see seven moles on the sole?” Mu Qingyan pointed to the small barefoot. “The historical records clearly state that our founder Mu Xiujue had a unique condition – seven star-like moles on his foot, signifying his great destiny.”

“Really?” Cai Zhao’s face showed surprise. “Our family genealogy says that Ancestor Beichen also had seven moles on his foot, symbolizing his destiny to save the world.”

“You’re joking,” Mu Qingyan said, startled.

Cai Zhao retorted, “Would I joke about our ancestors?”

After a moment’s thought, Mu Qingyan conceded, “Well, perhaps two hundred years ago, most people had seven moles on their feet.”

Cai Zhao: …

“So, these walls tell the story of the Mu ancestor’s apprenticeship. The historical records don’t mention this, so it’s good we can see it,” Mu Qingyan said with interest. “Oh, it seems our ancestor’s entire family perished.”

Cai Zhao followed his gaze and saw the child wearing mourning bands on his forehead and waist, with his bundle open to reveal several memorial tablets.

The sage took the child as his disciple, carefully guiding him in martial arts and scholarly pursuits, showing great affection.

To illustrate this ‘affection’, the stone walls vividly depicted the sage checking on the sleeping child at night, tenderly tucking in his exposed feet, or examining injuries from the day’s training.

The unknown master stonemason’s skill was exquisite, bringing to life not only the child and the sage but also the servants, each performing their duties meticulously.

As the child studied, the servants guarded the gate, tended to the furnace, maintained carriages and ceremonial equipment, managed treasuries, and pruned gardens. One young servant consistently attended the sage.

The only flaw was an old servant whose face lacked a mouth, with the area below the nose left blank.

After about ten years, the child grew into an accomplished young man, making like-minded friends and even finding a sweetheart – much to the sage’s delight.

“Our ancestor was fortunate to have such a loving master,” Cai Zhao couldn’t help but comment.

“Be quiet and keep watching,” Mu Qingyan said, his expression growing more serious.

Indeed, the next image showed a drastic change.

Massive black clouds rolled in, bringing demons and monsters that slaughtered innocents and devastated the land. The sage naturally led the world’s heroes to resist, with his beloved disciple at the forefront, fighting valiantly.

At this point, Cai Zhao also began to feel an odd sense of unease.

However, the demonic forces were overwhelming, and the sage’s side suffered heavy losses.

One by one, the people around Mu Xiujue died. He erected tombstones for each of his close friends, with whom he had once shared drinks and faced life and death together.

Among the graves, Mu Xiujue stood alone, a lonely figure.

Finally, even his beloved perished at the hands of the demons.

Holding his lover’s mutilated body, Mu Xiujue’s face twisted with hatred, his once warm smile gone.

Subsequently, a fierce argument erupted between Mu Xiujue and the sage. The servants stood behind the sage, all indignant, except for the one with pruning shears who tried to mediate.

Just as Cai Zhao wondered what they were arguing about, the next image showed Mu Xiujue surrounded by a haze of darkness, with indistinct demonic figures in the black mist!

As the sage led the remaining heroes against the demons, Mu Xiujue charged in with a group of fierce-looking monsters to assist. The tide of battle immediately turned in the sage’s favor. However, the demons were hard to control, and after defeating the enemy forces, Mu Xiujue’s demon allies continued to harm innocent civilians and righteous cultivators.

Seeing his disciple unwilling to abandon his unruly demon followers, the sage became furious, leading to another heated argument.

Mu Xiujue left in anger, unaware that his master was gravely injured and falling ill from both external and internal afflictions. Knowing his time was short, the sage sent people to find Mu Xiujue and asked the righteous cultivators to spread the news, hoping his disciple would return.

The sage waited and waited, but his beloved disciple never came.

On his deathbed, he entrusted many words to the mouthless old servant, along with several chests and scrolls.

When Mu Xiujue finally returned, the sage had already passed away.

Believing the servants and righteous cultivators had intentionally prevented him from seeing his master one last time, Mu Xiujue engaged in a fierce battle with both sides. Finally, the old servant ran out, holding aloft a letter left by the sage.

After reading the letter, Mu Xiujue left, devastated.

The old servant followed him.

They arrived at a vast mountain range as boundless as the sea, where they began constructing palaces, towers, barriers, and numerous tunnels.

Eventually, the old servant’s time also came to an end.

With his last strength, he had five enormous stone walls brought and tirelessly carved day and night.

The day he finished carving the five walls was the day of his death.

The final image was the old servant’s memory.

In the memory, a younger sage with a shorter beard watched the sea with young Mu Xiujue. Master and disciple walked barefoot in the waves, their smiles revealing a striking resemblance.

As they ran, the sage’s upturned left foot revealed seven moles on its sole.

The story ends here.
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Mu Qingyan slowly released the silver chain, landing on the ground. An awkward silence filled the huge stone hall.

Cai Zhao felt inexplicably guilty. Taking advantage of Mu Qingyan’s distraction, she carefully pried his hand from her waist and scurried away like a little field mouse, retreating several steps.

Mu Qingyan, already upset, grew angrier at her reaction. “What’s the meaning of this?”

Cai Zhao’s eyes darted around. “I thought your arm might be tired.”

This irritated Mu Qingyan further. “Usurpers! Do you North Chen Six Sects still claim righteousness?”

Cai Zhao wouldn’t accept this accusation. “Hey now, let’s be fair. Falling Petals Valley was founded by my ancestors. Even if we used Ancestor Beichen’s silver to buy the land, we can pay it back. It was the Azure Void Sect that took over Muwei Palace on Nine Li Mountain. Don’t pin false charges on us!”

Mu Qingyan sneered, “Aren’t the North Chen Six Sects united as one?”

“We’re united, but we don’t share everything,” Cai Zhao quickly explained. “Ask Lady Su Lian if she’d open Azure Void Sect’s treasury to the Cai family!”

“Don’t forget you’re now an Azure Void Sect disciple. Don’t try to distance yourself!”

“I’ve been a disciple for less than three months. I’ve spent less time in the sect than you have. The bonds of discipleship, well, they’re not that strong yet. They need time to grow…”

“You…” Mu Qingyan pointed at the girl. Despite his anger, he couldn’t help but laugh.

Seeing his anger dissipate, Cai Zhao sidled up to him, tugging at his sleeve. “Don’t be angry. This is ancient history from a hundred years ago. What does it have to do with us?”

Mu Qingyan glanced at her. “It has plenty to do with us.”

Cai Zhao looked around, pretending not to understand.

Mu Qingyan turned to the stone wall. “You once mentioned that the master craftsman who built Muwei Palace was an old servant of Ancestor Beichen. Because he couldn’t speak, people called him Uncle Mute?”

He pointed to the mouthless old servant on the wall. “It seems to be him.”

Cai Zhao looked at the mouthless servant and exclaimed, “I wondered why he had no mouth carved! So it’s Uncle Mute. He was extraordinary. Though born mute, his skills were divine. I was curious why he didn’t leave any disciples, but now I see he came to help found your… sect.”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes shifted to her.

Cai Zhao quickly corrected herself: “Liejiao, Liejiao.”

Mu Qingyan’s expression softened slightly. He pointed to the sage-like figure on the wall. “This must be Ancestor Beichen.”

“Who could have imagined?” Cai Zhao frowned. “A hundred years ago, the founder of the demonic sect was Ancestor Beichen’s disciple. It’s stranger than fiction…”

“Don’t dodge the main point,” Mu Qingyan said ominously. “Under what circumstances do people have similar facial features and identical seven-star moles on their feet? Dare you say they’re not blood relatives?”

His long, pale finger rested on Ancestor Beichen’s upturned footsole.

It also had seven moles.

Cai Zhao stammered, “…Didn’t you say many people might have had foot moles a hundred years ago?”

Mu Qingyan glared at her fiercely.

Cai Zhao held out for a moment before conceding.

She said softly, “Could it be father and son? But I never heard that Ancestor Beichen married.”

“It could be grandfather and grandson, perhaps reunited after a separation.”

“Son or grandson, what’s the difference? The North Chen lineage isn’t a monastery. They’re not forbidden to marry and have children!” Cai Zhao quipped.

Mu Qingyan said calmly, “Ancestor Beichen might not have hidden the family relationship. Perhaps it was common knowledge at the time that his disciple was his blood descendant. Over the centuries, people deliberately erased this fact.”

The young man emphasized the word ‘people’, making Cai Zhao feel guilty.

She thought of the Thousand Gates Sect, once illustrious but now forgotten just ninety years after its destruction. How much more easily could a hundred-year-old story be buried?

The Mu ancestor, nursing a grudge, might have been reluctant to mention his lineage from the old master. The North Chen Six Sects, for various reasons, might have intentionally obscured the fact that their nemesis was their teacher’s descendant. After a century, even their descendants were largely unaware.

Mu Qingyan looked up, deep in thought. “No wonder,” he murmured. “No wonder.”

When Cai Zhao asked what he meant, he explained, “They say Yin Dai loved to emulate Ancestor Beichen. The old master had a lotus in the pond before his hall, so Yin Dai planted one outside his residence and named his daughters Qing Lian and Su Lian. But if Ancestor Beichen passed down his legacy to six disciples, why did Yin Dai take seven disciples before Qi Yunke?”

Mu Qingyan looked at the stone wall. “According to the carving, the old master only took my ancestor as a disciple. Your six sect ancestors were servants. But they saw themselves as the old master’s disciples. Add my Mu ancestor, and it makes seven disciples—though this secret wasn’t for outsiders to know.”

Cai Zhao thought of past events and suddenly understood. “I see. No wonder their original surnames were Ox, Horse, Pig, and Sheep…”

She had wondered as a child why, with only six disciples, four of whom were too young to remember their surnames when found, Ancestor Beichen hadn’t given them proper names. Instead, he casually assigned animal surnames and randomly given names.

Now she understood—they were just servants.

Who doesn’t want an illustrious ancestor?

Even street thugs who make it big don’t forget to trace their roots, boasting about how great their great-grandfather was and how they’ve finally lived up to their ancestors’ glory by claiming three street territories. Let alone those vying for the world, no longer satisfied with earthly pursuits, claiming descent from giant dragons born of the sun or conceived in houses bathed in red light and clouds.

Such a truth might be hard to accept for people like Song Yuzhi or Qi Lingbo, but for Falling Petals Valley, which had repeatedly changed its surname for female disciples marrying into the sect, would the laid-back Cai care?

She eagerly looked at the stone wall, pointing to a servant sweeping in the courtyard. “This must be our Falling Petals Valley ancestor. He seems to work hard. He even tried to mediate when the old master and his disciple argued. Honest and diligent, no wonder the old master surnamed him Ox.” Like an old ox, bearing burdens without complaint.

Mu Qingyan sighed and then smiled, suddenly feeling that his earlier anger had been pointless.

The girl’s finger moved to another servant holding brushes, ink, and books—he was carefully inventorying precious jade and jewels in the treasury. “This must be the Pei Qiong Manor ancestor. To be entrusted with the treasury, the Zhou family ancestor must have been meticulous, honest, and upright.”

Mu Qingyan coldly interjected: “That was when the old master was alive. What about after he passed? Everyone says Pei Qiong Manor’s wealth and elegance are unparalleled. Who knows how much treasure the Zhou family embezzled from the old master’s treasury!”

Cai Zhao retorted, “Can’t you think well of people? Jiangnan was already prosperous. Pei Qiong Manor has been carefully managed for generations. Its current scale is quite reasonable.”

Mu Qingyan shifted his gaze, pointing to the servant standing proudly at the entrance on the stone wall. “What about this one? Guangtian Gate was built on a mountain, dominating the area. The local people are known for their fierce temperament. Where did his family get the silver to build a fortress?”

“You’re something!” Cai Zhao said helplessly. “How much silver could one earn by guarding a gate? If the old ancestor found out, wouldn’t he immediately be thrown out?”

Mu Qingyan couldn’t help but laugh when he heard the words “guarding a gate.”

“Stop being so indignant. Look here…” Cai Zhao pointed to the many scroll boxes entrusted to Uncle Ya by the old ancestor before his death. “The Hanhai Mountains are layered and vast, with palaces, pavilions, ponds, and courtyards spread throughout. Did they all fall from the sky? This wall carving is probably just for show. Judging by the grandeur of the Hanhai Mountains, the old ancestor likely entrusted his entire fortune to Uncle Ya.”

“Your family’s ancestor had to leave Jiuli Mountain and establish a separate household, not only because of the Northern Chen Six Sects’ ancestral will but also because the heroes of the world could no longer tolerate him. Ah the love of parents is boundless. The old ancestor must have foreseen your family’s ancestor’s stubborn pride and unwillingness to compromise. To ensure he had somewhere to go after his death, he arranged this retreat with Uncle Ya.”

The girl’s smile was calm and gentle. Mu Qingyan, whose heart had been burning with resentment, felt as if a bucket of cool spring water had been poured over him. Especially when he heard the phrase “the love of parents is boundless,” his expression finally softened.

He stroked the girl’s hair, his eyes tender. “I’m sorry for my bad temper earlier and for speaking harshly. Please don’t be angry with me. It’s just… it’s just…”

“It’s just what?” the girl asked.

“My father endured a lifetime of injustice, so I can’t bear to see anyone from the Mu family suffer again.” The young man’s expression was melancholic, his profile cold and handsome, his eyes filled with deep sadness.

As they had done many times before, once they started talking, the tension dissipated, and they continued to examine the stone wall with smiles on their faces.

“The one guarding the dan furnace must be the ancestor of Taichu Observatory. Our family genealogy says that in earlier years, Taichu Observatory was famous for refining dan medicines. Later, after falling behind in several competitions among the Six Sects, they turned to martial arts cultivation.”

“The big-forehead one washing the horses is probably the ancestor of Siqimen. The Yang family’s ancestor was well-read; Siqimen sounds much more refined than the Carriage and Horse Ceremonial Gate.”

“You’re so sharp-tongued!” The young girl laughed lightly, like peach blossoms trembling in the spring breeze. “Ah the ancestor of Qingque Sect must be this young servant always attending to the old ancestor’s left side.”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes darkened slightly. “Yes, he spent the most time with the old ancestor and was closest to him. Through constant exposure, he probably learned the most skills. No wonder he was able to stay on Jiuli Mountain and inherit Muwei Palace.”

After a series of guesses, Cai Zhao’s eyes suddenly lit up. “The genealogy says that the Northern Chen old ancestor’s death was also due to the fault of the Demonic Cult’s founder, which is why they’ve been at odds ever since. When we get out, I’ll tell everyone about the story on the stone wall. Perhaps…”

“Perhaps what?” Mu Qingyan rubbed the girl’s forehead, his gaze both pitying and indifferent. “Your sect has been fighting for generations just because of something that happened a hundred years ago? Enough, don’t dwell on the affairs of the world. Let’s focus on how to get out of here.”

Cai Zhao’s big eyes flickered. ” I might already know how to get out.”

Mu Qingyan was both surprised and delighted. “Zhao Zhao has become so clever now, I didn’t even notice.”

Cai Zhao blushed. “This has nothing to do with being clever or not; only people from Luoying Valley would recognize it. Look here…” She pointed to the middle of the second stone wall.

They saw Mu Xiujue standing tall in the center, leading his newly made brothers to meet the Northern Chen’s old ancestor. Behind them, a young girl was secretly tugging at Mu Xiujue’s clothes. The Northern Chen’s old ancestor was very happy, stroking his beard and laughing heartily.

Mu Qingyan looked for a moment and noticed a difference. “In all the other scenes, the old ancestor is holding a whisk. Only in this one is he holding a branch with hanging leaves… Wait, this stone carving has been modified.”

Because the person who modified it was far less skilled than Uncle Ya, they had only roughly erased the original whisk and recarved a flower branch. At first glance, traces of the stone remained, which is why Mu Qingyan still saw it as a whisk.

“I thought so too,” said Cai Zhao. “This is a peach blossom branch.”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes lit up. “Peach blossom? Luoying Valley’s plump peach blossom?”

The girl punched him lightly in annoyance. “What plump peach blossom? It’s a mountain peach blossom, a mountain peach blossom!”

Mu Qingyan smiled and let her punch him, then looked back at the stone wall. “But it doesn’t look much like the mountain peach blossom on that jade goddess statue.”

“That’s because the statue’s mountain peach blossom is viewed from the side, while this…” Cai Zhao added, “This is carved from above, so it looks like a round little bowl. If it weren’t for the long, hook-like leaves hanging down and the three distinct layers of petals below, it would look no different from ordinary flowers.”

Mu Qingyan asked, “Is there some special significance to this?”

Cai Zhao hesitated for a moment but still explained: “This is a secret agreement in our Luoying Valley, related to the Five Elements and Eight Trigrams. We in Luoying Valley are few, so we often have to use mechanical arrays to fight our enemies. During intense battles, our people often get trapped in these arrays. To avoid harming our own, we leave clues along the way to break the arrays or escape routes.”

“But wouldn’t the enemy see these too? Therefore, the Luoying Valley ancestors came up with this method—using the mountain peach blossom on this stone wall as an example, the three layers of petals from inside to out, with the innermost layer having one petal, indicating moving the Qian position one place from left to right…”

Mu Qingyan let out a soft exclamation. “Then the original Li position would be in the Qian position now.”

“Correct,” said Cai Zhao. “When you see the second Eight Trigrams diagram, according to the second layer’s four petals, move the original Qian position four places from right to left, and the original Kun position will be in Qian’s place.”

Mu Qingyan understood. “When you see the third marker, move seven positions from left to right according to the third layer’s seven petals. This process repeats three times.”

“Exactly. With this back-and-forth, even if enemies notice something odd about the mountain peach blossom pattern, they’ll struggle to decipher its meaning. According to the Eight Trigrams map, this pentagonal stone hall is the center of the underground palace, so…”

Cai Zhao walked to the iron wall added between the stone walls and pointed to the Eight Trigrams pattern through a crack. “So this is a map, and we should rotate the trigram positions three places from left to right.”

Mu Qingyan also went over to look at the Eight Trigrams map.

The beautiful and calm young girl stared steadily at the young man’s back. “I’ve carefully examined that Eight Trigrams map. Although it clearly shows the winding paths, it doesn’t mark the exit. Yet you don’t find this strange at all—now I can ask you, in which direction is the escape route from the underground palace?”

Mu Qingyan turned to look at her. “You noticed this earlier, why didn’t you ask sooner?”

The young girl shook her head. “It’s a secret of your sect. As an outsider, I shouldn’t ask about it carelessly.”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes flashed with self-mockery. “You dare to ask now because you just shared a Luoying Valley secret with me. This way, we’re even, right?”

Cai Zhao didn’t answer but looked again at the brightly lit hall. “A hundred years ago, the loyal Uncle Ya passed away after finishing these five stone walls. Sect Leader Mu Xiujue didn’t make them public but instead hid them deep underground in the Palace of Extreme Pleasure.”

“One hundred and twenty or thirty years ago, Sect Leader Mu Donglie, for unknown reasons, built this underground palace centered around these five stone walls.”

“Some years later, another sect leader added an iron wall, concealing these five stone walls.”

“And today, I discovered the secret markers passed down through generations of Luoying Valley in this most important part of the Demonic Cult.”

Cai Zhao turned her head. “Young Lord Mu, do you know the reason behind all this?”

Mu Qingyan looked at the girl, his eyes dark and flickering.

He remained silent.

“What are you afraid of?” the girl asked.

Mu Qingyan shook his head. “I’m not afraid, just worried.”

“What are you worried about?”

“I’m worried about the unpredictable future.”

The girl smiled, but the smile didn’t reach her eyes. “But the future is always unpredictable, isn’t it?”

Mu Qingyan walked over and wrapped the silver chain around the girl’s left wrist, one loop at a time.

“But I hope that our future, yours and mine, is predictable,” he said, head lowered, his long eyelashes thick as he carefully wound the chain, as if tightening it would make everything alright.

Cai Zhao sighed softly and asked again, “Your sect is named the Li Sect, meaning ‘bright and glorious, radiant and splendid,’ so is the escape route from the underground palace in the Li position?”

“No,” Mu Qingyan’s lips curved slightly. “It’s exactly the opposite. The escape route is in the Kan position—yang trapped in danger, losing the way, deep and unfathomable, the path ahead winding and treacherous.”

He fastened the last link of the silver chain and straightened up, kissing the girl’s cheek once. Her skin was warm and soft.

Cai Zhao felt the opposite—his lips were cold.

She felt a surge of pity, like a thread wrapping around her heart.

She reached out to pull down his neck and kissed his cold cheek, whispering, “Don’t be afraid and don’t worry. There’s always a way.”

Mu Qingyan held the girl’s soft body tightly as if trying to embed her into his own.

He thought vaguely that staying in this underground palace might not be so bad after all.
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The pair stepped out of the giant stone hall, embarking on their journey. Following Cai Zhao’s instructions, they adjusted the trigram positions at each Eight Trigrams map on the iron walls. After nearly an hour, they noticed fewer corpses and skeletons along the way, eventually seeing no signs of previous passage.

“This path hasn’t been used in over a hundred years,” Mu Qingyan observed, lightly brushing the iron wall with two fingers and glancing at the ceiling. “The areas we passed through earlier had varying levels of dust, with spider webs showing signs of being broken and reformed. But here, the dust and webs are completely undisturbed.”

Cai Zhao agreed.

Noting the girl’s solemn expression, Mu Qingyan gently reassured her, “Don’t worry, we’re on the right track.”

“I’m not concerned about being wrong,” Cai Zhao replied with a bitter smile. “I’m worried we might stumble upon my ancestor’s remains. If this path is correct, what chance did my ancestor have of survival after leaving these markers?”

They both silently concluded that a Luoying Valley ancestor must have somehow discovered this underground palace. Although they had figured out the layout, their situation was dire, forcing them to leave subtle escape route hints in the wall carvings.

Given that later Luoying Valley generations never heard of this, it was likely this ancestor died in the underground palace.

Mu Qingyan continued to comfort her: “Zhao Zhao, try to think positively. Didn’t you say earlier that Sect Leader Mu Donglie might have been kind-hearted and charitable? Perhaps he released your ancestor unharmed.”

Cai Zhao retorted, “…You sound more sincere when you’re lying.”

As they spoke, they suddenly encountered an iron wall blocking their path, with corridors branching left and right. They had faced a similar situation before entering the stone hall, exploring both directions to no avail. However, this time they had a map to guide them.

“This isn’t right,” Cai Zhao said, pulling out a silk handkerchief with a map she had traced using charcoal. “According to the map, we should be able to continue forward.”

Mu Qingyan frowned, carefully examining the wall. After a moment, his expression relaxed. “Here,” he said, reaching up to press something above his head, then bending down to press another spot at waist level.

Familiar mechanical sounds echoed behind the iron wall as chains clinked and moved. A small door opened in the wall, exciting them both.

To avoid traps, Cai Zhao waved her silver chain in the doorway for a while before they cautiously stepped through.

Instead of finding an exit from the underground palace as expected, they emerged into a surprisingly open space. Beneath their feet was soft earth, and above, a bright crystal ceiling cleverly reflected sunlight from the surface. Fresh air circulated, with gentle breezes caressing their faces, making it feel like they were outdoors.

“Is this… a vegetable garden?” Cai Zhao asked in astonishment, looking at the small fenced plots containing traces of dried, gray plants.

Mu Qingyan’s mouth twitched. “Vegetables are usually planted in rows. These plants are scattered artistically—it must be a flower garden.”

As they explored the extensive gardens, they passed several pavilions and waterside structures. Beneath these buildings ran a winding stream, now dry, revealing a bed of colorful stones.

Cai Zhao bent down to pick up two colored stones, realizing with shock that they were priceless gems.

On the western side, they discovered a small menagerie with three or four gilded peacock cages, seven or eight agate-adorned silver rabbit cages, jade-inlaid gold bird cages, and even chicken and duck cages woven from jade bamboo strips. Sadly, the exotic animals and birds inside had all been reduced to bones.

“Now I believe that Sect Leader Mu Donglie ruled during your Demonic Cult’s most prosperous time,” Cai Zhao marveled, dazzled by the cages. “Even a thousand rabbits wouldn’t be worth as much as one of these cages!”

Mu Qingyan looked perplexed. “Pavilions, streams, artificial mountains, gardens, and a menagerie… This seems to be the backyard of a mansion.”

Cai Zhao asked, bewildered, “Who would live underground?”

As they continued forward, an elegant, exquisite small palace appeared before them. With walls of white jade and a roof of golden tiles, its refined beauty had withstood over a hundred years, still gleaming under the reflected light from the crystal ceiling.

Entering through the back door, they first reached the bedchamber. Unlike Nie Zhe’s opulent inner chambers, which exuded an air of extravagance, this room’s array of precious objects conveyed a sense of noble elegance that transcended worldly concerns.

On the massive, ornate gold-patterned sea stone bed lay two pillows side by side, with two pairs of silk slippers—one large, one small—placed beneath.

Two dressing tables of coral and jasper stood next to each other, each with a silver mirror—one tall, one short. The shorter table was strewn with hairpins, earrings, and other female ornaments, while the taller one held several white jade boxes containing men’s hair crowns, jade hairpins, and dragon and phoenix pendants.

Everything in the room, from furniture to utensils and even washing items in the adjoining bathroom, came in pairs.

Oddly, near the floor on all four walls were palm-sized gold rings engraved with intricate pomegranate blossom patterns.

“Did a married couple live here?” Mu Qingyan asked, puzzled. “The historical records don’t mention Sect Leader Mu Donglie getting married. If he had a family, why pass the leadership to his nephew instead of his child?”

Cai Zhao had a clear understanding of this: “Who says marriage always leads to children? Let me tell you, the most successful doctor in Luoying Town isn’t the one treating injuries or rare diseases, but the one helping couples struggling to conceive!”

The handsome young man looked unusually bewildered. In his mind, even unmarried people could have children, so why would a married couple need medical help to conceive?

As they explored room by room, from the bedchamber to the banquet hall, from the study to the music room, they became increasingly certain that the palace’s owners were a married couple. While the husband’s identity remained unclear, the wife seemed to be a gentle yet internally strong woman.

She enjoyed misty, melancholic poetry, kept notes on flower cultivation and gardening, used tortoiseshell fingerpicks on three fingers when playing the zither, and had the patience to split a single silk thread into nine strands for intricate embroidery of landscapes.

Cai Zhao stood before the embroidery frame, straining to make out the pattern on the now-darkened silk. Mu Qingyan, however, glanced at it briefly and declared, “It’s two crooked-necked arhat pines.”

Cai Zhao realized, “Not crooked-necked arhat pines—they’re welcoming pines! A variant of arhat pines. I’ll take you to Changchun Temple someday to see the grandest welcoming pine in the world!”

Then she looked confused. “Could this lady have been from Changchun Temple? But Changchun Temple doesn’t accept nuns.”

Mu Qingyan’s brow furrowed as if something had occurred to him.

After exploring the entire palace, they finally discovered a hidden inner room adjacent to the study. It was barely concealed, shielded only by bookshelves and beaded curtains.

Inside stood a tall altar, with the faint scent of incense still lingering. The altar didn’t enshrine Taoist patriarchs or celestial deities, but a foot-tall jade statue of an elderly Taoist figure.

The statue exuded an otherworldly aura, with a slightly raised duster. Its familiar appearance struck Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao—they had just seen it earlier.

Cai Zhao froze. “So this couple worshipped the North Star Elder.”

At that moment, Mu Qingyan suddenly reached out towards the jade statue of the North Star Elder. Cai Zhao jumped in fright and quickly grabbed him. “Don’t! Don’t! There’s plenty of gold and jewels outside that are quite valuable. Let’s not desecrate the Elder’s spirit.”

Mu Qingyan chuckled, “Look closely. What’s beneath the Elder’s statue?”

Cai Zhao looked and finally noticed two thin jade slips pressed under the statue. Because both the statue and the slips were white, an ordinary person wouldn’t have noticed them if not for Mu Qingyan’s sharp eyes.

Carefully, Mu Qingyan lifted the statue and extracted the jade slips. Cai Zhao, standing nearby, was excited. Something so solemnly placed under the Elder’s statue must be either a treasure map or a secret manual of some supreme martial art.

However, when Mu Qingyan opened and looked at it, he made a surprised sound. “It’s a marriage certificate.”

“A marriage certificate?” Cai Zhao was stunned.

Mu Qingyan spread the jade slip on the table, and they both looked at it. Inscribed on it was:

‘Rejoice on this day of auspicious ceremony, as a good match is made. Poems sing of love birds, elegant songs of unicorns. Affection as deep as mandarin ducks, hearts united till white hair, this resolve unwavering. We carefully make this vow, swearing to never betray each other.’

Below are the names of the newlyweds. First, in powerful strokes that seemed to pierce through the slip, was ‘Mu Donglie’. Next, in graceful and elegant female handwriting, was the woman’s name ‘Luo Shiyun’.

Mu Qingyan muttered to himself, “So Sect Leader Mu Donglie did get married. But who is this Lady Luo…” His voice trailed off as he noticed the strange, pensive expression on the young girl beside him.

“What’s wrong?” He narrowed his eyes. “Do you… do you know who this Luo Shiyun is? Where did you hear about her?”

Cai Zhao stammered, “I… I haven’t heard of this… this lady. But I can tell you who she is.”

Though her words were jumbled, Mu Qingyan’s mind raced. “The founder of Falling Petals Valley was originally surnamed Niu, then surnamed Gu, and then Luo, right? Is she… from your Falling Petals Valley?”

After a long internal struggle, Cai Zhao slowly nodded. “She should be. But this is a long story. Why don’t we go outside to talk about it?”

Upon hearing that Mu Donglie had married a woman from Falling Petals Valley, Mu Qingyan felt a surge of joy.

He smiled and pulled the girl to sit down. “The Demonic Sect Leader married your ancestor. Do you want to discuss this outside? It’s better to talk here. Take your time, there’s no rush.”

Cai Zhao sighed, “Actually, there’s not much to say.”

Like all long-standing sects, Falling Petals Valley had a family genealogy recording the deeds and anecdotes of past ancestors. Some entries were detailed, others brief; some were meticulously recorded, while others were vaguely glossed over. The noble explanation was to prevent later generations from emulating wicked deeds; the considerate explanation was to keep family scandals private.

For instance, ‘demonesses’ like Gu Qingkong.

Over two hundred years, Falling Petals Valley has seen many descendants. While not quite two hundred, at least one hundred and fifty were recorded in the genealogy. Cai Zhao couldn’t possibly remember them all, especially since most who made names for themselves in the martial world were men.

Yet, among this jumble of ancestors, a few women stood out. Apart from the heroic Cai Pingshu, the second most renowned was ‘Luo Shiqiao’.

“What were Luo Shiqiao’s accomplishments?” Mu Qingyan frowned.

Cai Zhao sighed, “She’s said to be the most graceful, virtuous, and talented lady of Falling Petals Valley in two hundred years. She also made the best marriage – my mother often uses her to criticize me.”

Coincidentally, Luo Shiqiao also grew up in Pei Qiong Manor and was betrothed to the young manor lord. However, compared to Cai Pingshu’s struggles in the inner court, Luo Shiqiao thrived.

Her mother-in-law, Lady Zhou, treated her like a real daughter, personally teaching her future daughter-in-law for several years before passing away. Luo Shiqiao completely avoided the typical mother-in-law conflicts seen in worldly stories.

When the old valley master and his wife of Falling Petals Valley passed away, leaving only a young son, it was Luo Shiqiao temporarily managed half the family affairs for her young brother.

Because her birth mother died early, her young sister-in-law was more attached to Luo Shiqiao than to her mother.

This sister-in-law later married into the Guangtian Sect.

According to the genealogy, within a few years, three of the Six Northern Chen Sects were under Luo Shiqiao’s control:

First was her childhood sweetheart and husband, known in the martial world for being henpecked and following his wife’s every word.

Second was the young valley master of Falling Petals Valley, still losing his baby teeth. With his elder sister as a mother figure, he never questioned Luo Shiqiao’s words.

Lastly was the young sect leader of the Guangtian Sect. Though skilled in martial arts, he was gentle and indecisive. Sometimes when the elders of his family belittled and oppressed him, he would sulk alone in his room. His wife, upon seeing this, would write a tearful letter to her family, and elder sister-in-law Luo Shiqiao would storm in to confront the offenders.

The old sect leader of the Qingque Sect once joked that during those years, Luo Shiqiao almost single-handedly decided everything at the Six Sects’ meetings, making his position as the head sect leader purely ceremonial.

This period of history made many self-proclaimed great men uncomfortable. Yet, Luo Shiqiao handled affairs justly, with strict rewards and punishments, and her words and actions commanded respect.

Although she berated all the Song family men except her brother-in-law as dogs and meddled in the Guangtian Sect’s affairs, she indeed mended the serious rifts left by the previous generation of the Song family, preventing an impending internal disaster.

Although she extensively reformed Falling Petals Valley’s flaws, offending countless Luo family elders, a few years later she handed over to her young brother a thriving and well-ordered family business.

Although she had her husband wrapped around her finger, Zhou Manor Lord himself was delighted with the arrangement. The entire Zhou family was obedient, and Pei Qiong Manor’s prestige soared for nearly twenty years, with none in the martial world daring to disobey.

Luo Shiqiao’s portrayal in various family genealogies was unique. While they wanted to praise this extraordinary woman, their praises were awkward and reluctant.

Mu Qingyan listened and laughed, “Did the Yin father and daughter take inspiration from this Lady Luo, intending to follow her example? Alas, they failed halfway through.”

“That’s what my mother says too!” Cai Zhao laughed.

Mu Qingyan asked, “Her name was Luo Shiqiao, so does she have a sister named Luo Shiyun?”

“I don’t know,” Cai Zhao sighed. “I only know that Lady Luo’s brother was named Luo Shi’an. There’s no record of whether they had other siblings.”

Her gaze dimmed, “Then, in the records of subsequent generations, it’s written ‘Four years after Gu Qingkong’s great chaos subsided, Falling Petals Valley unfortunately produced another wicked daughter.'”

Mu Qingyan blurted out, “Gu Qingkong’s disappearance was 106 years ago. Four years later would be exactly 102 years ago, which is when Sect Leader Mu Donglie abdicated and retired. So, so…”

“So this is likely another demoness of Falling Petals Valley,” Cai Zhao looked at the jade slip marriage certificate and sighed repeatedly. “Senior Gu Qingkong just had a bad temper, liked to oppose the Six Sects, and occasionally beat up her elders. This one is even worse, directly marrying the Demonic Sect Leader. I wonder if she drove her early-deceased parents to their graves.”

Mu Qingyan’s eyelid twitched, and he quickly said, “Don’t talk nonsense. Anyone with significant cultivation wouldn’t die so easily from anger.” He changed the subject, “Let’s search this shrine again. If there’s nothing unusual, we’ll continue looking for a way out.”

Cai Zhao glared at him and silently began examining the shrine. Due to a sudden surge of inexplicable anger, she accidentally knocked over a white jade box. As the lid flew open, a pile of dazzling golden objects scattered out.

They looked closer and saw it was a large bundle of thin gold chains coiled together, with a lock clasp at one end and a large circular ring at the other.

“What is this thing? It doesn’t look like a necklace…” Cai Zhao was laughing when she suddenly noticed familiar patterns on the gold chain. Her expression changed drastically.

Mu Qingyan, quick-witted, immediately understood. However, before he could speak, Cai Zhao exploded in anger.

“Bastard! You Mus are bastards!” She hurled the white jade box at Mu Qingyan’s head while simultaneously striking him with a palm transformed into a blade, her qi sharp and fierce.
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Although Cai Zhao was intelligent, her youth and limited experience in the martial world hindered her. Normally, she wouldn’t have connected the gold chain to the gold rings on the bedchamber walls so quickly. However, she had recently seen an identical device—in a mansion in Qingque Town where Qian Xueshen was confined. She had witnessed firsthand the delicate iron shackle on Qian Xueshen’s ankle, with a thin chain disappearing into the wall.

It was because of that chain that she couldn’t free Qian Xueshen at the time.

After hurling the white jade box and shrine contents at Mu Qingyan, she silently grabbed the gold chain and raced back to the bedchamber. As a rigorous righteous female warrior, she didn’t want to wrongly accuse anyone. Crouching by the wall’s gold ring, she carefully aligned the chain. With a soft metallic click, the chain’s lock clasp fit perfectly into the ring.

Cai Zhao was devastated: This chain and ring were meant to restrain someone!

At that moment, Mu Qingyan arrived, just in time to see the perfect match between the chain and ring. The enraged young girl immediately launched her attack.

Her left palm spread like an orchid, while her right hand formed a blade. Twisting her body, she targeted several of Mu Qingyan’s major acupoints. If he dodged this acupoint-sealing technique, he’d run into her knife-hand strike. This was the first move of the Dragon-Catching Hand technique, “Unique Form, Wondrous Shape.”

Cai Zhao’s skills were formidable, and the Dragon-Catching Hand was Cai Pingshu’s signature move. Mu Qingyan couldn’t underestimate her. In a normal fight, he could have used the Nine Netherworld Soul-Breaking Hand to strike her wrists, potentially crippling her hands or even damaging her dantian—but he couldn’t bring himself to use such a vicious technique on Cai Zhao.

Mu Qingyan initially planned to leap backward but changed his mind, instead charging towards Cai Zhao like a battering ram.

Cai Zhao hesitated, her right hand instinctively reaching for her waist. If she drew her Blazing Sun Blade, she could cleave the oncoming figure in two—but she didn’t want to cut Mu Qingyan in half.

Mu Qingyan was counting on this moment of hesitation.

He closed in, grappling with her.

Cai Zhao refused to surrender, immediately counterattacking.

However, at such close quarters, neither could fully execute their techniques, and neither wanted to risk a direct clash of internal energy. Their fight degenerated into something less dignified than a street brawl.

One used sloppy grappling techniques, the other a crooked version of the Dragon-Catching technique. They resorted to ear-pulling, chin-biting, elbow-jabbing, and head-butting.

This is why fights between skilled martial artists often devolve into childish wrestling matches.

Finally, Mu Qingyan used his larger frame to pin Cai Zhao to the carpet. “Cai Xiaozhao, be reasonable! How am I responsible for something that happened 120 years ago? Why are you attacking me?”

Struggling to breathe, Cai Zhao retorted, “… Aren’t you a Mu? Who else should I blame for your ancestor’s despicable actions?”

“I’m not from Mu Donglie’s branch! My direct ancestor is Mu Dongxu!”

“Can two Mu characters be written with one stroke?!”

Mu Qingyan sighed heavily. He stood up, pulling Cai Zhao with him while restraining her arms to prevent further fighting. “You think your ancestor Luo Shiyun was forced and abused by Mu Donglie, right? Fine, come with me and look!”

He dragged her to an embroidered couch near the coral bed, pointing at a pink jade basket. “Look at this!” Then he indicated a jade sewing box beside it. “Now look here.”

The pink jade basket contained piles of clothing, with a half-mended men’s robe on top. The robe was exquisite and valuable, with only a tear at the elbow. The sewing box held various colored threads and silver needles of different sizes.

After a century, the jade items, silver needles, and most of the fine fabrics remained intact, but most thread spools had turned to dust, maintaining the shape left by their original owner. When Cai Zhao touched one spool earlier, it immediately crumbled.

Mu Qingyan pointed at the various thread spools in the jade box. “Look at these spools of different sizes. The largest is as big as a fist, while the smallest white thread is barely there. Lady Luo mended more than one garment. But when we searched the wardrobe earlier, we found only new clothes, with none showing signs of repair—what does this mean?”

“It means your Mu family is rich and wasteful, throwing away mended clothes!” Cai Zhao retorted.

Mu Qingyan continued, “It means when Mu Donglie left, he didn’t take many of the palace’s pearls, corals, jades, or gold. Instead, he took all the robes his wife had mended, unwilling to leave them behind—meaning they were a loving couple, not a case of forced subjugation!”

“What a storyteller you are! You should write novels!” Cai Zhao struggled, but her voice had softened.

Mu Qingyan forced her to look at the half-mended robe in the jade basket. “Look at the stitching on this robe—as a woman, tell me, under what circumstances would you see such stitching?”

Cai Zhao couldn’t help but respond, “You know I’m hopeless at needlework. At the Snow Mountain Inn, you were the one who mended the tear in my clothes. Are you trying to humiliate me now?!”

Mu Qingyan nearly choked, “Who’s asking you to do it? I’m just asking you to look! Can’t you tell good stitching from bad? Compare the clothes I mended for you by lamplight to store-bought ones!”

Cai Zhao’s gaze wavered.

She might be terrible at sewing, but Mu Qingyan had never touched a needle before. Even at Huanglaofeng’s Busixi, though Mu Zhengming lived simply, he ensured his son had the best in food, clothing, and shelter to make up for earlier hardships.

After the age of five, Mu Qingyan never wore clothes needing repair. The Snow Mountain Inn incident was likely his first time handling a needle, though his dexterity far surpassed Cai Zhao’s, allowing him to learn quickly.

In terms of sewing skills, how could he compare to professional tailors?

So Cai Zhao instinctively began, “Naturally, it’s…”

Seeing Mu Qingyan’s dangerous glare, she quickly changed her tune, “Naturally, your stitching is better! You worked so hard mending it for me by lamplight. I remember you even pricked your finger.”

Mu Qingyan’s brow relaxed, and he smiled with mock indignation, “Good that you remember!”

He pointed again to the robe in the basket. “These stitches are dense, tiny, even, and neat—more labor-intensive than ordinary mending. If Lady Luo were forced to stay here, would she have such tender affection to patiently mend Mu Donglie’s clothes?”

“Moreover, look at the potted plants by the window. According to notes in the study, Lady Luo tended them herself. Daily watering, pruning, fertilizing… Would an angry, resentful woman have such leisurely pursuits?”

Cai Zhao glared, “Are you done? If so, let me go!”

“Not yet, one more thing.” Mu Qingyan held her tightly. “No matter what we say, it’s all ancient history. The Six Northern Chen Sects and our sect have been at odds for two hundred years. If you hold me accountable for past grudges, then how… how can we… what should we do?” His face showed anxiety as he spoke the last words.

Cai Zhao calmed down and said softly, “I understand. I won’t hold you accountable anymore.” Unlike her hot-tempered peers, she was usually cheerful and agreeable.

“I don’t know why I suddenly lost my temper,” she said, feeling weary.

Mu Qingyan slowly relaxed his grip. “It’s okay to lose your temper. I’m here for you.” He gently stroked her arm. “I was too rough earlier. Did I hurt you?”

Cai Zhao, unwilling to dwell on the matter, replied, “It’s fine. Let’s set this aside for now. I wonder what’s happening outside. We should hurry and leave.”

Mu Qingyan patted her head and led her out.

Passing through the study again, they deliberately detoured to the shrine. Mu Qingyan replaced the jade marriage certificate under the ancestor’s statue. Cai Zhao tidied the incense table. Together, they bowed three times to the statue, unsure what to pray for.

Exiting through the palace’s main doors, Mu Qingyan turned back to look. He saw a gold-threaded jade plaque hanging from the high eaves, bearing the ancient characters for “Dong Yun.”

Mu Qingyan felt a lump in his throat. After all the earth-shattering events, only these two characters remained for posterity.

Outside the main doors, beyond the jade steps and arched bridge, stood a jade screen wall. It bore a massive mural of phoenixes in harmony, with another Eight Trigrams map at its center—the last such map they’d see in this underground palace.

Cai Zhao sighed, “You said earlier that this underground palace seemed designed to hide something. But it wasn’t hiding things; it was hiding people. Whether to confine or protect Lady Luo, Sect Leader Mu Donglie built this vast underground palace to prevent intruders. He never intended anyone to leave alive.”

Mu Qingyan mused, “But Lady Luo worried her Falling Petals Valley family might stumble in while searching for her. That’s why she left escape clues everywhere. However, without Mu Donglie’s tacit approval, she couldn’t have carved all these Eight Trigrams maps. I truly don’t understand. If they were in love, why go to such extremes as building an underground palace to marry?”

Cai Zhao sighed softly, “Perhaps it’s easier to fall in love than to spend a lifetime together.”

Mu Qingyan turned to look at her, his eyes clouded with an impenetrable gloom.

Following the final Eight Trigrams map, they found a fake mountain in the palace courtyard’s grove, revealing a hidden passage within. Unlike the previous iron-cast tunnels, this one resembled the path to Fleeting Beauty, with floors and ceilings of blue stone.

As they progressed, they sensed the terrain rising, clearly heading towards the surface. Despite nearing their exit from the underground palace, they felt an odd heaviness rather than joy, speaking little.

Even the longest road has an end.

Mu Qingyan pushed open a stone door carved with a landscape scene. Expecting daylight, they instead found darkness and a musty, putrid odor.

Cai Zhao was puzzled. “Are we still in the underground palace?”

Mu Qingyan looked around and realized, “No, we’ve left the underground palace. This is an intermediate layer.” As he released his hand, the stone door behind them closed immediately.

They noticed the door’s exterior was covered by a three-foot-thick iron wall. Once closed, the iron sealed seamlessly, making it impossible for others to find the hidden stone door.

Hand in hand, they circled the area, discovering it was originally a vast square iron room. However, later occupants had haphazardly constructed several stone chambers within, similar to Nie Zhe’s stone mechanism room.

Mu Qingyan explained the details to Cai Zhao. Years ago, Mu Donglie had built an underground palace beneath the Palace of Ultimate Bliss. To avoid easy detection, the underground palace was far from the main structure. This iron room served as a transition between the two.

Those authorized by Mu Donglie would know how to access the underground palace through the stone door. Otherwise, even if the entire iron room were demolished, the secret passage couldn’t be found. Nie Zhe, unaware of this secret, thought it was just a hidden underground space and used it for his nefarious purposes.

Cai Zhao casually opened a stone chamber door, revealing mountains of desiccated corpses. Their clothing indicated they were villagers and ordinary sect members. The bodies were shriveled as if drained, with skin barely clinging to their skeletons. Their skull-like faces bore eerie, numb expressions.

“Are these… corpse puppets?” Cai Zhao nearly vomited and quickly retreated.

“Not entirely,” Mu Qingyan stared at the scene. “It seems Nie Zhe was practicing the Spirit Leech Technique.”

Cai Zhao was horrified. “The Spirit Leech Technique? Wasn’t that evil art banned? Wait, it can’t even be practiced! Those who tried all had their dantians explode.”

Legend had it that the Spirit Leech Technique was an extremely vicious and evil skill, said to absorb others’ true power from their dantians, even draining their entire body to a husk.

Initially, progress would be rapid, but martial arts styles vary greatly. Some are cold and yin-oriented, others fiery and yang-based. Even the Six Northern Chen Sects, sharing a common origin, developed different internal energy techniques over two centuries.

Even if an elder wanted to transfer their power to a junior, they had to be of the same lineage and cultivation system. For instance, Cangqiong Zi of Taichu Temple could transfer power to Qiu Yuanfeng because they were uncle and nephews in the same sect.

Martial artists can practice various techniques because they assimilate different attributes during training. But directly absorbing another’s dantian energy is like swallowing it whole, leading to self-destruction.

Mu Qingyan explained, “Nie Zhe forced these people to cultivate the same internal energy as him before absorbing it. Hmph, what a waste, resorting to such vicious methods.”

The villagers and low-level sect members couldn’t have developed profound skills in a short time, so Nie Zhe aimed for quantity, harming as many as possible.

“Does this work?” Cai Zhao could hardly imagine it.

Mu Qingyan sneered, “It can work, but how else could a waste like Nie Zhe use this method for a year? Nie Hengcheng was too busy vying for power to teach his nephew anything, leaving Nie Zhe ignorant.”

Cai Zhao shook her head. “Although our Six Northern Chen Sects have some treacherous and fence-sitting scoundrels, at least we don’t openly create corpse puppets and harm innocents on such a scale.”

They explored the remaining stone chambers: a blood-splattered torture room, a chamber full of dismembered limbs, and an eerie green-lit alchemy room.

Cai Zhao was sickened by the sights. Finally, they opened the fourth chamber door. Instead of more corpses and limbs, they found a single figure chained to the wall.

Mu Qingyan pushed Cai Zhao behind him as they approached cautiously.

The person had white hair and beard, a small frame, and was wrapped in iron chains. Several major acupoints were pierced with soul-disturbing needles. If not for the faint breathing, they might have thought it was a corpse.

“Who’s there?” The person suddenly raised his head at the sound, his voice hoarse but eyes gleaming with intelligence.

He looked at Mu and Cai, then fixed his gaze on Mu Qingyan. His expression turned uncertain. “Young… Young Master? How did you get here?” The dim light fell on the youth’s face, revealing familiar handsome features. Though he resembled someone known, his cold and wary expression was unlike Mu Zhengming’s easygoing nature.

The old man quickly realized, “No, you’re not the Young Master. Who… who are you…”

Mu Qingyan sneered, “So you’re Nie Hengcheng’s dog. How did you end up locked here by Nie Zhe?”

During Nie Hengcheng’s rule, his attitude towards Mu Zhengming’s succession was ambiguous. The sect members split into two factions: loyalists like Elder Qiu Baigang still called Mu Zhengming the “Young Lord,” while Nie Hengcheng’s supporters vaguely referred to him as the “Young Master”—Mu Qingyan immediately understood this distinction.

The old man’s head jerked. “You’re Mu Qingyan? You’re Sun Ruoshui’s son? You’ve grown so big!”

At this moment, Mu Qingyan noticed the old man’s left hand had six fingers. A thought struck him, and he blurted out, “You’re Elder Yuheng, Elder Yan Xu?”
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Of the Seven Star Elders from years past, five had perished, leaving only two. Cai Zhao remembered Mu Qingyan mentioning that the remaining two were Elder Tianshu, a fence-sitter, and Elder Yuheng Yan Xu, who refused to take sides.

Yan Xu mumbled, “So many years have passed, and you’ve grown so much. That year when I visited Busizhaiinvestigation on Huanglao Peak, you were only seven or eight. Shortly after, I was ambushed…”

Mu Qingyan raised an eyebrow. “Tell me, you’ve been imprisoned for ten years. Didn’t you praise Nie Hengcheng highly, always saying ‘The Mu family is declining, the Nie family should succeed’? How did you end up locked away like a dead dog by Nie Zhe for a decade?”

“Ten years? Has it been that long?” Yan Xu stared intently at Mu Qingyan, his cloudy old eyes suddenly clearing. “Is Nie Zhe dead?”

Mu Qingyan replied nonchalantly, “Soon, probably.”

Yan Xu asked again, “What about Sun Ruoshui? Is she dead?”

Cai Zhao marveled at the peculiar nature of the demonic sect, asking about someone’s mother’s death right in front of them.

Mu Qingyan’s jawline tightened slightly. “…I haven’t decided yet.”

Cai Zhao looked at him in surprise – hadn’t Mu Zhengming asked him to take care of his birth mother on his deathbed? Why…

Yan Xu was equally surprised, but he asked, “Has the young master passed away?”

“Yes,” Mu Qingyan answered briefly.

Yan Xu closed his eyes briefly and sighed, “He was murdered, wasn’t he?”

“…Yes,” Mu Qingyan said, “I’ve only recently come to understand this.”

Cai Zhao opened her mouth, staring at him in shock – she knew nothing about all this.

“Why don’t you ask who killed your father?” Mu Qingyan said.

Yan Xu’s throat produced a cough-like laugh. “No need to ask. The young master was exceptionally talented from childhood, but he had an impenetrable nature. What ultimately killed him must have been his stubborn benevolence.”

Mu Qingyan remained silent.

Yan Xu continued, “These past few days, Nie Zhe hasn’t sent anyone to bring me food or water. I thought he wanted to starve me to death, but it turns out you’ve attacked Jile Palace, and he’s busy dealing with that. Would the young lord please release this old man? If you don’t mind, I’m willing to assist you and help you achieve great things.”

Mu Qingyan put on a fake smile. “I wouldn’t dare. When my grandfather suddenly passed away, many sect members advocated for Nie Hengcheng to temporarily take the position of sect leader, bypassing my father. Elder Qiu disagreed no matter what. As the two sides were at a stalemate, it was you who went against popular opinion and sided with Nie Hengcheng, angering Elder Qiu to the point of coughing blood. Those past events are still fresh in my mind; I can’t accept your support, Elder.”

Yan Xu glared, his mustache quivering. “You don’t need to be sarcastic with me, old man. I’ve always had the sect’s best interests at heart, heaven knows! I supported Nie Hengcheng back then for the sake of the sect, I was imprisoned by Nie Zhe ten years ago for the sect, and I’m willing to assist you now, also for the sect!”

This declaration did not affect Mu Qingyan.

Cai Zhao tugged at Mu Qingyan’s sleeve and asked, “Well, should we let him down?”

Mu Qingyan responded like a naive child, “Is the important question whether to let him down or not? No. The real issue is who will carry him out after we release him.”

Cai Zhao blinked.

Mu Qingyan continued, “He’s been imprisoned for ten years and hasn’t had food or water for days. He must be extremely weak. So, who will carry him out? You or me? I certainly won’t carry this old thing.”

Cai Zhao quickly said, “Then perhaps Elder Yan should stay put for a while longer. He’s already been here for ten years; his loyalty to the sect can wait a bit longer.”

“Good girl, Zhao Zhao. You learn quickly,” Mu Qingyan patted her head.

Cai Zhao had expected Yan Xu to be furious after hearing this, but he only looked uncertainly between himself and Mu Qingyan.

“Young lord… have you married? Is this young lady your wife?” Yan Xu tentatively asked.

Mu Qingyan unconsciously raised his chin, a smile playing on his lips as he chided, “Elder Yan, your eyesight must be failing. Can’t you see our Zhao Zhao is still in unmarried attire? Though the engagement has been set…”

Cai Zhao pinched him from behind, and Mu Qingyan’s face lit up with a coy smile, making the stone chamber seem to sway.

Unexpectedly, Yan Xu suddenly shouted, “What engagement? No marriage allowed! No engagement allowed! None of it! You two, separate immediately! I don’t approve of this marriage!”

Mu and Cai were both stunned.

Cai Zhao looked the chained Elder Yan up and down, wondering where he found the audacity to interfere with Mu Qingyan’s marriage when he was in such a miserable state, bound and at their mercy.

Mu Qingyan coldly said, “Elder Yan, you’re overstepping. My marriage is not for you to…”

“Not! Under no circumstances!” Yan Xu shouted hoarsely. “For the sake of the sect’s long-term plans, this marriage absolutely cannot happen!”

Cai Zhao couldn’t help but say, “Elder, you don’t even know who I am. How do you know I’m harmful to your sect’s long-term plans?” Although the old man’s guess wasn’t far off.

“I don’t need to know who you are!” Yan Xu yelled. “For two hundred years, the Mu family’s descendants have never had smooth relationships. Whenever they choose their lovers, it leads to chaos at home at best, and disruption of sect affairs at worst – without exception! His grandfather and father didn’t listen to the old sect leader and Elder Qiu and married as they pleased. And how did that turn out? Did any of them have a good ending?”

Mu Qingyan’s face turned a mottled green and yellow, like a freshly pickled cucumber.

“Has it been like this for two hundred years? No exceptions?” Cai Zhao recalled the engravings on the stone wall, her curiosity piqued. “Oh, right, what about the wife of your first-generation founding ancestor?”

“Sect Leader Mu Xiujue married in middle age. His wife was the orphaned daughter of a warrior who died for the sect. As they say, ‘a wise wife prevents calamity.’ It was precisely because his wife was virtuous that Sect Leader Mu Xiujue was able to establish this unparalleled foundation!” The old man recounted proudly.

Mu Qingyan sneered, “How much impact could a woman’s virtue possibly have on the sect’s foundation?”

“Of course, it matters, and it’s certainly more virtuous than this little girl!” Yan Xu cried. “I’ve read countless faces in my life, and this girl’s face shows she can neither embroider nor cook, can’t fight or speak wisely, and could turn chicken soup into hotpot water with one touch. Am I right?”

Mu Qingyan was at a loss for words, as everything said was true.

Cai Zhao thought: …Why attack me? I haven’t done anything.

“Well then, what about your sect’s most powerful leader, Sect Leader Mu Donglie?” she changed the subject. “Who was his wife?”

Yan Xu lamented bitterly, “No wife has brought more misfortune than Sect Leader Donglie’s! Back then, our sect had pushed the Six Northern Chen Sects into a corner and was on the verge of unifying the world. But Sect Leader Donglie was bewitched by a female spy from the enemy camp and abandoned our great cause to elope! Oh, the pain and regret are unbearable!”

“How do you know all this so clearly?” Cai Zhao asked curiously.

Yan Xu shook his messy hair. “Of course, I know clearly. I am the official chronicler for this generation’s sect history. What wouldn’t I know?”

Cai Zhao persisted, “But how do you know she was a spy? Maybe your Sect Leader Mu Donglie just fell for her beauty?”

“She must have been a spy. Sect Leader Donglie took the position at fourteen; he had seen it all. If she hadn’t deliberately seduced him, how could the Sect Leader have lost face by causing a scene in the bridal chamber…”

“Wait a minute!” Cai Zhao exclaimed, startled. “Did that woman have a husband?”

Yan Xu replied, “Of course she did. Those Six Northern Chen Sects love to intermarry. The wedding ceremony hadn’t even finished.”

Mu Qingyan scoffed coldly, “Sect Leader Donglie wouldn’t have disrupted the wedding without reason. There must have been a prior connection.”

Cai Zhao mused, “Indeed. If there were unresolved matters, they shouldn’t have held such a public wedding. Wouldn’t a secret ceremony have been better?”

“…” Mu Qingyan slowly turned his head, staring at her. “What do you mean by that?”

Cai Zhao: …

She said, “Nothing, I just mean we should hurry and get out of here.”

Amidst Lao Yan’s heart-wrenching roars of anger, Cai Zhao pulled Mu Qingyan by the sleeve out of the stone chamber. They searched two more rooms before finally finding stairs leading to the surface in the third. They ascended the steps.

The exit led to an opulently decorated meeting hall, reflecting Nie Zhe’s taste for extravagant luxury. In the center stood an incense burner shaped like a four-legged candle dragon coiling around clouds, emitting wisps of pale red smoke.

Mu Qingyan strode forward and kicked it over, then quickly led Cai Zhao away.

As they exited through the back door of Jile Palace, daylight greeted them. Having spent so long underground, Cai Zhao felt dizzy at the sudden brightness, while Mu Qingyan adapted quickly. Cai Zhao reflected on this, feeling a pang of sadness.

They rushed to the front hall of Jile Palace, where two factions were in a standoff.

On one side stood a formidable but agitated force led by You Guanyue. After a night and half a day of fierce battle, his clothes were torn, his crown askew, and his Dragon Roaming Sword was stained with blood, evidence of intense fighting.

The other side had only a few dozen people left. They looked disheveled, blocking the front hall doors and shouting sporadically. Their leader was a middle-aged man with an oily face and powdered skin.

He was threatening You Guanyue cunningly, “…Listen well! Young Lord Mu has been trapped inside by Sect Leader Nie, with a knife to his throat! If you dare to attack, I’ll send word inside, and they’ll chop your young lord to pieces!”

You Guanyue, neither fully believing nor daring to disbelieve, could only try to coax them into opening the doors.

“Who’s that guy?” Cai Zhao asked softly.

Mu Qingyan replied, “Nie Zhe’s former male favorite.”

With their appearance, the farce came to an end.

Mu Qingyan swept his long sleeve, sending a gust of wind that caught the group of defeated soldiers off guard, scattering them. You Guanyue and his men, both surprised and delighted, quickly moved in to help.

By the time Cai Zhao strolled over, the battle had just ended.

Mu Qingyan immediately ordered You Guanyue and his men to break open the front hall doors and rush towards the banquet hall where Han Yisu had trapped them underground. The mechanism held the iron doors firmly shut, and even Lian Shisan and the others couldn’t break them open with their attacks. You Guanyue, wiping sweat, said, “Young Lord, please wait. Let me fetch the battering rams used for city gates…”

Cai Zhao couldn’t wait. “No need for such trouble.” She drew the Yanyang Knife from her waist and slashed through the gap between the two doors. Instantly, golden-red clouds and rainbows spilled out, breaking the iron bolts held by the mechanism one by one.

Lian Shisan and the others were dumbfounded, cheering repeatedly. You Guanyue cheered twice before seeming to recognize the Yanyang Knife, looking uncertainly at Mu Qingyan.

As soon as the hall doors opened, following Mu Qingyan’s instructions, Lian Shisan led his men to use iron hammers to break open a hole in the solid, sealed iron floor, revealing a pitch-black void below.

After You Guanyue ordered lanterns to be lowered to illuminate the area, they saw the chaos below: ruins from Han Yisu’s black gunpowder explosion, mixed with falling debris, corpses, and a pool of bone-dissolving rain, reeking of decay and death.

Fortunately, the stone room with the mechanism had been blasted open, and two large unbroken stone slabs lay across broken pillars above the pool of poison. Yu Hui, Shangguan Haonan, and others were huddled precariously on these slabs.

However, as the corpses beneath the stone slabs were gradually dissolved by the bone-dissolving rain, the poison was slowly rising. If the rescue had been delayed by another two hours, everyone would likely have perished in this poison pool.

You Guanyue immediately ordered his subordinates to lower rope ladders for rescue.

Among these people, Yu-Hui and Shangguan Haonan were in the best condition. The former had only suffered minor impact injuries, while the latter had only a few bloody scratches on his legs. They tied the others to the rope ladders one by one, climbing up last themselves.

Cai Zhao saw Song Yu lying motionless on a stretcher and anxiously wanted to rush over to check on him.

An intense gaze shot from the side, and she quickly changed course, vigorously patting Shangguan Haonan’s shoulder instead. “I didn’t expect Altar Master Shangguan’s cultivation to be so profound. Impressive, impressive!” She knew well that the less attention she paid to Song Yu, the more diligently Mu Qingyan would treat his injuries.

Poor Shangguan Haonan nearly had his lungs patted out.

Li Xin and her son were not seriously injured but were badly frightened, trembling like startled birds.

Nie Zhe was in the worst condition.

Earlier, he had been kicked into the poison pool by Hu Fengge, with half his body submerged in the bone-dissolving rain. To save his life, Yu Hui had to quickly amputate one arm and both legs before the poison could spread to his entire body. After a night of torment and excessive blood loss, Nie Zhe was now barely clinging to life.

Mu Qingyan’s face was as cold as ice. “Take him away for treatment. Don’t let him die; I still have questions for him.”

The second worst off were Hu Fengge and Song Yu.

Hu Fengge’s face and body were covered in burn marks from the gunpowder explosion; Song Yu’s chest, back, arms and head had all suffered severe impact injuries from the blast. Both were currently unconscious.

Cai Zhao was shocked.

“Master Song was injured while saving me and young master Si’en,” Shangguan Haonan said softly. “When the stone room was blasted open, Elder Hu, being closest to the window, was immediately injured and fell. But that old dog Han had set up a chain of explosives, one after another. Just as I pulled Elder Hu to my side, the surrounding blasts shattered the stone ceiling, and half of it was about to crush me and Madam Li and her son.”

“Yu Hui only managed to pull away Elder Hu and Madam Li. As I was about to be crushed into the poison pool by the huge stones, Master Song rushed to hold up the falling rocks, allowing me to escape with young Master Si’en. He was severely injured by the falling stones.”

Cai Zhao noticed something odd in his way of addressing people. “You… you already know Third Senior Brother’s identity?”

Shangguan Haonan’s expression was complex. “Master Song told us himself before he lost consciousness. He said he had only used a false name to avoid causing trouble for his family. My uncle and great-uncle were both killed by his grandfather, Old Sect Leader Yin. He couldn’t hide it from me anymore. He told me to seek revenge if I wanted, without hesitation.”

“Your uncle and great-uncle?”

Shangguan Haonan scratched his head. “Elder Yaoguang and Elder Kaiyang, one from my father’s side and one from my mother’s.”

“Your parents have quite a generation gap between them,” Cai Zhao joked, watching Song Yu being carried away steadily.

Shangguan Haonan gazed in the direction Song Yu had been taken, musing, “I often heard people say that all Six Northern Chen Sects were despicable and cunning villains. They couldn’t defeat us in fair combat, so they used underhanded tricks to kill my uncle and great-uncle. I never imagined there would be someone as upright and noble as Young Master Song among them.”

Although they were trapped in an underground poison pool, with sealed iron plates above and debris blocking the surrounding holes, as long as they were careful, there was always a chance to escape. Yet, at that moment when heaven and earth seemed to be collapsing, Song Yu didn’t hesitate to save him and Nie Si’en—two people he had barely spoken to.

Shangguan Haonan couldn’t help but feel grateful.

After everything was settled, Cai Zhao, showing some conscience, had someone bring out Elder Yuheng who had criticized her lack of virtue. She turned her head to hear Mu Qingyan giving instructions to You Guanyue.

“Nie Zhe’s place is disgusting. Guanyue, find someone to clean it thoroughly later. As for the others, you arrange their accommodation. Make sure Elder Hu and Zhao Zhao’s senior brother receive proper treatment.”

“Bring Madam Sun over,” he said, his expression indifferent and his tone calm. “I’ll stay at my grandparents’ and father’s old residence. Bring Madam Sun and Nie Zhe there as well—”

The young man, who hadn’t rested for a day and a night, showed no signs of fatigue. His bright black eyes gleamed slightly, and his slow speech revealed a hint of long-awaited cruelty.
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Perhaps due to the work of the same great craftsmen, the structure of Jile Palace resembles that of Muwei Palace. Both have three layers behind three layers, with the main hall in the center and seven middle halls flanked by side halls on the left and right. Traditionally, the residence of the sect leaders was often set near the fourth layer’s Fatian Hall, at the very center of the palace, to fully control sect affairs.

However, after Mu Qingyan’s great-grandfather lost his beloved wife, he moved with his only son to the last layer’s Wuyu Hall to avoid painful memories. Later, his son married, choosing a strong-willed daughter-in-law. Then, grandson Mu Zhengming was born, grew up, married, and had children… Three generations’ joys and sorrows now lingered within and around the quiet Wuyu Hall.

Since Mu Zhengming took Mu Qingyan to live in seclusion at Busilai on Huanglao Peak, no one had resided here long-term. Thanks to the capable You Guanyue and others managing affairs, they cleaned up the long-vacant Wuyu Hall in half a day, not only allowing their lord to settle in but also accommodating several important wounded individuals.

By the time You Guanyue finally found a moment to change his blood-stained clothes and grab a bite, the vast Hanhai mountain range was once again shrouded in the deep blue night sky. Under the starry sky, the exhausted You Guanyue, burning with loyalty as the new lord’s confidant, hurried to report to Mu Qingyan despite the late hour. To his surprise, he witnessed his revered new lord being forcefully pushed out of a room by Cai Zhao.

The beautiful young girl, her hair disheveled, had bloodshot eyes and a foul mood. She left a message through the door crack, “I’m dead tired and need to sleep. Neither man nor ghost is allowed to disturb me, or they’ll taste my blade.” Then she slammed the door shut, nearly hitting Mu Qingyan’s nose.

Seeing this, You Guanyue turned to leave. However, Mu Qingyan, seemingly unfazed, called him back. You Guanyue promptly reported, “All strategic points and Nie clan followers within Jile Palace have surrendered. Some stragglers who couldn’t return in time to aid Nie Zhe remain scattered outside. I believe they pose no significant threat and can be captured gradually in the future.”

“Since the battle at Qingluo River, their fate was sealed,” Mu Qingyan remarked. He then asked about another matter, “Did you bring the item?”

You Guanyue immediately presented a small boxwood casket, which seemed to be covered in a thin layer of frost.

Mu Qingyan took the casket and inquired, “How is Young Master Song faring?”

“He woke up at nightfall, took his medicine, and went back to sleep,” You Guanyue replied, having learned of Song Yuzhi’s identity from Shangguan Haonan.

Mu Qingyan nodded, “In that case, let’s go check on Young Master Song.”

You Guanyue hesitated, wanting to say that it might not be appropriate to disturb an injured person in the middle of the night. However, he ultimately remained silent.

To their surprise, as they approached the western side hall, they saw Song Yuzhi’s room brightly lit, as if someone was expecting visitors.

Mu Qingyan stepped into the room with a smile, “Brother Song, you still maintain such good composure despite your severe injuries. Truly admirable.”

You Guanyue glanced at Song Yuzhi, who was reclining on a soft couch. His face was pale, his cheeks sunken, unable to hide the weakness of recent recovery from grave injuries. Yet his dark eyes remained deep and powerful.

“I guessed the time, expecting the Young Lord to arrive,” Song Yuzhi said softly.

Mu Qingyan sat opposite him, “How are your injuries, Brother Song?”

“Merely flesh wounds and bone injuries. My essence remains unharmed. I should be able to move after another half day’s rest,” Song Yuzhi, understanding the other’s intention, volunteered the information. He then asked, “What about my junior sister? She’s alright, isn’t she?”

Mu Qingyan smiled, “Zhao Zhao is just fine. I wanted to bring her to see you earlier, but she scolded me fiercely and kicked me out, saying she hadn’t slept enough.”

Song Yuzhi couldn’t help but scrutinize the handsome young man before him, whose smile concealed much. He knew Mu Qingyan better than Cai Zhao did, aware of his nasty personality—the type who couldn’t stand others being happy if he wasn’t, and even if he was happy, he didn’t want others to be. Moreover, he never bothered to hide his caustic nature.

In the past, whenever Song Yuzhi mentioned Cai Zhao, Mu Qingyan would turn sour. Now, his attitude had changed dramatically, as if he wore a mask of gentle warmth, making it impossible to discern his true feelings.

Mu Qingyan continued, “Brother Song, you saved our sect members in their time of need. I won’t forget this debt and will repay it in the future.” Since Shangguan Haonan was his subordinate, it was natural for the lord to shoulder this gratitude.

“Helping those in need is our duty as righteous individuals. The Young Lord need not be concerned,” Song Yuzhi waved his hand dismissively. “What about the Purple Jade Golden Mallow?”

“I was just about to address that,” Mu Qingyan said. “I’ve ordered a thorough search of our treasury, but…”

He paused briefly, “However, we couldn’t find the Purple Jade Golden Mallow anywhere.”

Song Yuzhi was shocked: “Couldn’t find it? The Purple Jade Golden Mallow isn’t in your sect’s possession?” His deduction about the artifact’s whereabouts was based purely on speculation, without any concrete evidence.

“Could it be that Hero Cai didn’t return the Purple Jade Golden Mallow?” Now, the only certainty was that Cai Pingxu had last possessed it.

“The sect is currently in disarray, and many details remain unclear,” Mu Qingyan shook his head.

Seeing the disappointment on Song Yuzhi’s face, he pushed the frost-covered wooden box across the table. “Please accept this, Brother Song.”

Song Yuzhi took the box and opened it, finding a palm-sized piece of jade inside. It was snow-white and emanated an intense cold, with frost seeping through the thick wooden box.

“Thousand-year ice jade from the Great Snow Mountain in the Western Regions?” He recognized it, having grown up in a prestigious family.

Mu Qingyan smiled, “While this item may not be as solid and dense as the Purple Jade Golden Mallow, its effect in soothing scorching internal energy is even better. I hope Brother Song doesn’t mind accepting it.”

He continued, “We’re still sorting out the aftermath of Nie Zhe’s rebellion. The Purple Jade Golden Mallow might have ended up elsewhere. To be honest, for someone of your caliber, it’s not particularly valuable except for treating injuries caused by Netherworld cold energy. If we find it in the future, I’ll send it to you immediately.”

Song Yuzhi slowly closed the ice jade box and nodded in agreement. However, he thought to himself, “Even if you’re lying, do I have any other choice?”

He wasn’t naturally suspicious, as he had come of age after Nie Hengcheng and his loyal followers had long vanished. The righteous and evil factions had entered a period of peaceful coexistence, so he hadn’t truly witnessed the ways of the demonic cult.

However, this venture into the Hanhai mountain range had been a real eye-opener—turning ordinary people under the demonic cult’s protection into corpse puppets; the flesh-corroding Bone-Eating Heavenly Rain; blowing up stone chambers at the slightest provocation, even with their allies inside; not to mention the inhuman tortures Wu Yuanying had endured.

These experiences finally convinced him that his elders were right—the demonic cult was indeed a group of cruel individuals.

“Given Brother Song’s status, there’s no benefit in staying here any longer,” Mu Qingyan stood up. “You should get some more rest. I’ll have someone escort you out at dawn.”

Song Yuzhi cupped his hands in farewell, thinking to himself that he wouldn’t be able to sleep anyway.

…

The night breeze blew gently as Mu Qingyan strode towards the eastern side hall where Hu Fengge was recovering. To avoid keeping his lord waiting, You Guanyue intended to send a maid to wake Hu Fengge. However, they found Hu Fengge’s room already brightly lit, with a visitor inside. If Cai Zhao had seen this scene, she would have surely quipped, “Do none of you in the demonic cult sleep at night?”

Yu Huiyin, originally seated on the couch, was quietly conversing with Hu Fengge. Upon seeing Mu Qingyan and You Guanyue enter, the middle-aged scholar in his thirties became as nervous as a young boy caught kissing his sweetheart behind a fence. He blushed and slipped away.

Mu Qingyan smiled at Yu Huiyin’s retreating figure, “Did I interrupt Elder Hu’s romantic moment?”

Hu Fengge quickly rose from the couch to pay his respects, then laughed heartily, “The Young Lord jests. Huiyin has always been shy since childhood. He has a good heart though, often sneaking in food, drinks, and medicine for me. Alas, he’s been bullied by Chen Shu and Nie Zhe since he was young, always submissive and compliant.”

Mu Qingyan glanced at You Guanyue, who understood and bowed before leaving.

Mu Qingyan gestured for Hu Fengge to lie back and talk comfortably. Hu Fengge replied, “For someone who crawled out of the Tiangangsha Camp, these injuries are nothing. If my body wasn’t tough enough, I’d have died in that poison-breeding ground long ago.”

Mu Qingyan sat down and cupped his hands in respect, “Our ability to turn defeat into victory is largely thanks to Elder Hu’s crucial change of allegiance.”

Hu Fengge, not daring to be presumptuous, quickly knelt on one knee: “I don’t deserve such praise.” The Liejiao sect had strict rules; having acknowledged Mu Qingyan as her lord, she had to remember the distinction between superior and subordinate.

She raised her head slightly: “Young Lord, Yu Huiyin was still young when Nie Hengcheng died and wasn’t involved in any Nie faction activities. After Nie Hengcheng’s death, he angered Nie Zhe with his repeated attempts at persuasion and went into seclusion in the mountains. Perhaps you could…”

Mu Qingyan waved his hand: “As long as Yu Huiyin doesn’t think about reviving any Nie clan glory, I won’t make things difficult for him.”

Hu Fengge tentatively asked, “What about young master Si’en…”

In truth, she had no fondness for Li Ruxin and her son. When she was fighting for her life in the Tiangangsha Camp, she often saw this pampered young lady pass by haughtily, not even bothering to raise an eyebrow at the mud and blood-stained death soldiers below. However, if Mu Qingyan insisted on executing Li Ruxin and her son, it would complicate matters for Yu Huiyin, who felt indebted to Nie Hengcheng.

Mu Qingyan seemed to see through her thoughts and smiled slightly, “If Nie Hengcheng could accommodate my father and me, surely I can accommodate the Nie clan’s mere young son.”

Hu Fengge was overjoyed: “The Young Lord is wise!” After standing up, she added, “Actually, young master Si’en is weak from birth and frail. He can’t practice high-level martial arts, and I don’t think he’ll live long.”

Mu Qingyan waved dismissively, “Let him be.”

Hu Fengge stared at his face, lost in thought: “Young Lord, you look so much like your father…”

“But with a very different temperament, right?” Mu Qingyan said calmly. “I’m not my father.”

Hu Fengge sighed, “I heard that You Guanyue brought your mother, Lady Sun, up the mountain at night. Young Lord, forgive my presumption, but Lady Sun indeed has many shortcomings…”

She was skilled at killing, arson, and torture, but not so eloquent with words. Finally, she managed to say, “There are two types of winged creatures: eagles that brave wind and rain, and sparrows that nest under eaves. Sun Ruoshui, she’s… she’s just an ordinary woman with no ability to protect herself. Please, Young Lord, keep her at arm’s length and don’t bother with her.”

Though her words were tactful, they clearly expressed fear that Mu Qingyan might harm Sun Ruoshui, subtly pleading for mercy.

Mu Qingyan raised a long eyebrow, quite curious, “Elder Hu is speaking up for Lady Sun.”

It was surprising enough coming from others, but Hu Fengge had fought her way out of the Tiangangsha Camp, her hands stained with blood, countless innocent and guilty souls sent to the underworld—yet now she spoke with a face full of pity, pleading for Sun Ruoshui.

Hu Fengge sighed wistfully: “Young Lord, you probably don’t know, but your mother and I were brought into the Liejiao sect together.”

Mu Qingyan noticed something unusual in these words, “Together? Are Elder Hu and Lady Sun from the same village?”

Hu Fengge’s answer was very subtle: “Sun Ruoshui and I are from the same village, but not from the same village as Master Sun.”

“Lady Sun is not Master Sun’s daughter?!” Mu Qingyan immediately understood.

Hu Fengge smiled bitterly: “When disaster struck, the whole village was affected. How could a weak girl escape? Nie Hengcheng wanted to manipulate your father, but the real Miss Sun had already perished. Fortunately, they picked the most beautiful and gentle child from those raised in the village. Since no one had seen the grown-up Miss Sun anyway, they just had to make sure Ruoshui memorized Master Sun’s life story and writings.” After all, Mu Zhengming wasn’t suspicious of someone gravely ill.

Mu Qingyan froze, his eyes filled with icy coldness. A moment later, he regained his warm smile, “So, my father was deceived from beginning to end.”

Seeing him like this, Hu Fengge’s eyes showed the image of that truly kind and generous young master. She couldn’t help but sigh deeply again, “Ruoshui had it hard too. If she were the real Miss Sun, she could have risked everything to confess her troubles, and your father would have protected her from Nie Hengcheng’s harm out of respect for Master Sun—but she wasn’t. What could she do but listen to Nie Hengcheng?”

There was one thing she didn’t mention: during those difficult days, Nie Zhe’s gentle words and comfort had soothed Sun Ruoshui.

Mu Qingyan smiled, “Nie Hengcheng doesn’t keep useless people. Those who enter the Tiangangsha Camp either have good physique or good looks. Lu Chengnan is particular about style, always letting recruits choose between being death soldiers or spies. Elder Hu chose the former, while Lady Sun chose the latter, I suppose.”

In terms of personnel, he had already thoroughly investigated Hu Fengge’s past. The conclusion was that even if Hu Fengge didn’t work for him, she was still a person worthy of respect. This respect was regardless of gender.

Hu Fengge was stunned—the choices made back then seemed like a lifetime ago, and she had almost forgotten.

To make herself completely give up, she had even used broken porcelain to scar her face, just to cut off any retreat. From then on, she could no longer rely on her looks for gain and had to rely on hard-earned skills.

She unconsciously touched her scarred face, feeling emotional. She had once been a beautiful, beloved young girl, but she didn’t want to entrust her safety and honor to others’ pity, love, or lust. She wanted to hold the weapon herself, even if it meant dying without a proper burial one day, which was better than waiting for someone’s mercy.

The choice made over twenty years ago now seemed to have determined their fates. She was still a high-ranking Seven Stars Elder, while Sun Ruoshui would inevitably spend the latter half of her life in seclusion.

Hu Fengge knew that even if she were still wandering and living on the edge of death now, while Sun Ruoshui continued to live a pampered life of luxury, she would not regret her decision.

Having said this much, Hu Fengge knew there was no need to persuade further. At most, she could visit Sun Ruoshui more often during her future seclusion, fulfilling the bond of childhood village sisters.

At this moment, You Guanyue entered, “Young Lord, Elder Yan has awakened.”

Mu Qingyan nodded, bid farewell to Hu Fengge, and turned to go to the last room in the eastern side hall.

The room was filled with a strong scent of medicinal wine. Yan Xu sat cross-legged on the couch like a twisted old Buddha statue. Seeing Mu Qingyan, he respectfully saluted from the bed, “Yan Xu greets the Young Lord. After the upcoming succession ceremony, this old man will record you as the second Sect Leader of our sect.”

The old man raised his face and smiled, “This old man refused to record Nie Zhe as the Sect Leader and wanted to ask your father to return and lead the sect again. That’s why I incurred Nie Zhe’s hatred, and he set a trap to capture me.”

“Is this what you wanted to tell me?” Mu Qingyan stood by the couch with his hands behind his back. “Were you this happy and excited when you recorded Nie Hengcheng as the first and only Sect Leader from outside the family?”

Yan Xu raised his voice, “I know you’re unhappy about what happened back then, Young Lord, but I must say, Nie Hengcheng’s succession as Sect Leader was justified!”

“When your great-grandfather lost heart and indulged in self-pity after his wife died, it was the young Nie Hengcheng who was determined to reform the sect’s affairs.”

“When your grandfather and his troublemaking wife were caught up in their domestic drama, Nie Hengcheng was working tirelessly day and night for the sect.”

“When your father was busy finding his peace, Nie Hengcheng was preparing to compete with the Six Sects of Beichen!”

“Young Lord, what do you think the sect is? Some object you can pick up or put down at will? Or your family’s backyard farm that you can cultivate or abandon as you please? Bah! It’s hard to persuade those bent on self-destruction! Your family’s three generations were controlled by Nie Hengcheng, but who can you blame? You reap what you sow!”

“I was born and raised in this sect, my loyalty is as clear as the sun and moon! If anyone in your family had been willing to listen to advice back then, why would I have supported Nie Hengcheng’s succession as Sect Leader!”

The tall figure standing by the window remained motionless as if frozen into an ice sculpture.

Seeing Mu Qingyan’s reaction, Yan Xu knew his words had hit home and was overjoyed. He decided to strike while the iron was hot, putting on a solemn face, “Young Lord, since you’ve taken this to heart, quickly break it off with that smiling young lady! A great man need not worry about finding a wife. Leave your marriage to this old man, I guarantee to find you a…”

“Her surname is Cai,” Mu Qingyan finally spoke. “Her name is Cai Zhao. Her father is Cai Pingchun, the master of Luoying Valley. Her mother is Lady Ning. Her uncle is Master Juexing of Changchun Temple. She also had an aunt who passed away, named Cai Pingxu.”

According to the Liejiao sect’s rules, once someone became the official historian, they couldn’t interfere much with sect affairs and had to stay as neutral as possible in internal conflicts, striving to record the sect’s history impartially. So while Yan Xu was somewhat confused about Cai Pingchun, Ning Xiaofeng, and Master Juexing, the name Cai Pingxu was extremely well-known within the Liejiao sect!

Yan Xu immediately jumped three feet high off the bed: “Cai Pingxu! That Cai Pingxu! You, you, you… how could you…” He was so furious he didn’t know what to say.

Mu Qingyan’s great-grandmother was just a bit frail, his grandmother was just a bit stubborn, and his mother was just a spy sent by Nie Hengcheng—although they were all unreliable people, at least they were from within the sect.

Who would have thought that Mu Qingyan would surpass his ancestors, going a hundred steps further, and directly bring in a little demon from the Six Sects of Beichen! Heavens above, which deity wants to destroy our Liejiao sect?!

Yan Xu collapsed on the bed, his head buzzing.

Mu Qingyan was still calmly giving orders nearby: “I have something to attend to later. Since Elder Yan is in good spirits, why don’t you come and watch? Guanyue, have someone bring a sedan chair.”
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In the cold depths of night, when ordinary people slept soundly, a spacious hall in a corner of the Wuyu Palace blazed with light. Originally a summer pavilion, it had been sealed off with thick wooden planks after Mu Ming fled with his son. The once-elegant windows and doors were now nailed shut, giving the place an eerie atmosphere reminiscent of a massive coffin.

You Guanyue hadn’t had time to tidy up. The hall stood empty and desolate, surrounded by seven or eight tall jade screens. Only three or four circular chairs occupied the space.

Mu Qingyan sat in one of these chairs, while Sun Ruoshui was seated several steps away. When she first arrived, Sun Ruoshui had tried to move closer to her son, but a single glance from Mu Qingyan prompted two armed maids to forcefully keep her in place.

Sun Ruoshui whimpered for a while, but seeing her son unmoved, she bit her lip and resigned herself to her position. Once again, she realized how different her son was from his father, Mu Ming.

“You’ve finally eradicated the Nie family’s curse that plagued us for generations,” she began. “Our ancestors would be proud. Ah your mother left you as an infant, causing you so much hardship. I won’t speak of my struggles. Hate me if you must, but please take care of yourself. Knowing you’re safe and healthy is all I need.”

She rambled on, but Mu Qingyan remained indifferent, his thoughts seemingly elsewhere, ignoring his mother’s ‘concern’.

Seeing this, Sun Ruoshui seethed inwardly. However, being a perceptive and patient woman, she knew better than to give up. After all, it wasn’t by chance that Nie Hengcheng had chosen her to impersonate Scholar Sun’s daughter and approach Mu Ming. Even the good-natured Mu Ming wasn’t foolish enough to fall for just any beautiful, pitiful woman.

For two or three years after joining Mu Ming, she never overstepped her boundaries. She refrained from acting coy or using her beauty to seduce him. Instead, she only occasionally sought his guidance in reading and writing, sometimes sharing her feelings of loneliness and fear as an orphan. It wasn’t until the fourth year that Mu Ming finally lowered his guard.

She knew her son would be ten times more difficult than his father, but what of it? She had all the time in the world. If not a day, then a year; if not a year, then a decade. Given enough time, even the deepest resentment would fade. Moreover, they were mother and son – surely he wouldn’t keep her imprisoned forever.

She continued her plea: “People say I abandoned you and your father for wealth and status, but they don’t know my suffering. Nie Zhe, that beast, may have looked human, but he had unspeakable vices. Living with him was a daily torment…”

“You only learned about Nie Zhe’s preference for men later, didn’t you?” Mu Qingyan suddenly interjected. “While Nie Hengcheng was alive, Nie Zhe didn’t dare reveal his true nature. Even after Nie Hengcheng’s death, before he seized power, Nie Zhe restrained himself. It wasn’t until Zhao Tianba and Han Yisu were defeated at Qingluo River, and the Nie faction fell under his control, that he began to indulge secretly. Only after capturing Elder Yuheng, buying off Elder Tianqu, and appointing Hu Fengge as Elder Tianji did he feel secure enough to openly keep male companions. Before that, even if he couldn’t maintain his inner facade, he still treated you, his secondary wife, with outward affection.”

Mu Qingyan’s gaze was as cold as the moon. Sun Ruoshui felt exposed under his scrutiny as if she were being interrogated naked. She hadn’t expected her son to have investigated the past so thoroughly.

“Lady Sun, save your breath. You’ll have your chance to explain later,” Mu Qingyan said dismissively, averting his gaze.

At that moment, You Guanyue arrived. Behind him, two burly men carried a reclining chair. The person on the chair emitted a strong smell of blood mixed with the stench of rotting flesh and groaned in agony.

Sun Ruoshui looked up and nearly died of fright. Nie Zhe was barely half a man now.

To stop the corrosive effects of the Bone-Eating Heavenly Rain poison, Yu Huiyin had amputated one of his arms and legs. Due to delayed treatment in the underground cave, the poison continued to slowly eat away at his body. The doctor had no choice but to remove half his shoulder and his thigh up to the groin.

Moreover, his cheek had rotted away, leaving a large, bloody hole. Countless small, festering holes covered his ribcage. He looked like a tortured ghost from hell, utterly horrifying and pitiful.

Unaware of the full story, Sun Ruoshui assumed Mu Qingyan had reduced Nie Zhe to this inhuman state. Terrified, she nearly collapsed, stammering, “You… you may hate him, but why not just kill him? Why… why…” Her teeth chattered, unable to continue.

Ignoring her, Mu Qingyan approached Nie Zhe. “I’ve sent for the Ghost Doctor Linshu. Your life can be saved, so stop pretending to be dead. I know you’re awake and lucid.”

Nie Zhe slowly opened his eyes. “Ask what you will.”

“Talking to you is far more straightforward than talking to Lady Sun,” Mu Qingyan smiled. “Given your injuries, I’ll speak, and you can nod, shake your head, or grunt in response.”

Nie Zhe let out a cold grunt.

“Over a year ago, I challenged you for the position of Sect Leader,” Mu Qingyan said, pacing with his hands behind his back. “Though I feigned fear, I had already gauged your skill level and knew you were no match for me. I was certain of victory. Unexpectedly, I was not only injured but also poisoned. People praised your Five Poisons Palm technique, forcing me to retreat wounded.”

Nie Zhe rolled his eyes.

“But something felt off,” Mu Qingyan continued, frowning as if recalling his confusion. “During the duel, I sensed that I had been poisoned first, slowing my movements, before you struck me. But how was I poisoned? I was extremely cautious in your territory, allowing no one to poison me.”

“I had never encountered the real Five Poisons Palm before. I’d only heard that at its highest level, even the palm wind carried poison. I assumed you had been hiding your true skills, unknowingly poisoning me with your palm wind. As the loser, I had no choice but to accept defeat.”

“After escaping the Hanhai Mountains, I encountered someone who truly practiced the Five Poisons Palm – though not very skilled, it was genuine. After exchanging about 80 moves with him, my suspicions grew,” Mu Qingyan turned to look at Nie Zhe on the lounge chair. “His technique was completely different from yours. I began to doubt the authenticity of your Five Poisons Palm. Yesterday, when we fought again, my suspicions were confirmed – you never practiced the Five Poisons Palm at all.”

Nie Zhe’s blood-caked face grew even more unsightly, while Sun Ruoshui beside him looked even worse.

“Since you never practiced the Five Poisons Palm, let alone poisonous palm wind, where did the poison in my body come from?” Mu Qingyan stared intently at the pair. “There’s only one possibility: someone poisoned me in advance, timing it perfectly to create the illusion that I was defeated by your Five Poisons Palm. But I was extremely cautious around you, so how did you manage to poison me?”

“You’re so clever. Is there anything in this world you can’t figure out?” Nie Zhe sneered, his voice hoarse from the poison burning his throat.

“It’s not hard to guess,” Mu Qingyan coldly looked at Sun Ruoshui. “Four years ago, I left Busi Temple, aiming for the Sect Leader position. After that, no matter how affectionate you two claimed to be, I didn’t believe a word. Except for one time…”

A murderous glint appeared in his eyes. “Two days before the duel, Lady Sun said she had a relic from my father to give me. I didn’t want to see her, but she said it was a sword my father had forged for me…”

Mu Ming, uninterested in power, had devoted his time to various studies including reading, painting, carving, and calligraphy. After Sun Ruoshui gave birth to their son, Mu Ming personally forged a sword for his beloved child.

At that time, Mu Ming was in his prime, focused, and at the peak of his physical and artistic abilities. The sword he forged was like a clear spring, sharp enough to split a hair, named ‘Fu Ying’, comparable to the ancient divine swords in the Sword Cave.

Shortly after forging the sword, he was attacked and forced into hiding to recover.

While in seclusion on Huanglao Peak, Mu Ming wanted to forge another sword for his son, but after his injury, he couldn’t create one that satisfied him. He often lamented that if only he could find ‘Fu Ying’ again.

Unfortunately, ‘Fu Ying’ was never found before Mu Ming passed away.

Thus, when Sun Ruoshui used the sword as bait, Mu Qingyan, despite knowing better, couldn’t suppress his desire.

“After retrieving ‘Fu Ying’, I examined it thoroughly and found nothing unusual,” Mu Qingyan said. “But still uneasy, I discarded the scabbard…”

Nie Zhe suddenly cackled, “No wonder you survived. You threw away the scabbard!”

“So, you had Lady Sun put the poison on the scabbard?” Mu Qingyan calmly asked.

Sun Ruoshui, pale and trembling, stuttered, “No, no, it wasn’t me, it wasn’t me…”

“It wasn’t poison,” Nie Zhe’s face twisted into a grotesque smile. “I knew you were too clever for ordinary poisons – it was Suzi incense! Colorless and odorless, harmless on its own, but when combined with Qianxun wood, it becomes deadly poison. I soaked both the sword and scabbard in Suzi incense for days, then had you sit on a chair made of Qianxun wood on the day of the duel. How could you not fall into the trap!”

Growing more pleased with himself, he continued, “Ha ha ha ha, you should have thrown away the sword too. The blade is made of fine steel, difficult for Suzi incense to adhere to, but the hilt is wrapped with gold and silver threads. You still fell for it…”

Mu Qingyan lowered his eyes: “Indeed, I should have discarded it all, but I couldn’t bear to part with the sword my father had worked so hard to forge.”

Nie Zhe, extremely satisfied despite his excruciating pain, said, “You never expected that what nearly killed you was the sword your father forged, delivered by your mother! Ha ha ha, truly the fate of a star-crossed orphan destined to lose his entire family!”

Sun Ruoshui, tears streaming down her face, pleaded, “No, no, I didn’t know the sword was poisoned. Yan’er, believe your mother…”

“No, you knew,” Mu Qingyan interrupted. “On the day of the duel, to avoid raising my suspicions, Nie Zhe replaced several chairs with Qianxun wood. I would have been poisoned no matter where I sat. Nie Zhe and others who hadn’t touched Suzi incense could sit safely. But you not only refused to sit down, you even pretended you couldn’t bear to watch our duel and left early.”

“Given your hostility towards Nie Zhe, and how his male companions often mocked you, someone of your character would have eagerly watched me beat Nie Zhe to death. Thinking back, it must have been because you had come into contact with Suzi incense when delivering the sword, and feared certain death if you touched Qianxun wood.”

Sun Ruoshui fell to her knees, weeping profusely: “Yan’er, forgive your mother. I’m a coward by nature, forced by this scoundrel. He’s inhuman, I was afraid…”

“Lady Sun, don’t be so modest,” Mu Qingyan said calmly. “You’re a top-tier spy from the Tiangang Dishacamping. Your courage isn’t so small. Even if Nie Zhe threatened and forced you, if you truly wanted to warn me, you could have found a way – a glance, a word. But you didn’t.”

Sun Ruoshui was left speechless.

“But this is truly strange. Why did you poison me?” The young man ignored his kneeling birth mother, frowning to himself. “By then, you and Nie Zhe had been at odds for years, your situation worsening daily. It was only after I left Busi Temple when Nie Zhe wanted to act like my privileged elder, that you regained a life of luxury.”

“No matter how weak our mother-son bond, as long as father’s last wishes stood, I would have ensured you lived a comfortable, wealthy life. By any calculation, you should have hoped for me to defeat Nie Zhe. So why help him poison me?”

“What leverage did Nie Zhe have over you that forced you to poison me?” He pressed relentlessly.

Sun Ruoshui trembled like a sieve, her face ashen, saying nothing.

Nie Zhe pondered: “So you’re not here to settle the poisoning score? You… you’re here to investigate something else.”

Mu Qingyan looked up at the ceiling, his voice gloomy: “Father once said that Lady Sun carried me for ten months and endured hours of labor to give birth to me, a kindness I shouldn’t forget. If Lady Sun had only tried to kill me, I would have merely kept her under watch.”

He turned to Nie Zhe, “May I ask, Acting Sect Leader Nie, what reason did you use to force Lady Sun to poison me?”

“No, no, you can’t, you can’t…” Sun Ruoshui became agitated, frantically waving her hands at Nie Zhe.

Nie Zhe ignored her, staring enviously at Mu Qingyan – his tall, slender form, muscular arms, powerful waist, handsome and melancholic face, crisp and alluring aura, perfect like a young deity.

Meanwhile, he was slowly dying in constant rot and stench. He said maliciously: “If I tell you, what benefit do I get?”

Mu Qingyan smirked: “Even if you don’t say it, I can guess.”

Nie Zhe was stunned.

“Father created the ‘Innate Qi Preservation Breathing Technique,’ and after years of recuperation, he was gradually recovering,” Mu Qingyan said. “But one day, his condition suddenly worsened, and he passed away six months later. On his deathbed, father said he had practiced the technique incorrectly, causing all his efforts to be in vain, leading to his incurable injury.”

“But as I’ve delved deeper into the ‘Innate Qi Preservation Breathing Technique’ over the years, I’ve realized how gentle and balanced it is. Even if practiced incorrectly, at worst it would have no effect. How could it backfire and cause death?”

Mu Qingyan slowly walked to Sun Ruoshui’s side, his eyes filled with intense malice.

He grabbed her hair, pulling her up to question: “Lady Sun, let me ask you, how did father die? You had the heart to poison me, did you also poison father?”

“Father believed that mother-son affection was innate and thought I was pitiful without a mother’s care. Seeing that I discarded everything you sent each year, he would keep a few items as mementos for me out of kindness – did you take advantage of this to poison the things you sent? Did you kill Father?! Did Nie Zhe then use this to force you to poison me?!”

As he said the last sentence, he violently threw his birth mother aside.

Seeing the cold murderous intent in her son’s eyes, Sun Ruoshui broke out in a cold sweat.

She had faced many crises in her life, but none as dangerous as this.

On his deathbed, Mu Ming had guessed it was his ex-wife who had poisoned him, but he never mentioned it. Instead, he urged his son to leave the Hanhai Mountains early, stay away from power struggles, and live freely. He even asked his son to take care of his ex-wife in her old age.

Sun Ruoshui could only hate that Mu Qingyan wasn’t as kind and benevolent as his father but instead was vengeful and ruthless. As soon as his father died, he came out to compete for the Sect Leader position – though, to be fair, until Mu Qingyan emerged four years ago, no one in the entire sect knew his true nature.

Sun Ruoshui knew well that Mu Qingyan and his father shared a deep bond. While he might overlook her other misdeeds, if he learned the truth about Mu Ming’s death, a quick death would be the best she could hope for.

Unable to defend herself, she remained silent. Nie Zhe, however, burst into laughter: “Didn’t expect that, did you? Your mother poisoned your father! Ha ha ha ha, what a joke! The illustrious Mu family of the Li Sect, two hundred years of history, produced a weakling like Mu Ming. He spent his entire life swallowing his pride and being manipulated, only to die an unclear death in the end. Ha ha ha ha…”

Sun Ruoshui suddenly stood up, screaming, “It was Nie Zhe! Nie Zhe ordered me to kill your father! You can’t blame me, truly you can’t. He forced me to do it! If I didn’t poison your father, he threatened to have me violated! Yan’er, you must believe your mother. I didn’t mean to…”

Nie Zhe’s expression changed as he cursed, “You fickle whore! When did I ever tell you to poison Mu Ming? You’re trying to shift the blame! Look at your sagging flesh – I wouldn’t touch you even if I were paid!”

As Sun Ruoshui heard Nie Zhe’s vulgar words and saw her son’s cold, disgusted, murderous expression, her mind was in chaos. If not for Nie Zhe, she would never have abandoned the infant Mu Qingyan to become a secondary wife. If not for Nie Zhe, when Mu Ming returned for his son, she could have followed him to Busi Temple on Huanglao Peak.

Life at Busi Temple may have been austere, but it would only have been for a few years. Once Mu Qingyan grew up and reclaimed the Sect Leader position, she would immediately become the revered Madame Dowager of the Li Sect, enjoying endless power and wealth.

It was all Nie Zhe’s fault. Yes, it was all Nie Zhe’s fault!

In a fit of rage, she yanked out her hairpin and lunged at Nie Zhe, aiming for his throat.

With a thud, Nie Zhe’s laughter was cut short as blood sprayed from his throat.

Though reduced to a half-human state by the Bone-Eating Heavenly Rain, he was still a martial artist with considerable skill. Using his remaining strength, he countered with a palm strike. With a loud smack, Sun Ruoshui was hit squarely in the chest and sent flying, landing unconscious on the ground.

In the silent, abandoned hall, only the hissing sound of air escaping from Nie Zhe’s throat could be heard.

Mu Qingyan watched the scene coldly. “…Everyone, please come out now.”

Several people emerged from behind the tall jade screens – Elder Yuheng Yan Xu, Elder Tianji Hu Fengge, Yu Huiyin, and You Guanyue, who hadn’t left earlier.

Yan Xu and Yu Huiyin had intended to speak on Nie Zhe’s behalf to spare his life, but after hearing everything, they could only shake their heads and sigh, unable to utter a word.

Hu Fengge looked at the barely breathing Sun Ruoshui on the ground, her expression complex. She knew that while other crimes might be excused, poisoning Mu Ming left Sun Ruoshui with no hope of survival.

You Guanyue’s face was bitter as he inwardly lamented – he hadn’t wanted to know so many of his lord’s private matters.

“You’ve all heard everything,” Mu Qingyan said. “I will now deal with these two. Please refrain from interfering.” With that, he turned to leave.

Lao Yan stood dazed for a moment before suddenly chasing after Mu Qingyan, grabbing his sleeve. “Young Lord, listen to this old man. A man must hold absolute power!”

“In terms of character, looks, and ability, Nie Zhe doesn’t even measure up to your father’s little finger. Yet Sun Ruoshui was still willing to remarry him. What do you think your mother was after? Nie Zhe’s delicate, feminine appearance? No!”

“Let me tell you, it’s because your father was content to stay out of power struggles. No matter how Elder Chou tried to persuade him, he refused to compete with Nie and his nephew for the Sect Leader position. That’s why Sun Ruoshui gave up on him and turned to Nie Zhe!”

“A man must have power. Without it, not only will you be controlled by others, but you won’t even be able to protect the women in your life or your own life! Hey, hey, I’m not finished yet, Young Lord, Young Lord…”
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For unknown reasons, after Nie Hengcheng seized power and assumed the position of sect leader, he chose not to reside in the Celestial Palace or nearby in the Corner Palace. Instead, he settled in the Xuanpin Hall, the first level of the Blissful Palace. Surprisingly, his nephew Nie Zhe, whose authority was unstable, moved back into the Pivotal Sky Palace.

Now, the front half of Xuanpin Hall lay in ruins, destroyed during Lian Thirteen’s attack. The back half had been blown apart by Han Yisu. The Celestial Palace transformed into a soul-consuming den by Nie Zhe, was equally uninhabitable.

Mu Qingyan wandered through the Corner Palace like a specter. Guards along the way greeted him with clasped hands, while maidservants blushed and stepped aside, stealing glances at their cold, handsome, and imposing master as he disappeared into the rear palace’s side courtyard.

This place was where Mu Qingyan’s great-grandfather had spent his final years. Tracing back the origins, the Nie clan’s rebellion, which had plagued the Mu family for three generations, began with his great-grandfather’s mishandling of affairs in his later years. He couldn’t bring himself to discipline his willful only son strictly, nor could he effectively restrain his two ambitious adopted sons.

Yet, who could have known that in his youth, Mu Qingyan’s great-grandfather had been a man of quick action and decision? However, his decisiveness seemed to have vanished along with the death of his beloved wife.

The residence was arranged in a serene and simple style. The only striking feature was a foot-long purple crystal coral tree placed high in an alcove. Despite decades passing, it remained vibrant and radiant—his great-grandmother’s most treasured possession.

She had married into the Mu family following her elders’ wishes. Consequently, Mu Qingyan’s great-grandfather had to part with the woman he truly loved, inevitably leading to resentment and coldness towards his bride. Gentle by nature, she neither complained nor bore grudges, silently responding with tenderness.

In youth, people often believe they have a lifetime to forgive and reconcile, unaware of how swiftly time passes. Only when his wife fell terminally ill did Mu Qingyan’s great-grandfather realize what he had missed. From then on, guilt and grief consumed the latter half of his life.

Standing before the coral tree, Mu Qingyan pondered. He thought that stubborn old Yan Xu should see this—even his great-grandfather, who had dutifully married according to his parents’ and teachers’ strict orders, ended up in a state of sorrow and confusion.

He shook his head.

Passing through his great-grandfather’s secluded courtyard, Mu Qingyan arrived at a grand and magnificent building.

Although physically weak and sickly, his grandfather had a volatile and easily angered temperament. He favored the most untamable horses, raised the most defiant falcons, immersed himself in obscure ancient texts, and indulged in poetry, wine, dance, and music.

Nie Hengcheng understood his adopted brother’s aesthetic preferences all too well. He orchestrated an ‘unexpected’ encounter that seemed tailor-made—amidst lingering spring chill and a shower of flower petals, a talented and prideful beauty appeared. The two clashed yet found mutual admiration.

At the height of their passion, neither could see the other’s flaws. The wife only saw her husband’s gentleness, overlooking his fickleness. The husband recognized his wife’s pride but failed to perceive the destructive stubbornness deeply rooted in her character.

Mu Qingyan stood in the side chamber adjacent to his grandmother’s bedroom. Even after decades, the room’s warm and soft arrangement was still evident. All edges and corners were wrapped in thick silk cotton, small toys that could be easily swallowed were tied with silk threads, and copper rings were nailed to the ceiling beams for hanging cradles.

Mu Qingyan’s great-grandfather, being experienced, recognized the character flaws in his son and daughter-in-law, as well as the potential future troubles.

When his trusted right-hand man left in anger after years of service, he lay on his sickbed, looking worriedly at his infant grandson. He told his son and daughter-in-law, “Despite my many faults, I at least protected you until you married and had a child. Now that you’re parents, no matter what disagreements arise between you two in the future, you must not let your young child fall into hardship.”

His words became a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Both parents passed away when Mu Zhengming was not yet ten years old.

Mu Qingyan couldn’t help but sigh. Lao Yan was right about one thing—for two hundred years, the Mu family’s marriages had never been smooth. Whether they listened to their elders or not, the outcomes were equally unfortunate. Perhaps they had offended the God of Marriage.

As dawn approached, the Eight Trigrams evil-repelling mirror hanging in the corner of the room flickered. Mu Qingyan raised his arm and took it down.

Wiping away the dust, the mirror-bright surface reflected a young, handsome face with a high nose, thin lips, and deep-set eyes, though the gaze was somewhat gloomy. Dissatisfied, Mu Qingyan adjusted his expression in the mirror, relaxing his brows and eyes, and lifting the corners of his mouth to reveal a gentle, detached smile…

He collapsed, one hand covering the mirror’s face, the other shielding his eyes. His shoulders shook slightly as his body trembled with grief—Father!

Mu Qingyan had never lamented his great-grandfather or grandfather; they had chosen their fates. Countless mentors and friends had advised and warned them, but they turned a deaf ear.

His great-grandfather, despite developing feelings for his wife after marriage, allowed his arrogance and coldness to hurt her, ultimately spending half his life as a widower. What was there to sigh about? His grandfather, fully aware of the powerful enemies surrounding the sect and his unstable position, still indulged in reckless behavior, finally falling prey to his cunning adopted brother’s machinations. What was there to regret?

But Mu Zhengming—what had he done wrong?

Elder Chou had repeatedly berated Mu Zhengming for lacking ambition and being weak in the face of enemies.

However, Mu Qingyan knew his father had ambitions. They just didn’t lie within the Departure Sect.

“The Mu family has led the Departure Sect for two hundred years. Every Mu child has practiced diligently from birth, fighting external threats from the Six Northern Chen Sects and controlling the rebellious masses internally. It’s enough, it’s enough.” Under a clear sky full of stars, Mu Zhengming lay on the roof with his son, wine by their side and the starry sky above.

Turning to smile at his son, his face gaunt yet serene and gentle, he said, “Don’t be trapped by the Hanhai Mountains, Yan’er. Don’t be confined here. Go do what you want to do, walk the path you wish to walk.”

Mu Qingyan had read through his father’s journals, from childhood scribbles to adult notes. They detailed the vast world beyond, describing the sun, moon, mountains, and rivers, along with excerpts of local customs from various travelogues.

Mu Zhengming had always wanted to leave the Hanhai Mountains.

He had been planning since he was fourteen, but Elder Chou had desperately pleaded with him. Nie Hengcheng’s faction was losing ground in their life-and-death struggle. Without Mu Zhengming as their most valuable figurehead, Nie Hengcheng would immediately gain the upper hand. This would lead to the merciless slaughter of those loyal to the Mu family.

So Mu Zhengming had to stay.

Then, Sun Ruoshui appeared.

Soon after, Sun Ruoshui became pregnant, and he had to marry her.

The ties binding Mu Zhengming grew stronger.

Later, Elder Chou passed away as well.

Although saddened, Mu Zhengming knew this was inevitable. He had been quietly arranging for Chou’s disciples to leave under Nie Hengcheng’s nose (like You Guanyue). Just as he was preparing to depart again, he fell victim to an assassination attempt…

Five years later, when he returned, he lifted his pale, sickly young son from a dilapidated, filthy cell—Mu Zhengming knew he couldn’t leave again.

He wasn’t a naive, sheltered child. He understood the world beyond the Hanhai Mountains. The journey wouldn’t be smooth; ambushes likely lurked everywhere, waiting to hunt down the Mu father and son. While he could survive on nature’s provisions, a frail, frightened five-year-old couldn’t endure such a nomadic life.

As a father, he had to provide a comfortable, stable environment for his son to grow up in.

So, he took his son to live in seclusion at Huanglao Peak’s Busi Pavilion.

When Mu Qingyan turned fourteen, Mu Zhengming suddenly felt elated. For the first time in his life, he experienced the carefree feeling of being able to leave at any moment.

By then, Mu Qingyan had developed considerable skills. Whether staying alone in the Hanhai Mountains or traveling the outside world with his father, Mu Zhengming knew his son could manage effortlessly.

Unexpectedly, he was soon poisoned and passed away six months later.

Even on his deathbed, he didn’t reveal the truth. He knew his son’s resentment was already heavy and didn’t want to add to his hatred for this place.

“Yan’er, don’t dwell on the bad things. Think more about the good in this world. The sky is vast, the mountains majestic. Go out, explore, and you’ll find yourself more cheerful.”

“Yan’er, when you’re old and look back on your life, I hope you’ll see it filled with beautiful memories, grateful for the journey you’ve had in this world.”

“Yan’er, if you truly can’t let this go, I approve of you dealing swiftly with the Nie family. But don’t let them occupy too much of your mind. Save the best part for something else.”

“For what? Haha, silly child, save it for the good things you’ll encounter in the future. For instance, a girl who brings you joy…”

Mu Qingyan covered his face and wept bitterly, feeling as if his chest had been torn open, constantly filled with salt water.

Time passed, and dawn finally broke. Sunlight streamed through the torn window paper, falling on him. Mu Qingyan’s misty eyes suddenly brightened. He staggered to his feet and walked outside.

Yes, he would go find her—the girl who brought him joy.

…

In a guest room on the west side of the Corner Palace, Song Yuzhi was watching the sunrise from the window.

“This is top-quality tiger bone, bear gallbladder, and these wild ginsengs are said to run away if you loosen the threads. Last night, I sent some to Miss Cai for her to drink—she drank two bowls at once.”

Shangguan Haonan prattled on about several boxes filled with precious items. “Master Song, although our sects are at odds, I distinguish between gratitude and grudges. You saved my life, so these small gifts are to express my thanks. Tomorrow, I’ll have a box of snow cicada lingzhi delivered…”

“Hehehe…” Song Yuzhi suddenly let out a low laugh.

Shangguan Haonan was puzzled: “What’s so funny, Master Song?”

“Nothing.” Song Yuzhi composed himself and sat down, looking vigorous in the early morning sunlight. “Thank you for your kindness, Elder Shangguan, but I’m afraid I’ll be leaving your sect today.”

“Ah so soon?” Shangguan Haonan was a bit dumbfounded.

…

When Mu Qingyan pushed open the door, Cai Zhao was sitting by the window reading.

She wore a rose-colored short jacket embroidered with golden orioles and plum blossoms, her slender waist cinched with a moonlight-white silk sash. Below, she wore a flowing, pleated long skirt. In her hair was a golden hairpin with a raised head holding a pearl. In the morning light, the girl’s cheeks were translucent white, with delicate, adorable peach fuzz. She looked like a small, beautiful jade statue, poised and focused.

“Zhaozaho,” Mu Qingyan stood at the doorway.

Cai Zhao looked up and smiled brightly: “You’re back.” She stood and led him to sit by the window, pouring a cup of water and handing it to him.

Mu Qingyan held the teacup, like a weary traveler returning to a warm home. He had countless words but didn’t know where to begin. “Zhaozaho, do you know? My father, my father was…” His voice caught, unable to continue.

“He was harmed by Madam Sun,” the girl replied calmly.

Mu Qingyan was startled: “How do you know?” Last night’s interrogation was a sect secret; no one present should have spoken about it.

Cai Zhao lowered her eyes: “You respect your father so much; how could you not listen to his final words? Your father clearly instructed you to care for Madam Sun in her old age, yet that day in front of Elder Yuheng, you said Madam Sun might not live long.”

She sighed, “There’s only one situation where you’d go against your father’s last wishes—if Madam Sun did something you could never forgive—harming your father.”

Mu Qingyan smiled bitterly: “Zhaozaho is so clever.”

His eyes turned cold and gloomy as he added, “Elder Yan was right; the only thing that could kill my father was his kindness.”

Cai Zhao had nothing to say.

Mu Qingyan put down the water cup and leaned over, pulling the girl into a tight embrace. He buried his head in the soft, warm crook of her neck and whispered, “Zhaozaho, I’m in pain.”

Cai Zhao stiffened. She felt the young man’s warm breath on her neck, intoxicating and alluring. Unable to resist, she hugged him back, her hands resting on his supple, strong waist.

Mu Qingyan tightened his arms as if trying to meld the girl into his chest, into his very bones and blood.

Cai Zhao felt him nuzzling her neck with his nose and lips, ticklish and soft, intimate yet intense. She closed her eyes briefly, then mustered all her strength to push him away forcefully, struggling free from his embrace.

“Zhaozaho?” Mu Qingyan pushed aside, and looked surprised, his jade-like face still flushed.

The girl stood with her back turned, her chest heaving. After a moment, she turned back with a smile, “There’s something I need to tell you. I’ve been away from my sect for over two months now. It’s time for me to return. The sooner, the better. I might as well bid you farewell today.”

The color drained from Mu Qingyan’s face. “What did you say?”

Cai Zhao looked away, speaking softly, “I’m leaving. Going back to the Qingque Sect.”

“…Say that again,” Mu Qingyan’s eyes turned cold as ice.

Cai Zhao held her ground, “It would be the same even if I said it a hundred times. This is the Demonic Sect, and I’m from the Northern Chen Sect. Now that you’ve reclaimed your position as sect leader, I can’t stay here anymore.”

Mu Qingyan let out a long, cold laugh, “Unless I agree, let’s see if you can leave!”

Tears welled in Cai Zhao’s eyes as she pleaded softly, “Please don’t be like this. Our journey together has been fated, but now that fate has run its course. Let’s part on good terms.”

Mu Qingyan angrily swept his sleeve, sending teapots and cups crashing to the floor. He pointed at her, fuming, “You dare speak of fate! For you to so easily dismiss our bond, you must truly be a heartless, cruel woman!”

Seeing his reddened eyes, Cai Zhao turned back and grabbed his arm, choking out, “Why say such hurtful things? You know why I must leave.”

Mu Qingyan shook her off, saying bitterly, “You’re just a coward, afraid of facing criticism. Have you forgotten what we saw in the palace? Even Demonic Sect Leader Mu and Lady Luo overcame all obstacles and finally…”

“Is that why you’ve hidden me in the palace too?” Cai Zhao interrupted, raising her voice.

Mu Qingyan was stunned.

The girl’s breathing quickened as tears rolled down her cheeks, “I had hope before, but seeing that underground palace and learning about Sect Leader Mu and Lady Luo’s story made me finally understand—we have no future together!”

She cried out in frustration, “Even with all his power, Sect Leader Mu couldn’t openly be with Lady Luo. They had to hide in the palace or flee far away. What chance do we have?!”

Mu Qingyan’s face paled. His lips trembled as he collapsed by the window.

Cai Zhao wept, embracing him gently, “Lady Luo could abandon her friends and family to disappear with Sect Leader Mu—but I can’t! I love the bustling world, the familiar shops… You know I can’t give that up!”

Mu Qingyan looked up dazedly, seeing only the girl’s red lips. He held her tight, his nose brushing her cheek as he whispered, “Kiss me once. Just once, and I’ll let you go.”

Sorrowfully, Cai Zhao planted a kiss on his gaunt cheek.

Mu Qingyan’s breathing grew heavy, and his empty gaze suddenly filled with blazing anger. He gripped the back of her neck, pressing his burning lips hard against hers, kissing her soft mouth with resentment.

Trapped in his embrace, Cai Zhao broke out in a sweat. In her confusion, she bit down, tasting an unfamiliar metallic flavor—whose blood, she couldn’t tell.

She struggled free, standing tall as she declared, “My aunt told me that as we grow up, we must always consider the consequences of our actions, never acting rashly.”

“When she left Peiqiong Manor at fourteen, she had considered the worst outcome—a broken engagement. She understood and was willing to face losing her betrothed, so she walked out without hesitation.”

“She also knew the consequences of challenging Nie Hengcheng—either death or complete disability. She accepted this, preferring to sacrifice herself to eliminate Nie Hengcheng. Even bedridden for over a decade afterward, she never regretted it.”

“I’ve always remembered my aunt’s words, but since meeting you, I’ve been so confused—I never wanted to think about the consequences of being with you, our future, or how it might affect my family and friends.”

Wiping away her tears, Cai Zhao continued stubbornly, “But now I understand. The enmity between the Demonic Sect and the Six Northern Chen Sects runs too deep. I won’t abandon my parents, friends, and home for you—or anyone!”

“I hope you understand, Young Lord, and remember our past bond. Please let my senior brother and me leave the mountain peacefully. If you insist on keeping us here…” She placed her hand on her waist, her eyes resolute, “Just as countless souls fell to the Yanyang Blade, I won’t tarnish my aunt’s reputation. We can meet again in the netherworld!”

“That won’t be necessary,” Mu Qingyan slowly stood, his face cold as ice. “Miss Cai, you’ve said your piece. I’m not so shameless as to force you to stay. Besides, having just eliminated the Nie family, I have too many sect matters to attend to. I don’t have time to detain you and your senior brother.”

He walked towards the door, passing Cai Zhao without looking back. “With that, farewell.”

Step by step, he left the room, his heart growing colder and number with each step.

He thought to himself, in the end, he was truly alone.
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The day after Mu’s young lord seized the position of sect leader, while most disciples were rejoicing, two horses carrying a young couple hastily descended the mountain. Behind them followed a cart laden with heavy gift boxes.

As the Youming Huang Road grew distant behind them, Song Yuzhi couldn’t help but curl his lips into a smile. Noticing the sorrowful expression of the young woman beside him, he wisely refrained from mentioning the ‘old friend’ and instead offered words of comfort.

After half a day’s journey, Song Yuzhi felt it was time for Cai Zhao to stop grieving. He changed the subject, “Sister apprentice when we stop later, we should coordinate our story. We need to agree on what to say and what not to say to avoid suspicion.”

“No need to coordinate,” Cai Zhao replied listlessly. “Everything has already been arranged with the elders.”

Song Yuzhi was quite surprised. “Everything? Have you thought this through, sister apprentice?” He recalled how Cai Zhao had been vague and evasive when obtaining the saliva of the Snow-scaled Dragon Beast.

Cai Zhao responded wearily, “Let’s just tell them everything. It’s wrong to deceive our elders.” Now, she no longer had any reason to conceal Mu Qing’an’s involvement.

Song Yuzhi seemed to grasp her meaning. He frowned, “Sister apprentice…” Just as he was about to offer advice, he suddenly spotted a group of riders emerging from the rolling yellow sand ahead.

The three at the forefront looked familiar—they were Qi Yunke, Song Shijun, and Cai Pingchun.

All three wore thunderous expressions.

The apprentice siblings exchanged a glance, both feeling their scalps tingle—turning themselves in voluntarily was quite different from being caught.

Qi Yunke’s face darkened. “You two reckless fools, get over here and kneel!”

Song Shijun berated them, “Are you tired of living? Do you think you’re invincible now? How dare you trespass on Youming Huang Road! Why don’t you just fly to the heavens while you’re at it?”

Cai Pingchun interjected, “Let’s find a place to rest first and let the children catch their breath.”

As Song Yuzhi dismounted, he whispered, “Your father is quite lenient.”

Cai Zhao chuckled dryly.

Qi Yunke and Song Shijun simultaneously shot disapproving glances at Cai Pingchun, accusing him of being too indulgent. Noticing this, Cai Pingchun quickly added, “What I mean is, once they’ve regained their strength, we can better impress upon them the rules of our family and sect.”

Song Yuzhi: ?!

…

After the downfall of Nie Zhe’s faction, chaos reigned in the Hanhai Mountain Range for about six or seven days.

Mu Qing’an ordered the sealing of Youming Huang Road’s exit and commanded Shangguan Haonan and You Guanyue to lead a large force to set up an ambush behind the Palace of Ultimate Bliss. Nie’s troops, who had been defeated by You Guanyue at various checkpoints, along with Nie’s lackeys who had fled at the first sign of trouble, and the henchmen who had harmed their fellow disciples for Nie Zhe, were either killed or captured, causing quite a commotion.

Watching the weeping and wailing Nie faction followers, Hu Fengge sighed, “In the days when Nie Hengcheng was alive, the four great disciples—Zhao, Chen, Han, and Lu—were illustrious, and their subordinates were brave and formidable. How invincible they seemed then! Now they crumble like clay chickens and pottery dogs. It’s truly… ah…”

She turned to Mu Qing’an and cupped her hands, “Sect Leader, how do you plan to deal with them?”

Mu Qing’an sighed softly, “Heaven values all life, and I’m reluctant to execute them all. How about this: turn them all into corpse puppets and send them to the back mountain for hard labor.”

“What?!” Hu Fengge almost thought she had misheard.

Mu Qing’an explained, “I was just joking. Corpse puppets are harmful and only last a few months. It’s better to cut their hand and foot tendons and then send them for hard labor.”

He muttered to himself, “Sigh, I’ve become increasingly soft-hearted lately.”

Hu Fengge: Was that a joke?! Wasn’t it his true intention that slipped out?!

Upon learning of Cai Zhao’s departure, Old Man Yan was so delighted he almost fainted. He repeatedly praised, “Young Lord has done well! The young Lord is wise! The revival of our sect is just around the corner! What good could come from Cai Pingzhu’s niece? She’s nothing but a ruthless, domineering woman who kills as easily as cutting vegetables! Sleeping next to such a woman, one couldn’t even rest easy! Let this old man find you a gentle, virtuous, and obedient beauty instead…”

Shangguan Haonan picked his ears and said, “Elder Yan, give it a rest. You’re the Recording Officer, pushing paper. Don’t try to outdo the matchmakers who make a living selling words.”

“Shut up, you brat!” Yan Xu glared at him. “When we celebrated your full moon, I threw several gold pieces into your copper basin. How dare you speak to me disrespectfully? Pay me back, pay me back!… Little Yue, tell him I’m right!”

You Guanyue looked to the sky and said, “Well, Cai Pingzhu mostly killed Nie Hengcheng’s men. When Elder Chou was around, he often secretly cheered Cai Pingzhu on.” He thought to himself, “What a pity. Xing’er served Cai Zhao for so long and finally established a relationship, all for nothing now.”

Yan Xu cursed, “You ignorant brat! No wonder Chou Baigan was no match for Nie Hengcheng. How short-sighted! Hui’er, what do you think?”

Yu Huiyin stood nearby, frowning worriedly. “Elder, what do you want me to say? I still don’t know how the Young Lord plans to deal with my seventh sister and her child. I had hoped to ask Miss Cai to put in a good word for them, given how the Young Lord seemed to follow her every word. Who knew she’d leave so quickly? Alas.”

Yan Xu was nearly apoplectic. “Cai Pingzhu killed your adoptive father! How could you even think of asking her niece for help?! Do you have any pride left? Have you no shame?”

Yu Huiyin laughed bitterly, “I think staying alive is more important.” He thought to himself, “For people of the jianghu, what’s there to be indignant about dying in a duel? If you have a problem, just challenge Cai Pingzhu and kill her.”

Of course, he didn’t say that out loud.

Yan Xu clutched his chest, gasping for air, and turned to say, “Little Feng, say something!”

Hu Fengge responded expressionlessly, “You want me to speak? Well, then I’ll say this—men who blame their successes and failures on women are all cowards.”

As Yan Xu was about to make a scene, a guard at the door suddenly announced Mu Qing’an’s arrival. Everyone quickly stood at attention, waiting.

Once Mu Qing’an was seated, a tall, vigorous-looking Taoist priest stepped forward and said, “Lü Fengchun pays respects to the Sect Leader!”

Mu Qing’an glanced at him, “Oh, it’s Elder Tianqu.”

After the initial situation settled, the legendary fence-sitter elder appeared at a most opportune moment.

Lü Fengchun was nearly ten years older than Yan Xu, yet his hair was black and shiny, his complexion ruddy and full. He looked almost like a man in his prime. Standing next to the sallow and scrawny Elder Yan, one might think they were from different generations.

Lü Fengchun immediately began wailing to Mu Qing’an, beating his chest as he cried. His tone and gestures were reminiscent of a certain special profession:

“Heaven has eyes! Our sect leader is a young talent, born to revive our Mu clan’s two-hundred-year legacy! Wuwuwu, this old man was fortunate to have seen the Sect Leader’s ancestors, and now to witness the Sect Leader’s vigor, the old Sect Leader must be smiling in the afterlife…”

Yan Xu turned around, searching for something. Lian Shisan asked, “Elder Yan, what are you looking for?”

Yan Xu replied, “A back scratcher. I’m getting goosebumps.”

After the crying came the praising.

Lü Fengchun gazed at Mu Qing’an with emotion-filled eyes. “During Nie’s rebellion, when storms raged and our sect’s foundation was shaken, we faced an unprecedented crisis in two hundred years. Yet you, Sect Leader, though young, displayed remarkable strategy and foresight. You effortlessly quelled Nie’s rebellion, truly becoming the pride of the Mu clan in two centuries!”

You Guanyue sighed in admiration, looking around. Shangguan Haonan asked what he was searching for.

“Paper and brush,” You Guanyue whispered. “This Elder Lü is truly a master of words. Such excellent phrases should be noted down for future use.”

After the praise came the pledge of loyalty.

Lü Fengchun, with a face full of devotion, said, “This old man once swore to live and die for the Mu clan. When Nie Hengcheng ran rampant, I lacked the strength to resist. When Nie Zhe acted perversely, I was struck with grave illness…”

Hu Fengge couldn’t help but interject, “Elder Lü doesn’t look seriously ill now.”

“Elder Hu has keen eyes,” Lü Fengchun laughed. “Perhaps it’s the joy of recent events that has invigorated me. Since hearing about the Sect Leader’s righteous uprising, my illness has vanished. Alas, this old man’s ears aren’t what they used to be. By the time I heard of the Sect Leader’s actions, everything was almost settled. Otherwise, even in my frail state, I would have dragged these old bones to serve the Sect Leader!”

Lü Fengchun continued his flattery and exaggeration until his mouth was dry and everyone else had grown weary of listening. Surprisingly, Mu Qing’an patiently heard him out and even summarized, “So, Elder Lü is very loyal, very frail, willing but unable, and now hopes to continue serving our sacred sect… Is that correct?”

Lü Fengchun exclaimed, “Please don’t dismiss this old man for his age, Sect Leader. Whatever the task, feel free to put me to use!”

Mu Qing’an said, “I do have a matter to entrust to you. Li Ruxin is Nie Hengcheng’s adopted daughter, and Nie Si’en is Nie’s descendant. I considered eliminating them…”

Yu Huiyin tensed his heart in his throat.

“But then I thought, despite Nie Hengcheng’s faults, he never harmed my father in his youth. Moreover, a weak woman and a child can’t cause much trouble, and I can afford to be merciful,” Mu Qing’an continued. “Elder Lü, with your age and wisdom, you can handle matters prudently. I’d be most at ease entrusting Li Ruxin and her child to your care. Elder Lü, can you manage this task?”

Lü Fengchun was speechless. With his shrewd mind, he knew that Li Ruxin and her child were now hot potatoes.

If anything were to happen to Li Ruxin and her child, Mu Qing’an would surely hold him responsible for demonstrating his magnanimity towards his former enemy’s orphans. Yet if he cared for them too well and allowed them to make outside connections, potentially causing trouble, he couldn’t escape the blame for lax supervision.

Once he accepted this task, it would be like having a sword hanging over his neck, unable to move forward or back. It was even more uncomfortable than receiving punishment.

Yu Huiyin, realizing this, was about to plead desperately when Hu Fengge grabbed his sleeve.

Hu Fengge shook her head slightly, mouthing, “If you want Li Ruxin and her child to live, don’t say a word.”

Lü Fengchun wanted to decline, but as soon as he opened his mouth to say “This old man is frail and weak,” Mu Qing’an’s clear, piercing eyes turned towards him.

He said, “People outside say Elder Lü has a clever tongue and swift legs. Usually eloquent, but once trouble arises, he runs faster than a rabbit—surely these rumors must be false. What do you say, Elder Lü?”

Though his words seemed light, his eyes held an unfathomable, chilling darkness.

Lü Fengchun wisely lowered his head and forced a smile, accepting the task.

Mu Qing’an waved his hand, dismissing him.

Having taken on two major burdens without being able to participate in confidential meetings, Lü Fengchun felt more bitter than Coptis chinensis.

Watching the fence-sitter leave, Yan Xu gleefully stepped forward to “congratulate”: “Sect Leader is wise and brilliant. This arrangement for Li Ruxin and her child couldn’t be better. Since driving away that little girl Cai Zhao, the Sect Leader’s handling of sect affairs has become increasingly…”

“What are you talking about?” Mu Qing’an suddenly raised his eyelids, his gaze cold. “Who is this Cai Zhao you speak of?”

Yan Xu was stunned. You Guanyue reacted quickest, “The Sect Leader is right. This subordinate has never heard of such a person either.”

Mu Qing’an’s face was unusually pale, like hard jade. He turned to look out the window, “Don’t mention this again in the future.”

Everyone bowed and agreed.

Although Yan Xu had been rebuked, he was inwardly dancing with joy, responding especially loudly.

“I have two matters to address today. First, where is the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower from the treasury?” Mu Qing’an turned back.

You Guanyue quickly replied, “This subordinate has carefully searched all the storehouses these past two days, and indeed, this item is not present.”

“Has anyone here seen this object?” Mu Qing’an asked again.

The others shook their heads, but Hu Fengge stepped forward and said, “This subordinate saw Nie Hengcheng playing with this treasure in my youth. Later, it was said to have been stolen.”

Yan Xu seemed to recall something: “Does the Sect Leader wish to find this item? This old man knows a bit about it—it was indeed stolen back then, reportedly by the Northern Chen Six Sects. However, it was later returned, though the thief’s motives remain unclear. Nie Hengcheng, in his anger, executed over a dozen treasury guards. But not long after, it was stolen again.”

“What? Who was so bold as to steal it not once, but twice?” Shangguan Haonan exclaimed.

Yan Xu stroked his sparse beard: “I don’t know who stole it the first time, but the second thief was Lu Chengnan.”

This statement shocked everyone.

“But why?” Hu Fengge was particularly surprised. “Fourth Brother Lu was fiercely loyal to Nie Hengcheng.”

“This old man doesn’t know the reason,” Yan Xu shook his head. “I only know that when Nie Hengcheng discovered this, he flew into a rage and severely injured Lu Chengnan. I was present at the time, and from what I saw, Nie Hengcheng’s strike seemed intended to kill.”

“Such a thing happened? How strange,” Hu Fengge marveled. “Nie Hengcheng was known to be ruthless to outsiders, but he deeply cared for his disciples. He even protected Chen Shu despite his incompetence. How could he do this to Fourth Brother Lu, the most valued among his four great disciples? I often heard the leaders in the Tiangangsha Camp say that Lu Chengnan was destined to inherit Nie Hengcheng’s mantle.”

Mu Qing’an asked, “What happened after that? Where did Lu Chengnan go?”

“That night, Nie Hengcheng was acting strangely, agitated and frenzied. If I didn’t know better, I’d have thought he had gone mad from cultivation gone wrong,” Yan Xu said. “Han Yisu also noticed his master’s unusual state. While desperately trying to stop Nie Hengcheng, he shouted for Lu Chengnan to run—and so Lu Chengnan fled. He hasn’t been seen since, and no one knows where he went.”

Mu Qing’an nodded, “So, the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower disappeared along with Lu Chengnan.” Many questions arose in his mind, and he habitually tapped his fingers on the table.

“Let’s put that matter aside for now and discuss the second issue,” he continued. “Several months ago, the Wu’an Chang family fortress was completely massacred. Who did this?”

You Guanyue and Shangguan Haonan exchanged bewildered glances, while Yan Xu and Yu Huiyin looked utterly confused.

Hu Fengge pondered for a moment before stepping forward. “I’ve heard some rumors about this. It should have been Nie Zhe’s doing.”

“But why would Fifth Brother wipe out the entire Chang family for no reason?” Yu Huiyin asked, puzzled.

“I don’t know either,” Hu Fengge replied gravely. “Nie Zhe was jealous of talent and couldn’t keep capable people around. He looked down on me as a woman, so he was willing to discuss many things with me. But I know he always had other helpers in the shadows. Just in these past few months, whether it was the massacre of the Chang family fortress or the ambushes on the Northern Chen Six Sects along the way, I only learned about them after the fact.”

“I later asked the brothers who participated in the Chang family fortress operation, and they were quite perplexed too. You see, the Chang family fortress was hidden extremely well. Even Fourth Brother Lu couldn’t break through their concealment formation back then. Yet Nie Zhe found it easily. The brothers said that on the night of the operation, someone had left marks along the way, allowing them to smoothly infiltrate the fortress.”

This information caught Mu Qing’an by surprise.

He had always assumed it was Nie Zhe who wiped out the Chang family fortress, and by killing Nie Zhe and his subordinates, he would have avenged the Chang family. Now, hearing Hu Fengge’s words, it seemed there was another culprit.

“Well, we need to question Nie Zhe about this,” Mu Qing’an decided swiftly. “A few days ago, Nie Zhe’s condition worsened. He can’t move now, so let’s go see him.”

Everyone stood up together and followed Mu Qing’an to a side hall, entering a room filled with the bitter scent of medicinal herbs.

The guards at the door bowed respectfully and opened the door for Mu Qing’an.

The group filed into the sick room, but no one expected to find Nie Zhe already dead on the bed—his wound’s blood had congealed, his face was ashen, his features twisted, and his body cold. He had been dead for at least several hours.

“Ah! Fifth Brother, Fifth Brother!” Yu Huiyin rushed forward, crying out, “What happened? What happened?”

The guards at the door turned pale with fright, quickly kneeling to beg for forgiveness. They stated that throughout the day, only the servants bringing food and changing medicines had entered the sick room.

“His heart meridians were shattered by internal force,” Mu Qing’an said after examining Nie Zhe’s chest. “Someone must have disguised themselves as a servant bringing food or medicine to take his life.” He had never intended to let Nie Zhe live, so the guards outside were more focused on preventing rescue attempts rather than watching for assassins.

Yan Xu exclaimed, “Who could be the skilled martial artist who killed Nie Zhe?”

Shangguan Haonan stepped forward to examine Nie Zhe’s corpse, shaking his head. “It doesn’t necessarily have to be a highly skilled person. Nie Zhe was already severely injured, almost defenseless. Even someone with ordinary martial arts skills could have taken his life.”

“Among the servants who brought food and changed medicines today, one hasn’t returned yet,” You Guanyue reported after questioning the subordinates. “It seems the worst has happened.”

Yu Huiyin rose from the bedside, tears in his eyes. “Sect Leader, there’s something I’ve wanted to say for a long time. Regarding your father’s poisoning… I don’t know if Madam Sun was behind it, but I don’t believe Fifth Brother ordered it.”

“Fifth Brother mentioned more than once that your father was indifferent to power and had no interest in authority. Fifth Brother’s position was unstable, and he needed someone like your father as a figurehead. Whenever disciples questioned Fifth Brother’s legitimacy, he would retort, ‘If the legitimate Mu clan heir doesn’t object, what business is it of yours?’ to deflect criticism. Fifth Brother wished for your father’s health and longevity more than anyone else. How could he have ordered Madam Sun to poison him?”

“Oh no!” Hu Fengge’s expression suddenly changed. “Ruoshui!”

She leaped back and rushed out the door, with the others hurrying after her.

But they were too late. Sun Ruoshui was also dead in her sickbed—with the same ashen face, twisted features, and cold body.

Shangguan Haonan exclaimed, “Her heart meridians were also shattered.”

Mu Qing’an walked in unhurriedly—he was the last to enter the room.

He said, “There’s no need to panic. If someone wanted to silence them, they wouldn’t have killed only Nie Zhe. Nie Zhe’s body has been cold for a while, so naturally, Madam Sun was killed long ago as well.”

Yan Xu was utterly confused. “What on earth is going on? Oh, Sect Leader, don’t be sad about Madam Sun’s death.”

Looking at Sun Ruoshui’s corpse, Mu Qing’an felt no emotional stirring.

Long ago, he had given up on his birth mother.

Tenderness, longing, desire—these normal feelings a child should have for their mother had been buried by Mu Qing’an in that decaying, dilapidated little black room long ago. He didn’t have a shred of that despicable emotion that would make one still cling to a close relative who had hurt them mercilessly.

As he grew up and learned more about Sun Ruoshui’s past behavior, he was left with only contempt for the woman who had given birth to him. After learning that she had poisoned his father, that contempt turned to hatred.

The only regrettable thing was that to avoid hurting his father’s feelings, he hadn’t clearly expressed his disdain for Sun Ruoshui. This led his father to misunderstand that he still cared for his birth mother, ultimately allowing Sun Ruoshui to harm him.

Even if no one had silenced her, he wouldn’t have let the person who poisoned his father live. Sun Ruoshui was no exception.

However, with Nie and Sun’s deaths, the trail of clues was cut off, adding another layer of mist to the already thick fog of mystery.

First, if the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower was just a trivial item for concentration, why was Nie Hengcheng so desperate for it?

Second, why did Lu Chengnan, Nie Hengcheng’s most valued and loyal disciple, steal the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower?

Third, who was secretly helping Nie Zhe? Most likely someone from the Northern Chen Six Sects. But who?

Finally, why did Sun Ruoshui poison Mu Zhengming? They were already separated, and Mu Zhengming wouldn’t have been in her way. What reason did she have to take such a drastic action?

Mu Qing’an stood by the window, using the bright daylight to discreetly scan the faces of everyone in the room—

You Guanyue lost in thought, Shangguan Haonan scratching his head in confusion, Yan Xu incessantly asking “Why, why,” Hu Fengge closing Sun Ruoshui’s eyes with a hint of sorrow, Yu Huiyin comfortingly patting her shoulder, and the absent fence-sitter Lü Fengchun… Could the person who silenced Nie and Sun be among these people?

Or was it someone else entirely?

Mu Qing’an’s brows furrowed deeply, his thoughts profound.

He turned his head and casually said, “Zhaohzao, do you think it could be…”

His voice abruptly stopped.

The room fell silent, with everyone wearing different expressions.

Mu Qing’an stood motionless, staring at the space beside him.

“Don’t be afraid, and don’t worry. There’s always a way.”

Someone had once made this promise to him, someone had once gently kissed his face.

After his father, in his determined, cold, and lonely life, a beam of bright, warm sunlight had once shone through.

She had a pair of extremely beautiful eyes. She used to joke that her relatives and elders often said she would grow up to look like Cai Pingzhu, especially when she smiled. Her bright, large eyes were like the rippling surface of a spring lake, pure and warm.

—Don’t be afraid, and don’t worry. There’s always a way.

Since she made a promise, why didn’t she keep it?

Instead, she left him alone in this fiery, intense abyss.

[End of Volume]
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Finally capturing the two young troublemakers, the Northern Chen group rushed day and night towards Mount Jiuli. Qi Yunke was eager to enforce the sect rules, Cai Pingchun was anxious to apply family discipline, and Song Shijun was desperate to restore his son’s abilities. After some squabbling, Song Shijun’s booming voice prevailed.

In the medicine hut, Song Yuzi sat cross-legged, meditating quietly with his hands clasped around the ice jade. Qi Yunke, Cai Pingchun, and Song Shijun extended their palms, hovering them over Song Yuzi’s three major acupoints: the Baihui on his head, the Tanzhong on his chest, and the Fengmen on his back. They began to channel their qi steadily.

The simultaneous energy release from the three Northern Chen masters was extraordinarily powerful. This surging force, like rolling waves, rushed through Song Yuzi’s body. If this energy had directly hit his dantian, it would have certainly dispersed the gloomy cold qi lingering there. However, it would have inevitably damaged his dantian and meridians throughout his body.

Following Lei Xiuming’s instructions, Song Yuzi carefully guided the three elders’ qi towards his right palm, then through the ice jade to his left palm. From there, he directed it through the Tianxi and Qimen acupoints towards his dantian. This process tempered the originally scorching and conflicting energies, allowing them to merge seamlessly into his dantian, becoming mellow and nourishing.

Beads of sweat formed on Song Yuzi’s forehead as he slightly separated his palms, suspending the ancient ice jade between them. Under the intense pressure of the qi, the jade emitted a faint hum.

As the incense on the table gradually burned out, a sudden, sharp crack of shattering jade rang out. Cai Pingchun, standing closest to Song Yuzi, was the first to notice. He called out “Stop!” – and the three masters immediately withdrew their qi and began to regulate their breathing.

Simultaneously, several crisp sounds of jade pieces hitting the ground echoed through the room. The supposedly “hardest and toughest” ancient ice jade had shattered into several pieces, scattering on the floor.

Song Yuzi was drenched in sweat, his clothes soaked through, his entire body trembling uncontrollably.

Qi Yunke said in a deep voice, “Yuzi, don’t slack off. Quickly apply the cultivation techniques from the first three chapters of the ‘Marrow Cleansing Scripture’ to heal yourself and nurture your meridians and dantian.”

At this moment, Song Yuzi was completely drained, and on the verge of collapse. However, having been resilient since childhood, he immediately gritted his teeth and began cultivating upon hearing these words.

Song Shijun examined the shattered ice jade on the ground. “It seems that demonic cult rascal was honest. This ice jade is indeed a rare treasure in the world.”

Seeing that the gloomy grey qi that had lingered for months in Song Yuzi’s brow had receded, despite his pale complexion, Qi Yunke felt relieved. Taking advantage of Song Shijun’s unwillingness to leave the medicine hut, he quickly pulled Cai Pingchun away to interrogate their unworthy disciple, Cai Zhao.

Having already endured a scolding from Ning Xiaofeng, Cai Zhao now faced her father and master. She recounted her experience with the demonic cult in detail, omitting only the private moments between her and Ning Xiaofeng and the secrets from the snowy ridge. She revealed almost everything else.

It was rare for Cai Zhao to tell so much truth at once.

“So, obtaining the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva was all thanks to that boy’s help?” Qi Yunke asked.

“More or less,” Cai Zhao replied.

“And you went after the demonic cult to repay him for saving you?”

“Yes, but I wasn’t much help.”

“Were you treated well?”

“…Very well.”

“Do you think this boy might have ulterior motives?”

“Whether he does or not is irrelevant to me. I won’t be seeing him privately again anyway.”

Cai Pingchun and Ning Xiaofeng exchanged glances, both detecting the bitter melancholy in their daughter’s voice. The scolding that had been on the tips of their tongues dissipated. Surprisingly, Qi Yunke, who had been the most anxious earlier, now sat quietly to the side after hearing Cai Zhao’s story. He stared blankly at the ground, lost in thought, only snapping out of it when Ning Xiaofeng called his name several times.

“Little Zhao, come here,” Qi Yunke said, pointing to a small stool in front of him.

Cai Zhao obediently went over and sat down.

“After this adventure, do you feel that not everyone in the demonic cult is a monster? That there might even be some exceptionally righteous individuals among them?” Qi Yunke asked in a gentle tone.

Cai Zhao nodded.

“Do you remember the ‘Painted Skin’ story that Pingxu used to tell you when you were little?”

Cai Zhao nodded again and said, “It’s about a type of bloody, faceless demon that craves human hearts and livers, and habitually wears human skin to deceive people.”

Qi Yunke continued, “When wearing human skin, these demons appear no different from ordinary people. They enjoy operas, appreciate wine, and engage in lively conversations. They laugh at amusing parts in stories and become indignant at outrageous events. They might even wait two hours outside a restaurant just to buy a freshly roasted pigeon to satisfy their cravings.”

Cai Zhao’s eyes widened, her mouth agape.

Qi Yunke went on, “After spending time together, the demon might even reveal its true identity. One might then secretly pity it – being born a demon wasn’t its choice, so how could one hate it indiscriminately?”

Ning Xiaofeng listened, her eyes glazing over, while Cai Pingchun slowly straightened his posture.

“Before revealing its bloody fangs, it might even be more understanding and pleasant than real humans.”

Qi Yunke’s eyes reddened, “Yes, it will eventually show its fangs. It will eventually eat people.”

“The painted skin demon may not intend to do evil, but its very existence is ‘evil.’ If it doesn’t eat hearts and livers, it will die. The paths of humans and demons are fundamentally different, and we are, after all, human. Zhao Zhao, would you be willing to let this demon eat the hearts and livers of your family and friends?”

Cai Zhao understood the meaning behind Qi Yunke’s words. Fighting back tears, she shook her head vigorously, “Master, I won’t see him again!”

Qi Yunke smiled wearily but with relief, “Zhao Zhao has always been a good girl. Remember your master’s words – it will eventually eat people.” With that, he sent Cai Zhao to rest.

After watching their sobbing daughter leave, Ning Xiaofeng glanced at her husband. Cai Pingchun understood and carefully broached the subject, “Elder Brother Yunke, back then…”

“Ask me,” Qi Yunke covered his face with one hand and said softly, “Little Chun, ask me. I know nothing, and you’ve asked nothing.” Suddenly noticing the deep spring colors outside the window, he raised his head absentmindedly, “It’s this time of year already. Pingxu loved this season the most. The harsh winter is gone, and it’s time to pack up and set out on adventures.”

Seeing his state, the Cai couple felt it inappropriate to press further and rose to take their leave.

As they were about to exit, Qi Yunke called out to them, “Regarding Zhao Zhao’s affair with that demonic cult rascal, let it remain known only to us. I’ll inform Yuzi myself. I promised Pingxu to ensure Zhao Zhao’s lifelong happiness and well-being. Therefore, Zhao Zhao must never be subject to criticism from others.”

Seeing Qi Yunke’s body filled with hidden pain and dejection, Ning Xiaofeng choked up and said, “Elder Brother Yunke, Sister Pingxu has been gone for three years. You… you’re suffering too much…”

“Don’t worry, the worst of the suffering is over,” Qi Yunke waved his hand. “You should go rest now.”

Cai Pingchun and Ning Xiaofeng exchanged glances and sighed, silently walking hand in hand to their quarters. However, just as they reached their door, it swung open on its own. Two small, pale hands reached out and unceremoniously pulled the couple inside. Fortunately, Cai Pingchun recognized his daughter’s hands; otherwise, he would have employed a joint-breaking technique.

“What’s this? Have you come to apologize for your grave mistake?” Cai Pingchun’s face hardened as he pulled his wife to sit beside him.

Cai Zhao, wide-eyed, asked, “If I apologize, will you spare me from punishment, Father?”

“Dream on!” Cai Pingchun slammed his hand on the table.

Smiling sheepishly, Cai Zhao replied, “Exactly! I knew I’d be punished either way, so what’s the point of apologizing? Of course, I wouldn’t do that. You’ve misunderstood me, Father.”

“…” Cai Pingchun paused. “Then why are you here?”

Ning Xiaofeng coolly remarked, “Probably to ask about Sister Pingchu.”

Cai Zhao gave a thumbs up. “Mother, you’re truly brilliant!”

While grinning obsequiously, he poured tea for his parents from the hot teapot he had brought. “Father, Mother, you heard what Master said earlier, right? His eyes were red; I’m sure there’s more to the story of the skin-changing demon than he let on!”

Setting down the teapot, he sat on a small stool nearby. “Father, Mother, tell me, did Aunt encounter a skin-changing demon years ago?”

Cai Pingchun frowned. “The affairs of elders shouldn’t be…”

“Even if you won’t tell me, I’ll find out from other sources,” Cai Zhao maintained his smile.

“Let’s just tell her,” Ning Xiaofeng sighed, knowing her daughter’s nature all too well. “The truth is…”

Cai Zhao leaned forward, ears perked.

“…we don’t know much either,” Ning Xiaofeng admitted.

“Mother!” Cai Zhao exclaimed.

Cai Pingchun interjected, “Stop shouting. Your mother’s telling the truth. However…” He glanced at his wife. “Your aunt used to take your mother everywhere she went. But later, she made excuses about the places being too dangerous and stopped bringing her along.”

“At first, I thought Sister Pingchu had met a girlfriend, so I dragged your father around the world looking for her!” Ning Xiaofeng recalled, still indignant. “But later, I realized it probably wasn’t a girl. If Sister Pingchu had met someone, it was likely a man.”

“How do you know it was a man, Mother?”

“It’s simple. When Sister Pingchu was with me, she’d always find me the prettiest hair ornaments, the most fragrant cosmetics, the most flattering fabrics… Ah she doted on me so much, I couldn’t refuse even if I wanted to.” Ning Xiaofeng’s face flushed with pride, suddenly looking a decade younger.

Cai Zhao turned to her father. “Father, look at Mother.”

Cai Pingchun maintained his stern expression. “What are you looking at? Your mother’s not wrong. Don’t change the subject.”

Cai Zhao: Alright, I’ll be quiet.

“But during those two years, your aunt stopped buying jewelry and cosmetics. Instead, she asked the Shi brothers to forge a pair of dark iron gauntlets. Judging by their size, they were meant for a man,” Ning Xiaofeng recalled.

Cai Zhao straightened up. “So, Aunt did…” Could Mu Qingyan’s guess be right?

“I don’t know the whole truth,” Ning Xiaofeng shrugged. “You know your aunt’s personality. If she didn’t want to talk, no one could get anything out of her.”

Cai Zhao was stunned for a moment. “…Then Uncle Zhou must have suffered greatly.” Despite her love for her aunt, she couldn’t help but feel for Zhou Zhizhen’s unrequited devotion. “When Aunt passed away three years ago, Uncle Zhou even coughed up blood.”

Ning Xiaofeng sighed, “Indeed, it was heartbreaking.”

Everyone knew Cai Pingchu’s life was cut short, her health deteriorating for years. Yet when her pulse finally stopped, Zhou Zhizhen was still overwhelmed with grief, stumbling outside to vomit blood repeatedly.

“I think…” Cai Pingchun suddenly said, “Zhou probably knew about this back then.”

“What?!” Ning Xiaofeng and Cai Zhao exclaimed in unison.

Cai Pingchun explained, “Although no one knows what my sister did alone during those two years, I believe Zhou sensed something. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have married and had children so quickly.”

Ning Xiaofeng looked puzzled. “What do you mean?”

Cai Zhao felt a twinge in her heart. “Uncle Zhou knew Aunt loved someone else and felt guilty about it. To ease her guilt, he followed her advice to marry and start a family.”

Cai Pingchun nodded with a sigh. “Zhao is right.” Despite appearing slow-witted, he had long ago pieced together this hidden truth, which was why he never blamed Zhou Zhizhen for remarrying so quickly after Cai Pingchu became bedridden.

“So that’s it,” Ning Xiaofeng realized. “No wonder I never felt Zhou had wronged Sister Pingchu.”

Though not as perceptive as her husband, her intuition was sharp. She had sensed something in the way the Cai siblings treated Zhou Zhizhen, which was why she had always been especially kind to him.

“Who was that person? Were they unkind to Aunt?” Cai Zhao felt a pang in her heart.

Ning Xiaofeng replied, “Qi Yunke called him a skin-changing demon, so he must not have been a good person. But Master just said he wasn’t sure either. I don’t think he was trying to brush us off; he probably only knew bits and pieces.”

“Is that person still alive? Where could he be?” Cai Zhao wondered silently.

“Zhao,” Cai Pingchun said, “Did you take Master’s words to heart?”

Cai Zhao looked up, meeting her father’s knowing gaze, then lowered her head. “I did, Father.”

“Good!” Ning Xiaofeng emphasized. “Although Master may be indecisive and lacking in resolve, his love is genuine. Don’t do anything to disappoint your elders.”

Cai Zhao hung her head as if weighed down by an enormous burden.

Cai Pingchun spoke earnestly, “Zhao, you’ve always been clever. At two or three, you never stepped on a spot where you’d fallen before. Before you turned four, when we told you Sichuan cornel was very spicy, you wouldn’t even try a bite.”

Ning Xiaofeng sighed, “Yes, your aunt was particularly pleased then. She said Zhao wasn’t the type to seek out trouble, and would surely lead a smooth, comfortable life.”

“Father, Mother, you don’t need to say more,” Cai Zhao lifted her head. “I’ll gradually forget the past few months. If not in a day, then in two; if not in two, then in a month or a year. I still have three years at Qingque Sect. I’ll forget everything by then.”

Cai Pingchun looked at his sensible daughter and sighed inwardly. “I’ve heard that the Demon Cult Lord has helped many people. Perhaps this debt of gratitude should…”

Cai Zhao cut him off decisively, “If I’m to make a clean break, it should be complete. Let’s not speak of debts or gratitude. If the opportunity arises in the future, I’ll repay it then.”

“What if the opportunity never comes?” Ning Xiaofeng couldn’t help but ask.

“Then I’ll let it go unpaid.”

The beautiful young girl’s usually smiling face now showed an almost cold determination and resolve.

Ning Xiaofeng’s heart skipped a beat, suddenly reminded of the night before Cai Pingchu decided to kill Nie Hengcheng.

In the pouring rain, under a starless sky, she had tearfully begged Cai Pingchu to find more help, insisting she shouldn’t go alone.

Cai Pingchu smiled bitterly and asked, “Who can I ask for help? Brother Meng Chao was hacked to death, Miao Jianshi died from countless arrows, the entire Zhuge Lie family of over ten people was left with no bodies to bury, the Five Yous were wiped out, and the Shi brothers were still severely injured, not to mention all the brothers who died at the hands of the Demon Cult before…”

“But there’s still Brother Qi, and Brother Zhou, and me and Xiaochun…” Ning Xiaofeng had sobbed incoherently.

“Zhou Zhuangzhu is bedridden with old wounds and can’t leave Peiqiong Manor. Xiaochun must guard Luoying Valley to prevent the Demon Cult from taking advantage. As for Yunke…” Cai Pingchu had shaken her head with a bitter smile. “Forget it, what difference would one more person make? After Nie Hengcheng is brought to justice, the righteous path of the martial arts world will need successors.”

“What can we do? Are you going to your death? No, no, I won’t allow it! Let’s hide away. Nie is old now. We can hide in the deep mountains until he dies, okay?” Ning Xiaofeng’s tear-stained face had been contorted with anguish.

“Nie Hengcheng has already declared that he’ll slaughter any clan or sect that dares disobey him. Every day he lives, more innocent people will die needlessly,” Cai Pingchu had gently consoled her. “Don’t worry, Xiaofeng. My life is precious. I won’t die without taking Nie Hengcheng with me.”

“Is there no one who can help?” Ning Xiaofeng had refused to give up, desperately grasping at straws. “What about… what about the person who sent the dark iron gauntlets?”

Cai Pingchu’s calm expression had seemed to crack slightly. After a long pause, she said, “That person… no longer exists in this world.”

Ning Xiaofeng remembered clearly that Cai Pingchu’s face had shown the same almost cold determination and resolve then.
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Three days later, Song Yuzhi emerged from the medicinal hut, and his injuries healed.

During these three days of recovery, Song Shijun guarded the hut without leaving. Every two hours, he’d drag Lei Xiuming to peer through the window, checking his son’s complexion as he meditated. He scrutinized every bowl of tonic soup, ensuring the ingredients were of the highest quality.

Lei Xiuming was greatly disturbed by this and complained repeatedly to Qi Yunke, nearly retiring in frustration. Fortunately, as the three-day period ended, Song Yuzhi emerged from the meditation room on his own.

Overjoyed, Song Shijun immediately planned a grand feast, even considering inviting dozens of singers and dancers to boost the local entertainment industry. Qi Yunke managed to persuade him to scale it down to a small banquet.

“Please calm down,” Qi Yunke advised earnestly. “Yuzhi has only regained his previous strength, he hasn’t fully recovered!”

Song Shijun exclaimed, “What do you mean? If he’s recovered, how is it not ‘fully recovered’?”

Ning Xiaofeng chimed in sarcastically, “That ice jade was, after all, a Purple Golden Sunflower. It shattered before you could finish. Xiaochun said there’s still a trace of cold energy in Yuzhi’s dantian – don’t you have any sense?”

Song Shijun felt dizzy.

While treating his son’s injuries, he noticed that the cold energy in his dantian was scattered like silk threads mixed in cotton. It was extremely difficult to expel all at once. He, along with Qi Yunke and Cai Pingchun, combined their efforts with the ice jade’s aid to gradually dispel the cold energy. Just as they were about to succeed, he had indeed vaguely sensed a final wisp of cold energy lingering in his son’s dantian.

However, at that moment, the ice jade shattered.

Qi Yunke explained, “Yuzhi has indeed recovered for now, but what about the future? With his talent, he would have surpassed us within a decade. But with this residual cold energy in his dantian, his future cultivation will surely be twice as difficult.”

“Then… what should we do?” Song Shijun was beside himself with worry.

Song Yuzhi, on the other hand, remained calm. “Father, don’t worry. As long as the Purple Golden Sunflower still exists in this world, I’ll find it. Heaven won’t abandon us. Even without it, I believe there must be other solutions.”

After this cruel twist of fate, Song Shijun lost his festive spirit, and the small banquet was reduced to a family dinner.

Those in the sect who knew the truth all raised their glasses to celebrate Song Yuzhi’s recovery, except for Qi Lingbo and Dai Fengchi, who seemed awkward and avoided eye contact. Yin Qinglian didn’t even attend, reportedly engrossed in Taoist scriptures, praying and meditating daily, with incense smoke constantly rising from the Twin Lotus Flower Pool Palace, almost turning it into a Taoist temple.

Song Shijun, in low spirits and seeking distraction, suddenly turned to Cai Zhao during post-dinner tea: “Tell us about the Demon Cult’s outpost arrangements. Let’s plan our attack.”

Cai Zhao calmly held her teacup: “Master Song, have you forgotten? Third Senior Brother and I entered the Blissful Palace through an underground passage. We don’t know about the outposts.”

Song Shijun pressed, “Then what about the layout inside the Blissful Palace?”

Song Yuzhi frowned: “Father, Sister, and I were together from the moment we entered the幽冥篁 path. You might as well ask me these questions. Sister risked entering the Demon Cult to help me recover; how can you interrogate her like this?” Even without Qi Yunke’s instructions, he had decided not to let others know about Cai Zhao and Mu Qingyan’s entrapment in the underground palace.

Song Shijun rolled his eyes: “Don’t get too comfortable, you two. Someone will question you about this in the future.”

“Question what? Who knows where they went?” Qi Yunke spoke sharply, which was rare for him. “You say, I say, we all say – who knows that Zhao and Yuzhi entered the Blissful Palace?”

Song Shijun was bewildered: “But… but we caught them at the foot of the Hanhai Mountain Range, and everyone at the banquet just congratulated Yuzhi on obtaining a treasure from the Demon Cult for his recovery!”

“The children, not knowing their limits, tried to sneak into the Demon Cult to make a name for themselves, but failed and only managed to snatch a piece of ice jade,” Cai Pingchun explained calmly. “Or does Master Song want people to know that the treasure for Yuzhi’s recovery was a gift from the Demon Cult?”

“Gift? Nonsense!” Song Shijun shook his head vigorously. “This ice jade was exchanged for Yuzhi’s Snow Lotus Pill!”

He stroked his beard, “Heh, you’re right. The fewer people who know about this, the better.”

Qi Yunke and Cai Pingchun exchanged knowing smiles.

Ning Xiaofeng seized the opportunity to change the subject: “Let’s stop talking nonsense and discuss that stone wall – the one Zhao saw in that secluded corner of the Blissful Palace. Was the Northern Chen Ancestor the disciple… er, son of the first Demon Cult Leader?”

Song Yuzhi lowered his head slightly.

According to his discussion with Master Qi Yunke, since they were concealing the underground palace incident, they should have also kept the stone wall a secret. However, Cai Zhao had insisted on revealing it.

After Ning Xiaofeng’s question, curious gazes swept across the faces of the three sect leaders.

Qi Yunke smiled wryly: “I was the last to join the inner circle and only heard Master’s teachings for a few years. I never learned of such secrets.”

Cai Pingchun said nonchalantly: “My parents passed away when I was young, and even if they were still alive, I doubt I’d know much about these internal matters as a son-in-law. There’s bound to be some loss in the inheritance.”

“So you all know about this?” Song Shijun was quite surprised. “Well, I do know.”

The eyes of all five people in the room turned to him.

Song Shijun smiled: “It’s because I’m a smooth talker. You’ve always mocked our Song family for nepotism and bloodline obsession. But now look at your two sects – one takes in sons-in-law, the other passes down to disciples. Many ancient stories have been lost in the process…”

“Are you going to tell us or not?” Ning Xiaofeng grew impatient. “If you won’t, we’ll go ask Brother Zhou. The Peiqiong Manor has an unbroken lineage; they might know more than you.”

“How can you…” Song Shijun sighed resignedly. “Alright, alright, I’ll tell you.”

According to the vague legends passed down through generations of the Song family, the Northern Chen Ancestor initially had only one mute old servant. After a great famine that swept across the land, he found six orphans, two of whom already had surnames.

“That’s our Song family and the Zhou family!” Song Shijun said proudly. “The Zhou family ancestor had ‘Zhou’ embroidered on his undergarments. The Song family ancestor wore a small jade lock around his neck, engraved with ‘Song’. The jade was of excellent quality, showing that our Song family must have been wealthy before the disaster!”

“I think you’ve got it backward,” Ning Xiaofeng said skeptically. “I heard from Sister Pingchu that the Zhou family ancestral hall’s highest level has a purple sandalwood box enshrining a jade lock.”

Cai Zhao stifled a laugh.

Song Yuzhi looked up at the ceiling with a ‘here we go again’ expression.

Song Shijun stammered awkwardly: “Is that so? Cai Pingchu must have made a mistake!”

“Aunt wouldn’t make such a mistake,” Cai Zhao said, holding back her laughter. “She said that whenever she misbehaved as a child, she was punished by being made to clean the Zhou family ancestral hall. She polished those hundred-plus ancestral tablets three or four times a year!” – Not to mention, given Cai Pingchu’s status as the Zhou family’s future daughter-in-law, cleaning the ancestral hall was practically a tailor-made punishment for her.

Qi Yunke turned away, his shoulders shaking with laughter.

Cai Pingchun hid his face behind his teacup, barely managing to keep from spilling his tea as he suppressed his laughter.

“Father,” Song Yuzhi said to his old man resignedly, “let’s continue with the story.”

Those who can be playboys often have thin skin. Song Shijun coughed twice, composed himself, and continued his tale-

The other four orphans were too young to remember their names, so the Northern Chen Ancestor casually assigned them surnames. Yes, those were Zhu (Pig), Ma (Horse), Niu (Cow), and Yang (Sheep).

At that time, the Northern Chen Ancestor was alone and accustomed to his freedom. He had no plans to take on disciples, and there were only a few shabby thatched huts on Mount Jiuli. After leaving the six orphans in the care of his mute old servant, he set off to travel the world again.

Unexpectedly, he changed his mind the following year.

He returned with a seventh orphan, a sickly boy on the brink of death.

The Northern Chen Ancestor showed extraordinary compassion for this orphan covered in sores. Abandoning his previously carefree and adaptable nature, he formally conducted a discipleship ceremony. He even opened his long-hidden treasure vault, sparing no expense, and had the mute servant lead hundreds of craftsmen to build the magnificent Muwei Palace. Thereafter, he deliberately cultivated relationships with heroes from all over the world, focusing on developing the sect’s reputation.

“According to my grandfather, the first character of the original Muwei Palace was the ‘Mu’ from ‘admiration,'” Song Shijun lowered his voice. “It’s also the ‘Mu’ of the Mu family in the Demon Cult.”

“So the Northern Chen Ancestor had found his long-lost flesh and blood,” Ning Xiaofeng understood. “The grand construction and careful management were all to leave something for his kin.”

“What happened next is the same as the legend,” Song Shijun continued. “Various demons emerged, wreaking havoc on the world, and the Ancestor led heroes from all over to resist them fiercely. We eventually won, but the Ancestor’s beloved disciple fell to the demonic path.” Song Shijun shook his head sagely.

“The demons ate people, and his followers did the same; the demons spread plagues and raised venomous insects, and his followers did likewise, just on a smaller scale… How were his actions any different from the demons the Ancestor fought so hard to eliminate? Our six sects have had internal conflicts, but we could never do such evil things.”

“My grandfather heard from his grandfather that the Ancestor and his beloved disciple had intense arguments. The Mu ancestors believed that as long as one’s heart was righteous, even an evil sword could be used for good. He wanted to contain those demons and nurture them, thinking they could be used to fight future crises. But the Ancestor maintained that the way of evil is evil, no matter what.”

“The Ancestor was already gravely injured, and the betrayal by his beloved disciple nearly killed him. He didn’t live much longer. On his deathbed, in front of all the heroes, he expelled his disciple from the sect.” Song Shijun suddenly became serious. “Let me be clear, our six sect ancestors didn’t usurp anything. After the Ancestor passed away, they were the only ones left in Muwei Palace.”

Ning Xiaofeng picked at her nails. “Master Song, you explain so quickly, as if afraid someone might doubt you.”

“Even when you say something good, it sounds bad coming from you,” Song Shijun grumbled.

” I believe this is true,” Song Yuzhi suddenly said. “Although our six sect ancestors spent many years with the Ancestor, they were still servants and their knowledge was limited. The Mu ancestor, however, was a great talent carefully nurtured by the Ancestor. Even if it was six against one, our ancestors probably couldn’t match him, which is why they…”

“Is that why they hid on Mount Jiuli, not daring to leave?” Cai Zhao interjected.

“No,” Song Yuzhi gave the girl an approving look. “After the Ancestor’s death, the Mu ancestor had countless secret manuals and treasures left by the Ancestor, as well as skilled craftsmen like the mute servant who knew Mount Jiuli’s terrain well. Even with the natural defenses of the Wanshui Qianshan Cliff, it wouldn’t have been impossible to take Muwei Palace.”

“However, in my research of the archives, I’ve never found any record of the first Demon Cult Leader attacking Mount Jiuli. I believe it’s not that he couldn’t, but that he was unwilling. And why would he be unwilling? There can only be one reason: the Mu ancestor felt guilty.”

After all, his mentor and suspected father figure had died of anger because of him.

Qi Yunke slapped the table, exclaiming, “Well said, Yuzhi! That’s exactly right!”

“Yes, yes! If our six sect ancestors had truly usurped Muwei Palace, that guy should have been obsessed with reclaiming it, not quietly accepting the situation,” Song Shijun nodded repeatedly.

“That makes sense,” Ning Xiaofeng rarely agreed with the old Song family.

Cai Pingchun also said, “Yuzhi’s deduction is very reasonable. The earliest recorded hostilities in Luoying Valley were with the second-generation Demon Cult Leader. It seems he learned of the past and resented his father’s expulsion from Muwei Palace. So during his tenure as leader, he led several attacks on Wanshui Qianshan Cliff.”

The logic that followed was straightforward.

Because of their servant origins, the six ancestors had no confidence in their abilities and feared being bullied if they left the mountain. So they hid on Mount Jiuli, cultivating hard.

Over decades, following the remnant cultivation methods in the palace and the bits and pieces taught by the Ancestor, they gradually developed their unique skills for each of the six sects. It wasn’t until the next generation grew up and ventured down the mountain that they discovered their martial arts could easily defeat the heroes below.

Only then did the six families dare to consider establishing branch sects.

“But what difference does it make if we know the Demon Cult originated from the Northern Chen Ancestor?” Cai Zhao suddenly asked. “Would both sides suddenly lay down their weapons and reconcile?”

The other four people, except Song Shijun, were startled.

The Cai Pingchu couple exchanged worried glances, Qi Yunke frowned, and Song Yuzhi glanced at the girl.

Only Song Shijun nodded repeatedly, expressing great approval: “Well said, niece! It’s been two hundred years, and both the six sects and the Demon Cult have gone through many generations. As for other martial arts sects, they’ve changed even more.”

“Indeed,” Cai Zhao murmured, “What matters isn’t whether we were one family two hundred years ago, but that we’ve been killing each other for two hundred years, accumulating blood feuds that can’t be easily resolved.”

“Niece, you’ve spoken my mind!” Song Shijun felt a strong resonance. “Let’s not speak of others. Just consider our Guangtian Gate. My great-grandfather’s three brothers died at the hands of the Demon Cult. My grandfather, orphaned at a young age, still cries when he remembers it at his advanced age! And Yuzhi’s grandfather, my father, also passed away after being severely injured by the Demon Cult!”

He slapped Qi Yunke on the back: “And my father-in-law, old Sect Leader Yin – who’s also your father-in-law, Brother Yunke – was hacked to death, his head separated from his body! Tsk, tsk, it was truly tragic.”

Qi Yunke stiffened, nearly falling off his seat from the slap.

“And Sister Pingchu, and Zhuge Lie and the others, all dead…” Ning Xiaofeng’s eyes filled with sadness as she remembered the deceased.

Cai Pingchun gently patted his wife’s shoulder.

“Chang Haosheng might foolishly protect the Mu boy because Mu Zhengming once saved his life, but we of the Northern Chen Six Sects cannot!” Song Shijun declared loudly. “Yuzhi, remember this too. Don’t feel obligated just because you took a piece of jade from them. That’s one thing, but overall, we can never coexist with the Demon Cult!”

“I understand, Father,” Song Yuzhi replied, his eyes fixed on Cai Zhao.

Qi Yunke and the Cai couple also looked at her with various expressions.

Noticing their cautious concern, Cai Zhao suddenly gave a light laugh.

“What are you laughing at, niece?” asked the oblivious Song Shijun.

“I just remembered something amusing,” Cai Zhao smiled. “Because Nie Hengcheng held power in the Demon Cult for decades, sidelining three generations of the Mu family, most of our blood feuds with the Demon Cult in recent decades were caused by the Nie family. Moreover…”

Song Shijun was confused. “So what? Nie Hengcheng didn’t fall from the sky; he’s the Mu family’s adopted son.”

Cai Zhao continued, “Although Nie Hengcheng is the Mu family’s adopted son, his foster brothers, and their children were all killed by him and his nephew.”

“Is that so? The Mu family truly raised an ungrateful wolf,” Song Shijun said with some schadenfreude, then frowned. “What’s your point, niece?”

“No point,” Cai Zhao shrugged. “Just saying. I’m thirsty now. I’ll go get some rice cakes for everyone to try.”

“Huh?” Song Shijun was bewildered as he watched the girl leave the room.
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After settling the matter with Dafang, peace returned to Mount Jiuli. The Cai couple initially planned to spend more time with their daughter, hoping to rectify her views on marriage and love while showcasing their loving relationship. However, they soon received a pigeon message from Ning Family Castle. In the letter, Old Madam Ning once again claimed she was “not long for this world” and wished for her daughter’s family to visit.

“How many times has this happened now?” Cai Zhao counted on her fingers.

“The third time,” Ning Feng sighed.

After the passing of the old Ning hero, Old Madam Ning’s temperament changed dramatically. In her youth, she had eschewed worldly attachments and despised crowds. Now, she feared loneliness above all else, desperately wanting her children and family by her side daily.

Once devoted to asceticism and urging her children to become monks or nuns to fulfill her wishes, she now regretted the decline of the Ning family name. Seeing Ning Family Castle so desolate, she lamented daily that her husband’s surname and unparalleled skills would have no heir. She worried that after a hundred years, no one would remember the great hero who had mastered mechanisms, tactics, medicine, and swordsmanship.

Ning Feng sometimes marveled at how peculiar her parents were. Her father, the old Ning hero, had been such an open-minded and enlightened person, yet he had fallen for such a capricious and stubborn woman as her mother.

The Cai Pingchun couple planned to stay for an extended period this time. They had already sent people to Luoying Valley to bring their son, Cai Han, directly to Ning Family Castle.

Before departing, Ning Feng tugged on her daughter’s ear, repeatedly admonishing her: “Don’t stray from the right path, don’t act recklessly, and most importantly, don’t associate with evil cult members. Listen to your elders.”

Cai Zhao, exasperated, retorted: “Mother, aren’t you embarrassed to say such things? When have you ever listened to your elders? You always did exactly what Grandmother forbade. You nearly destroyed Aunt’s Xuankong Temple. How can you lecture me?”

Unfazed by this verbal sparring, Ning Feng replied: “Well, I was lucky. As soon as I left home, I met your aunt! Why should I listen to my elders when I could just listen to your aunt? Are you fortunate enough to have someone like that? Are you?”

Defeated, Cai Zhao conceded: “If I’d known it would be like this, I might as well have stayed home. Then there’d be no trouble at all.”

“Enough nonsense! Just do as I say!”

While mother and daughter bickered, Cai Pingchun remained deep in thought. After his wife finished scolding him and left, he called his daughter aside to ask privately: “In your opinion, will Mu Qingyan truly punish the culprits who massacred the Chang family?”

Cai Zhao shifted uncomfortably: “Although that person’s face and name were fake, I believe his feelings for Uncle Chang were genuine. He’ll probably punish those responsible severely. I think we needn’t investigate the Chang family massacre further. Since the evil cult was behind it, let their new leader kill a few people to establish his authority.” She had resolved to stop using that person’s name to affirm her determination to cut ties.

Cai Pingchun replied: “The evil cult’s actions are unpredictable. We can’t fully trust them. We must continue to inquire about this matter and not let the culprits off lightly. In two months, it will be the first anniversary of Brother Chang’s death. We’ve known each other since we were young; I never imagined it would end like this. Your master and I have discussed bringing Brother Chang’s ashes to the Chang family cemetery for burial, so the family can be reunited.”

He paused, then continued, “Others may not feel obligated, but our family owes Brother Chang a great debt. We must conduct a sincere memorial service. When the time comes, you should go first to properly prepare the Chang family ruins, arrange the coffin, offerings, and other funeral necessities.”

Cai Zhao agreed, then asked: “Should we find the real Young Master Chang?”

Cai Pingchun pondered for a moment: “Let it be. Since Chang’s nephew can’t practice martial arts, bringing him back to the jianghu would do more harm than good. We’ll follow Brother Chang’s wishes and let him remain a carefree scholar in the countryside.”

Cai Zhao nodded, then noticed her father’s furrowed brow. “Father, is something else troubling you?”

Cai Pingchun hesitated: “When you’re organizing the Chang family cemetery, look around carefully… everywhere.”

“What am I looking for?” Cai Zhao asked, puzzled.

Cai Pingchun seemed to struggle for words. “In the early spring before the Battle of Tushan, I accompanied your aunt to Chang Family Castle. While your aunt and Brother Chang were discussing important matters, I wandered around the castle grounds and came upon the vast Chang family cemetery on the back mountain. A few months ago, after the bicentennial ceremony for our ancestor, I went to investigate Chang Family Castle and found myself in that cemetery again…”

“Father, don’t keep me in suspense! That’s one of his bad habits!” Cai Zhao urged anxiously.

Cai Pingchun smiled wryly: “You impatient child! Ah to be honest, I’m not sure myself. I just felt something was off.”

“Were there new graves added?”

Cai Pingchun shook his head: “It’s been over a decade. Birth, aging, sickness, and death are natural occurrences. A few new graves wouldn’t be strange.”

“Were there any unusual tombstones?”

“The Chang family has always followed Taoist principles of simplicity. Their tombstones and burial objects are all plain and unadorned. There was nothing out of the ordinary.”

“Then what felt wrong?” Cai Zhao was at a loss.

“I don’t know,” Cai Pingchun gazed into the distance. “That year, Nie Hengcheng seemed to have mastered some evil technique and was attacking everywhere, his power overwhelming. Your aunt’s sworn brothers and the heroes of the Northern Chen Six Sects suffered heavy casualties. At the time, I felt helpless and stood on the stone steps at the southern end of the cemetery for a long while, my mood sinking lower and lower. I stood there until sunset when your aunt called me back to wash my face with cold water and clear my head.”

“A few months ago, I visited that cemetery again. It was around the same season, and I stood in almost the same spot until sunset.” Cai Pingchun’s face showed a perplexed expression. “I felt something was different, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. If only your grandfather were still alive; he would have noticed immediately.”

Finally, he said, “Anyway, just take a look when you go there, Zhaozho. Don’t worry if you can’t spot anything; I might be overthinking it.”

Cai Zhao nodded firmly.

Unlike her impulsive mother, Cai Zhao knew her father to be calm and astute. He wouldn’t mention something without good reason. Since he had brought it up so seriously, there must be something truly strange that he found difficult to express. She would need to pay close attention when the time came.

“After we pay our respects to the Chang family, your mother and I will take you to Yi Pin Pavilion for roasted pigeon. Then we’ll go to Ning Family Castle to see your grandmother,” Cai Pingchun looked at his daughter affectionately, “and Han too.”

“Studying martial arts like this, three days fishing and two days mending nets, Master won’t be happy,” Cai Zhao said with a grin.

“Then we’ll invite your master to join us for roasted pigeon and to visit your grandmother. Your grandmother has always praised him for being honest and kind,” Cai Pingchun replied.

“Hahaha, Father, you’re so mischievous! That year, when Mother had just escaped from Xuankong Temple, Grandmother still wanted her to become a nun. Mother made up a story about already having a sweetheart. Since Aunt had already revealed her identity as a woman, Mother had no choice but to use Master as a prop to convince Grandmother. Who knew Master couldn’t lie? In less than the time it takes to drink a cup of tea, he had sold Mother out completely! Hahaha… Since then, Mother has held a grudge against Master.” Cai Zhao clutched her stomach, laughing heartily.

Recalling the past, Cai Pingchun couldn’t help but smile.

However, what his daughter didn’t know was that the grudge between Ning Feng and Qi Yunke had started much earlier than this incident.

These two – one being Cai Pingxiu’s most beloved sister, the other her most trusted sworn brother – had their issues. The former worried the latter would compete for Cai Pingxiu’s affection, while the latter couldn’t understand why Cai Pingxiu tolerated such a willful and capricious girl.

Later, as the situation grew more perilous, Cai Pingxiu had to hide Ning Feng to protect her, spending more time fighting alongside Qi Yunke. To this day, Ning Feng still cries with anger when she thinks about it, deeply regretting her lack of skill to help and resenting Qi Yunke for allowing Cai Pingxiu to ascend Tushan alone, despite his ability to assist.

In the carriage on their journey, Ning Feng continued to worry: “Zhaozao’s luck is a bit poor. I entered the jianghu and immediately met your father, enduring all sorts of hardships throughout my life. As for me, I met Sister Pingxiu as soon as I entered the jianghu, which wasn’t necessary either. But Zhaozao is so unlucky, encountering an evil cult member waiting in ambush on Mount Jiuli as soon as she left home…”

Cai Pingchun’s lips moved slightly, “Zhaozao isn’t a rabbit.”

“Don’t change the subject,” Ning Feng continued. “It’s your fault. If you and Qi Yunke hadn’t insisted that the scoundrel was the Chang family’s orphan, Zhaozao wouldn’t have treated him like one of our own. Now all the misfortune has fallen on one person. Is there any justice in this world?!”

Cai Pingchun also grew worried at these words and couldn’t help but ask, “Was it too late to send her out as an apprentice?”

…

“It’s because they sent their daughter to Qingque Sect too late that I’m in such pain now!” Song Shijun complained incessantly while directing servants to pack for the return journey.

“How would coming to Qingque Sect a few years earlier have changed anything? What exactly is Father lamenting?” Song Yuzhi stood nearby, his eyebrows slightly raised, looking cold and quiet.

Song Shijun dismissed the servants with a wave of his hand. Lowering his voice, he turned to his son and asked, “Yuzhi, be honest with me. What’s going on between you and Lingbo? During your recovery, she’s only visited once or twice, barely uttering a word. Have you two had a falling out? Are you considering breaking off the engagement? If so, tell me immediately. I’ll handle it swiftly and elegantly, ensuring no one in the world will gossip!”

“Father,” Song Yuzhi’s eyes showed disapproval.

“Alright, alright. I’ll drop it. You can handle Lingbo’s matter yourself,” Song Shijun said, flapping his wide sleeves. “You two have never gotten along, quarreling even over a simple snack. I knew from the start it wasn’t a good match, but your mother and sister insisted on the arrangement. Sigh, a forced melon will never be sweet. A couple can’t live like this—I’ve noticed you get along quite well with the Cai family’s girl!”

“Father?” Song Yuzhi questioned, unsure of his father’s intentions.

Song Shijun paced the room, unable to contain his excitement. “When I first learned of that girl’s birth, I had this thought. Three years ago, when Cai Pingxiu passed away, I secretly hoped they would send their daughter to Qingque Sect soon. Who knew it would take three years? It nearly drove me mad!”

“Cai Zhao has only been at Qingque Sect for a few months, yet she was willing to face danger with you in the evil cult. This shows she has extraordinary feelings for you. If she had come to Qingque Sect three years ago and you two had spent day and night together as fellow disciples, wouldn’t that have been even more extraordinary?” Song Shijun winked at his son, his tone eager.

“Father!” Song Yuzhi’s forehead vein throbbed violently.

“Alright, alright. I’ll stop,” Song Shijun knew when to quit. He continued wistfully, “Ah Yuzhi, you never saw Cai Pingxiu’s glory days. That year, she wanted to celebrate Ning Feng’s fifteenth birthday in the famous flower sea of Yu City—you know Yu City, right? That’s the evil cult’s southern stronghold!”

“Then Cai Pingxiu casually wrote ten large characters: ‘Cai Pingxiu will visit here in three days’ and had someone post it on the city wall. Haha, the evil cult’s nest in Yu City was in an uproar, but what could they do? Within three days, the cult members had evacuated completely, not daring to leave a single person behind. Ning Feng held feasts and toured the city, frolicking for a full seven or eight days. Only after they left did the evil cult dare to sneak back—now that’s a life worth living, to have such magnificent prestige!”

Seeing his father’s expression of longing admiration, Song Yuzhi sighed, “Father…”

“Okay, okay. I’ve said my piece. Yuzhi, you need to be smart about this. Sigh, if it weren’t for your second brother causing trouble recently, I’d want to stay a few more days. Maozhi’s temper is too hot; how can he expect to become the leader of the Six Sects in a single day? Xiuzhi can’t control Maozhi either, so I’d better hurry back.”

Song Shijun flapped his sleeves and strode out the door, grinning as he said, “Brother Yunke, let’s skip the farewell feast. If I get drunk again, I’ll have to stay another day…”

On the way down the mountain, Song Shijun suddenly grew worried. He beckoned Pang Xiongxin to his sedan chair and said, “Sixth junior brother, why don’t you stay in Qingque Town to give Yuzhi some advice?”

Pang Xiongxin smiled, “What’s the matter, Sect Leader? The third young master has been mature beyond his years since childhood. He’s more level-headed than you when it comes to decision-making.” Having grown up in Guangtian Gate, Pang Xiongxin was very close to the Song family.

Song Shijun sighed, “Even expert swimmers can drown. I’m afraid Yuzhi is too calculating and might ruin things.”

“What do you mean, Sect Leader?”

Song Shijun explained, “For a strong-willed child like Cai Zhao, when it comes to marriage, she needs either someone like her parents who are deeply in love and entrust their lives to each other or someone like Zhou Zhizhen’s foolish son who she can control—Yuzhi is neither here nor there.”

“So if Yuzhi truly has feelings for the Cai girl, he has two options now. He can either break off his engagement with Lingbo immediately and then wholeheartedly devote himself to Cai Zhao; or he can be upfront with both sets of parents and show his sincerity.”

“As long as Cai Pingchun and Ning Feng aren’t blind, they’ll see that my Yuzhi is a hundred times better than the Zhou boy. With a strong wife and a weak husband, how long can that marriage last? I think the girl is quite filial. If her parents approve and she’s not deeply in love with the Zhou boy or disgusted by Yuzhi, the marriage will naturally happen.”

“Alas, Yuzhi refuses to take either path.”

Pang Xiongxin quickly asked, “Why is that?”

Song Shijun’s expression turned somber, “Maintaining composure, keeping his cards close to his chest, neither rushing nor dawdling, waiting for things to naturally fall into place—that’s what Yuzhi’s mother taught him.”

“That does sound like Madam’s style, but isn’t it the right approach?” Pang Xiongxin nodded repeatedly. “Miss Cai’s engagement happened too early. She hasn’t thought everything through, so there’s still time for changes.”

Song Shijun shook his head, saying nothing more.

Back on Mount Jiuli, in Chuitian Hollow, Song Yuzhi gazed out the window.

A servant boy brought tea, smiling as he said, “The Sect Leader is worried about you, young master. He’s turned back three times after taking one step.”

Song Yuzhi smiled faintly, “Father is overthinking things.”

He closed the scroll in his hand. “Take these excerpts to Chunling Pavilion and deliver them personally to junior sister Zhaozao.”

The servant boy accepted the task and left.

The handsome, tall young man stood by the door. Brilliant sunlight filtered through the treetops, falling on his proud, sharp features, dazzlingly bright.

He watched the servant boy leave, a faint smile playing at the corners of his mouth.

In the scroll, he had personally copied some tales from the jianghu, including stories of killing, betrayal, estranged couples, feuding fellow disciples, and even family members slaughtering each other.

For the first fifteen years of her life, Cai Zhao only knew the jianghu as described by Cai Pingxiu, along with a bunch of romantic stories and dramatic plays.

He would gradually show her the other side—the petty, calculating world of the jianghu—through these excerpts.

It was no secret that Zhou Yuzhi’s martial arts skills and talents were unremarkable.

According to Peiqiong Manor’s rules, he might not necessarily become the next manor lord. This meant that all of this generation’s Zhou family descendants had a chance to compete for the position. However, this mediocre Young Master Zhou had a formidable fiancée.

Although this fiancée hadn’t been well-known in the jianghu before, word of her single-handedly breaking through the heavy siege at Wanshui Qianshan Cliff was spreading. Many people now knew that the Cai family had produced another extraordinary woman.

Song Yuzhi had seen most of the Zhou family descendants. Without belittling them, he knew that as long as Cai Zhao wasn’t excessively lazy, none of them would be her match in three years.

Thus, an awkward situation arose.

If Zhou Yuxi relied solely on his abilities, he couldn’t succeed as a manor lord; but with Cai Zhao’s help, he could.

Cai Zhao would help.

Consequently, the future Mrs. Zhou, the young manor lord’s wife, would face three conflicts:

Firstly, there would be rumors that the young manor lord was incompetent and only gained his position through his wife (although this was true);

Secondly, among the Zhou family descendants who originally had a chance to compete for the position, even if some accepted it graciously, others would certainly resent it;

Thirdly, in the future, who would truly be in charge of Peiqiong Manor? If it were Zhou Yuxi, some would object; if it were Cai Zhao, others would still object.

As time passed, how could the Zhou family remain harmonious under these three conflicts? How could the couple stay happy? To maintain peace, Cai Zhao would inevitably have to compromise and yield.

Song Yuzhi looked up at a line of geese flying high in the sky. His cold, profound features broke into a delightful smile, like a phoenix soaring ninety thousand miles. The maidservants passing by the corridor all blushed at the sight.

Just like him and Qi Lingbo, Cai Zhao and Zhou Yuxi weren’t a good match either.

Zhaozao was intelligent; she would figure it out.

If she hadn’t thought about it before, he would gradually point it out to her.

Zhaozao would slowly realize that in the vast world, among the Northern Chen Six Sects, only the two of them were truly suitable for each other.

Water flows downhill, wind blows where it will, winter gives way to spring, ice melts, and snow thaws—nothing in the world is more natural than this.

As long as one follows the natural course of things, what in the world cannot be accomplished?

Outside Qingque Town.

Pang Xiongxin was still trying to persuade Song Shijun: “I witnessed Miss Cai’s solitary charge into Wanshui Qianshan Cliff that night. She was indeed like a fierce fire and a soaring hawk! But let’s be honest, before the third young master was injured, he was still slightly superior to Miss Cai. Looking at it this way, is there anyone more suitable for our third young master among the Northern Chen Six Sects? Sect Leader, you needn’t worry. I think this match can work out.”

After offering this clumsy advice, the burly man slipped away.

Song Shijun remained alone in his sedan chair, sighing deeply. Having navigated the complexities of human relationships for many years, he knew well that matters of the heart often defied logic.

What would it take for his son to understand that relationships couldn’t be calculated so meticulously?

Because, in this world, there are always people who like to make things difficult for themselves.
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The gentle April breeze softly caressed the air, making people feel relaxed and drowsy.

After weathering the major crisis of a false sect leader and the evil cult’s invasion, the Qingque Sect finally regained its former peace and tranquility. On the training ground, the morning sun blazed brightly as the air filled with excited voices. Song Yuzhi, with shoulders lowered and energy focused, moved with agile grace. As his sword struck, rocks shattered and dust billowed, eliciting thunderous cheers from the disciples.

This dangerous venture into the evil cult’s territory could be considered a great success. Song and Cai had “coincidentally” obtained a treasure and managed to escape unscathed from the turbulent evil cult. Upon their return, Song Yuzhi even regained his former strength, delighting Qi Yunke so much that he ate an extra bowl of rice. For any sect, the careful nurturing of a direct disciple for ten years was an extraordinary investment.

With heaven’s blessing and joyous events, one would expect a celebration. However, the disciples strangely sensed an incongruity hanging over Wanshui Qianshan Cliff—the usually smiling and amiable junior sister Cai had suddenly changed her temperament.

The first to cross her path was the fourth senior brother Ding Zhuo.

As the one who had been stood up for the second time, Young Master Ding felt justified in his irritation. At a small gathering of fellow disciples organized by Zeng Lou, he made a snide remark to Cai Zhao, implying that he must indeed be a nobody since he was always forgotten so thoroughly.

He had expected little Miss Cai to apologize as usual, with a smile and a small fist bump, before they set another date to spar. Instead, this time she wordlessly put down her chopsticks, coldly grabbed Ding Zhuo’s sleeve, and dragged him back to his residence. She then had someone guard the courtyard gate, allowing no one to enter.

About two or three incense sticks’ time later, Cai Zhao emerged with an expressionless face, her long moon-white dress swishing with an air that brooked no familial sentiment. No one dared approach to inquire. Ding Zhuo remained secluded in his room for a full three days. When he finally reappeared, he was shrouded in melancholy, his usual arrogance reduced by half.

Though no one knew exactly what had transpired in Pozhu Pavilion, disciples who had peeked over the wall reported hearing constant clanging of swords. The servants who cleaned up afterward said the floor was littered with broken sword fragments, suggesting the two had fought fiercely, possibly more than once.

No one knew the outcome of the duel, nor did anyone dare to ask. They only knew that when Cai Zhao pushed open the door to leave, she coldly told the fallen Ding Zhuo, “Are martial arts meant to be a show for others? In a life-or-death battle, who will wait for you to bathe and burn incense, or ask if you have a toothache or overate? If the fourth senior brother keeps putting on airs like this, you’ll be stuck in your little world forever!”

The positive outcome of this incident was that Ding Zhuo began actively participating in sparring matches with fellow disciples and expressed to Qi Yunke his desire to gain experience outside the sect. The downside was that there was no one more senior brother to “motivate” the disciples.

The second person to cross Cai Zhao’s path was Song Yuzhi.

In truth, Song Yuzhi had no interest in the outcome of the closed-door match at Pozhu Pavilion. He was merely looking for an excuse to visit Chunling Cottage.

“How did the match between junior sister Zhaozao and fourth junior brother go that day?” Song Yuzhi inquired formally.

Cai Zhao looked surprised. “We fought side by side in Youming Huangdao for days. Surely you must know.”

Of course, Song Yuzhi knew.

Cai Zhao had always been slightly superior to Ding Zhuo, but she had only trained in Luoying Valley before. It wasn’t until the evil cult invaded Wanshui Qianshan Cliff that she had a chance to gain real combat experience. However, that incident was brief, and with Li Wenxun and others standing by, she was confident her life wasn’t in danger. It couldn’t compare to this recent life-and-death struggle in Youming Huangdao.

The evil cult members didn’t fight with honor, and during their days of danger, Cai Zhao experienced all kinds of overt and covert attacks, naturally accelerating her martial arts progress. By Song Yuzhi’s estimation, before going to Youming Huangdao, Cai Zhao could defeat Ding Zhuo within 170 to 180 moves. After returning, she could probably take him down in about 100 moves.

Song Yuzhi, not being skilled in conversation, finally asked directly, “How many moves?”

Cai Zhao replied, “Seventy-eight moves.”

“That fast?” Song Yuzhi was somewhat surprised.

“I drew my Yanyang Blade. Fourth senior brother cherishes his ‘Changkong’ sword too much and didn’t dare to clash with me head-on,” Cai Zhao shrugged.

Song Yuzhi commented, “It was just a friendly match between fellow disciples. Was it necessary to draw the Yanyang Blade?”

“I did it for fourth senior brother’s good. He’s too particular, which will cost him in real battles.”

With that, the conversation ended.

Even the proud and aloof Song Yuzhi sensed that his junior sister wasn’t in the mood to chat. In the past, the smiling young girl would have prattled on about everything from storybooks to new kitchen recipes.

Song Yuzhi had to find another topic: “Have you read all the scrolls I sent you?”

“Yes, I’ve read them all. They’re quite good, even more exciting than storybooks. Do you have any more new ones, third senior brother?”

“…” Song Yuzhi paused. “Does junior sister have nothing else to say to me?”

Cai Zhao stood up. “I do. Come with me, senior brother.”

She tugged Song Yuzhi’s sleeve and led him outside, through corridors and flower beds, to a pavilion in the back garden of Chunling Cottage. A long bamboo tube was mounted on the pavilion.

Cai Zhao stood on tiptoes and peered into the distance. “I knew it. They would come at this time.”

The pavilion’s elevated position offered a view of two people talking in hushed tones in a nearby thicket below. It was Qi Lingbo and Dai Fengchi. They could only see the tops of their heads but couldn’t hear their conversation.

Cai Zhao pushed Song Yuzhi towards the bamboo tube, gesturing for him to lean in and listen. Somehow, the tube was set up to transmit Qi Lingbo and Dai Fengchi’s voices.

“…Didn’t I tell you yesterday to eat more, second senior brother? You look even thinner today,” came Qi Lingbo’s voice.

Dai Fengchi sighed but said nothing.

“Why did we have to come here to talk? Second senior brother, why haven’t you come to visit me at Xianyu Linglong Residence?”

“My current situation is awkward. I don’t want to implicate you.”

“You were deceived into helping that impostor. It’s not like you intentionally aided the enemy. I’ve explained it to Father, and he said he doesn’t blame you at all.”

“Master is kind and generous; of course, he wouldn’t blame me. But how will our fellow disciples view me? Even the third junior brother could sense something was off about the impostor, yet I noticed nothing.”

“Third senior brother grew up with Father. When it comes to understanding Father, even I, his daughter, can’t compare, let alone you who grew up with Mother. Please don’t blame yourself, second senior brother. It pains me to see you like this.”

“Lingbo, I understand your intentions, but it’s better if we keep our distance from now on. We’re grown up now, not like when we were children. If you’re too close to me, the third junior brother won’t be happy.”

“Won’t be happy? Hmph! My third senior brother has never cared about me. Even if I die someday, he’d probably be the last to know!”

“Don’t say such things, junior sister. After all, you two are… Sigh… I owe Master’s wife a great debt for raising me. I can’t harm you. Though my martial skills are poor, if you command it, I’ll face a thousand cuts! If I break this oath, may heaven and earth destroy me! Ah but we should still interact less in the future!”

After a long pause, Qi Lingbo said, “Second senior brother, lately Mother often tells me to think carefully about marriage.”

“Why would Master’s wife bring up such a topic?”

Qi Lingbo continued, “Mother says that married life is like drinking water—only you know if it’s hot or cold. She wants me to consider carefully whether endless honor and power can truly compensate for a cold and lonely life.”

“Master’s wife… said that?” Dai Fengchi’s voice trembled. “Junior sister, I… Hey, wait for me, junior sister! Wait for me…”

The sound of footsteps faded as the two walked away.

Song Yuzhi put down the bamboo tube and looked at Cai Zhao.

Cai Zhao looked back at him.

They stared at each other for a long while until Song Yuzhi finally spoke, “Did you make this bamboo tube?”

Cai Zhao replied, “After seeing them talking there for the first time, I cut down a bamboo stalk overnight to make this. The distance is just right. Any further and the sound wouldn’t carry.”

“Eavesdropping on others is wrong.”

“Oh.”

They stared at each other again.

After a moment, Song Yuzhi conceded once more: “Why did you want me to hear this?”

“No particular reason. What do you think, third senior brother?”

Song Yuzhi pondered for a moment, “My engagement to Lingbo…”

“You don’t need to explain, third senior brother.” Cai Zhao turned to leave, waving her hand casually behind her. “I’ve always loved eavesdropping since I was little, but I don’t like listening to explanations.”

From then on, Song Yuzhi joined the ranks of those who were unhappy in the sect.

The third group to cross Cai Zhao’s path was a collective one.

The situation on Wanshui Qianshan Cliff had become quite delicate. The relationships between Song and Cai, Song and Qi, Qi and Dai had become intricate and complex. With hundreds of disciples in the sect, gossip was inevitable. The kinder ones merely exchanged knowing glances and laughed, while the cruder ones indulged in vulgar talk.

However, for some reason, after they finished their jovial discussions, they would often turn to find little junior sister Cai crouching nearby, smiling sweetly, having listened for who knows how long. When she stood up, dusting off her skirt, she would “seek guidance” from her fellow disciples.

They couldn’t refuse, and even if they did, she would fight them anyway. After being beaten up without explanation, they would hobble back together, bruised and swollen, aching for days.

If they had been gossiping about her, the beating might have been understandable. But frustratingly, even when they were just discussing innocent topics like the elderly romance between the widowed third aunt from the kitchen and the flower-growing fifth uncle from the back mountain, they would still get beaten up.

If you knelt and begged for mercy, she would beat you for lacking backbone as a disciple of the Northern Chen’s premier sect.

If you lay down and accepted your fate saying “Just hit me,” she would beat you, claiming she’d never heard of such a request being granted.

If you had just been beaten the day before, she would say, “After three days, one should look at a person with fresh eyes. Let junior sister see if today’s senior brother is stronger than yesterday’s,” and then proceed to beat you again in an endless cycle.

When everyone cried out to Elder Zeng Lou, Cai Zhao would claim it was all “sparring.” How could sparring between fellow disciples be harmful? Everyone had misunderstood, she’d say, leaving Elder Zeng Lou at a loss for words.

When they tearfully reported to Song Yuzhi, he would grimly beat the disciples again, calling it “preventive measures.”

After this chaotic period, the Qingque Sect suddenly became extremely quiet. The disciples only focused on their training, no longer daring to gossip. Cai Zhao found herself without sparring partners, feeling as lonely as snow.

One day, as she wandered around the mountain, she unknowingly strolled to the stele forest on the back mountain. There, she found Elder Li Wenxun standing in the middle, staring blankly up at the towering stone steles.

This stele forest was built against the mountain, surrounded by wild grass and desolate cold. The damp and gloomy atmosphere was punctuated by ghostly winds howling through the area.

Given such inauspicious feng shui, the steles naturally didn’t record heroic deeds. Instead, they chronicled the evil acts of Qingque Sect’s villainous disciples throughout history: those who betrayed their masters, secretly harmed fellow disciples, practiced evil techniques, betrayed the sect, and of course, those who colluded with the evil cult…

Cai Zhao quickly cupped her hands in greeting: “Elder Li.”

Li Wenxun grunted, pointing to one of the blank stone tablets. “Shall we engrave Qiu Renjie’s story here?”

Cai Zhao froze, finally grasping his meaning.

“Qiu Renjie betrayed our sect, colluded with the evil cult, and plotted against the master,” Li Wenxun declared. “He should have been dismembered before all disciples. Allowing him to take his own life was too lenient.”

Recalling that this Elder Li also oversaw the sect’s disciplinary matters, Cai Zhao involuntarily shrank back.

Li Wenxun continued, “The criminal’s body is abandoned in the wilderness, his misdeeds exposed to the world. Meanwhile, the spirits of martyrs and heroes are enshrined in the Twilight Palace. This is how good and evil are repaid!” He turned to Cai Zhao. “Zhao-Zhao, though you’re only nominally part of the sect, always remember our rules.”

Sweat beaded on Cai Zhao’s forehead as she hastily agreed.

After this unexpected admonition, she returned dejectedly to Chunling Cottage. There, she resumed her peaceful days of practicing martial arts, fishing, reading novels, and occasionally “sparring” with fellow disciples.

Gradually, she seemed to forget about that peculiar, sarcastic person who used to give her headaches.

Time flowed swiftly, and a month passed. The day to pay respects to the Changs approached.

As tradition dictated, six of Qi Yunke’s seven direct disciples were sent ahead to the Chang family fortress to prepare for the memorial ceremony. Only the eldest disciple, Zeng Dalou, remained to manage sect affairs.

On the day of departure, led by Dai Fengchi, the six disciples and over a dozen skilled inner and outer disciples bid farewell to Qi Yunke and set off down the mountain.

The Chang family mansion originally stood in a small town at the foot of Wuan Mountain, where they were a prominent local clan. To escape Nie Hengcheng’s murderous rampage, Chang Hao built a hidden fortress in the mountains and moved his entire family there.

Since Taichu Temple wasn’t far from Wuan Mountain, the Qingque Sect disciples first sent their calling cards to pay respects to the current master, Wang Yuanjing, upon arriving.

After the tragedy of Wu Yuanying, Taichu Temple lost face in the martial arts world. Whenever they appeared in public, they faced open mockery or pitying remarks about Wu Yuanying’s heroic past, or curses about Qiu Yuanfeng’s shamelessness, leaving Taichu disciples deeply embarrassed.

After Wang Yuanjing became the new master, he decided to keep a low profile and wait for the controversy to blow over.

When Dai Fengchi’s calling card arrived, Wang Yuanjing was in the middle of refining pills and couldn’t leave. He instructed his renowned disciple to guide the Qingque Sect up Wuan Mountain. Li Yuanmin, the youngest of the Yuan generation, eagerly accompanied them.

While Wuan Mountain was accessible to all, the Chang family fortress had remained hidden for a decade. Searching the vast mountain inch by inch would have been like finding a needle in a haystack.

However, since the protective formation around the Chang fortress had been broken, the path was now clearly visible.

Guided by the Taichu disciple, the group found the burnt ruins of the Chang family fortress in a mountain valley.

By then, dusk had fallen. In the fading light, scattered debris told the story of the once-prosperous Chang clan of Wuan, now destroyed.

Li Yuanmin sighed, “This place was wrecked beyond recognition by those evil cult villains. They set it ablaze, and it burned for days until nothing remained. Later, we gathered what charred remains we could and buried them in the cemetery behind the mountain.”

Though Dai Fengchi’s cultivation was average, his social skills were commendable. He immediately praised Taichu Temple’s benevolence, restoring some face to the embarrassed Taichu disciples.

After an exchange of flattery, disciples from both sects headed to the mountain cemetery where the Chang clan members were buried and where Chang Hao’s ashes would soon be interred. As they rounded the mountain face, they saw a group of armed individuals standing silently before the bare graves and tombstones, their expressions respectful.

Among this ghostly crowd stood a tall, slender youth in a dark robe.

Pale moonlight spilled over the mountain’s edge, casting long shadows through the sparse stone forest and across the desolate graveyard. The youth stood backlit, his face deep-set and beautiful, cold and imposing.

He looked at the large group with slight surprise, then his gaze pierced through the crowd, landing directly on a spot behind Song Yu.

Cai Zhao’s mouth throbbed violently, and she quickly lowered her head.
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This unexpected encounter left both sides momentarily stunned.

On the North Star side, except for Cai Zhao and Song Yuzi, no one had seen Mu Qingyan’s true face before. Qi Lingbo even curiously stared at the handsome youth opposite them. Cai Zhao inwardly cursed her bad luck and quickly lowered her head.

Sharp-eyed Song Yuzi recognized a few familiar faces on the other side but didn’t know how to respond.

On the other side, due to someone’s heavy-handed methods, Yu Guanyue and the others, despite their surprise, didn’t show any reaction.

After a brief standoff, Li Yuanmin, who was seven or eight years older than the rest, stepped forward and cupped his hands in greeting. “This is the late Hero Chang’s fortress. May I ask who you are and why you’re here?”

Mu Qingyan’s gaze swept over Song Yuzi again before he replied coolly, “I am Li Mu Qingyan.”

At those last three words, the North Star group collectively gasped.

As two-hundred-year enemies, both sides naturally kept a close watch on each other’s movements.

Months ago, dramatic changes in the Hanhai Mountain Range led to a shift in power. While the North Star Six Sects might not have known the details, they were aware that the Nie family’s decades-long reign had finally crumbled. The demonic sect’s leadership had reverted to the Mu family, specifically to Mu Qingyan.

“You’re the new Demon Master?!” Li Yuanmin’s pupils constricted as he reached for his sword.

Dai Fengchi and the others also placed their hands on their sword hilts. Only Song Yuzi and Cai Zhao reacted a beat later, exchanging glances before feigning vigilance.

Though they were sworn enemies, the level of hostility varied among the sects.

The Qingque Sect disciples were on guard but not eager to start a fight, given the fifteen years of peace.

However, the Taichu Temple disciples, still bearing the blood debt of Wu Yuanying, drew their swords. Li Yuanmin, particularly enraged, thrust his sword forward without hesitation.

Mu Qingyan remained still, his long sleeves billowing with layers of energy. Li Yuanmin felt a powerful force like a tidal wave crash into him, momentarily suffocating him. His wrist went numb, and his sword flew from his hand into the air.

Yu Guanyue and Shangguan Haonan stepped forward from either side, striking out with several palms. The four disciples beside Li Yuanmin were knocked to the ground, their swords slipping from their grasp. In the pale moonlight, five swords fell from the air, embedding themselves in the wild grass at the edge of the graveyard.

Mu Qingyan withdrew his palm back into his sleeve, discreetly glancing again at the delicate figure half-hidden behind Song Yuzi.

She seemed to have grown taller recently, her figure graceful with a slender waist. Her clear eyes were like bright pearls in a lake, captivating when she looked around. The girl was gradually leaving behind her childish features, blossoming like a magnolia bud, lush and beautifully delicate.

Originally, Dai Fengchi and Ding Zhuo had intended to draw their swords and step forward. However, seeing the five Taichu Temple disciples defeated in a single move, they hesitated—putting it nobly, suffering a personal setback was minor, but losing face for the Qingque Sect would be a major disgrace.

Shangguan Haonan stood at the front, puffing out his chest, and shouted, “Our Master is here today only to pay respects to the deceased. We don’t wish to cause trouble, so don’t bring problems upon yourselves.”

Yu Guanyue laughed, “Wu Yuanying was harmed by the Nie family uncle and nephew. Our Master had nothing to do with it. If your Taichu Temple truly seeks revenge, why not help our Master hunt down the Nie family’s remaining followers scattered throughout the martial world?”

Rubbing his wrist, Li Yuanmin asked suspiciously, “Deceased? What connection does the Chang family have to you?”

As everyone stood in confused speculation, the observant Fan Xingjia noticed something about Mu Qingyan’s voice and posture. He lowered his head and whispered, “Sister Zhao, doesn’t this person look like… like that fake Chang Ning?”

Before Cai Zhao could answer, Qi Lingbo, who had also overheard, exclaimed, “What did you say? This person is that impostor Chang Ning!”

At these words, the Taichu Temple disciples looked bewildered, but the Qingque Sect disciples immediately began to stir.

Dai Fengchi, who should have spoken up, recalled the embarrassing incident when he was thoroughly beaten by the ‘fake Chang Ning.’ His face reddened, and instead of stepping forward to question, he slowly took half a step back. Song Yuzi glanced at Cai Zhao, hesitating to move forward.

With the second and third-in-command holding back, Ding Zhuo had to step forward and ask, “Are you the one who previously impersonated Chang Ning in our sect?”

All eyes turned to the opposite side at this question.

“I am,” Mu Qingyan admitted straightforwardly, though his expression remained listless. “What does Young Master Ding wish to say?”

Ding Zhuo, of course, had nothing specific to say. Having devoted himself to martial arts since childhood, he was quite inept at social niceties and didn’t know how to continue after asking the question.

Qi Lingbo bit her lip, unable to reconcile the image of the miserable youth with a face full of sores who had come seeking refuge with the imposing, elegant, and exceptionally handsome Demon Master before her.

Fan Xingjia’s mouth gaped open. “It is him. I can’t believe he’s now the Demon Master…” His tone carried a sense of shock as if an old potato-digging companion had suddenly risen to great heights.

As he spoke, most of the Qingque Sect disciples’ gazes fell on Cai Zhao.

Back then, in the sect, the fake Chang Ning had been closest to Cai Zhao—if not the closest, then certainly second to none.

Knowing she couldn’t avoid it any longer, Cai Zhao steeled herself and stepped forward, loudly saying, “So it’s Master Mu here. What a pleasure to meet you…” She managed fourteen words before being interrupted by a short, derisive chuckle.

In the cold wind and moonlight, with the mountain valley silent, everyone heard clearly that the cold laugh came from Mu Qingyan.

Mu Qingyan tilted his head slightly. “Don’t you find this amusing?”

Yu Guanyue, always the quickest to react, immediately said, “Your subordinate finds it extremely funny, haha, hahaha…”

Led by him, Shangguan Haonan and the others also burst into laughter. Their guffaws filled the mountaintop, effectively ending young Miss Cai’s attempt at a dignified greeting. Her face turned bright red, inwardly seething with anger, wishing she could rush forward and beat these demonic miscreants soundly.

However, she bravely held herself back.

Song Yuzi, who had been unsure how to approach Mu Qingyan, caught on to Cai Zhao’s intent when she spoke. He also pretended not to recognize him, saying, “My junior sister spoke politely. Why do you noble gentlemen laugh so mockingly? Master Mu, though you may have more people and strength on your side, we North Star disciples are not afraid to fight!”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes darkened. In his heart, he hated Song Yuzi the most.

Little Cai Zhao’s act of not recognizing him still held some charm, but this Song fellow was like putting a big onion in a pig’s nose—completely unconvincing. He only regretted that when he destroyed the Nie family, his mind had been in turmoil and his hands full with countless matters. Otherwise, he would never have allowed this Song to leave the Hanhai Mountains unscathed!

“I’ve heard that Young Master Song is exceptionally talented, with astounding cultivation. He’s said to be the most outstanding disciple among the North Star sects. Since we’ve met today, why don’t we have a friendly match…” Mu Qingyan’s eyes were full of intense malice. Even if he couldn’t kill Song Yuzi on the spot, he was determined to thoroughly humiliate him.

Song Yuzi showed no fear and immediately drew his sword. “If it’s a fight you want, then let’s fight. Master Mu, please.”

Before the two could engage, Cai Zhao pushed Song Yuzi aside. Standing with her hands on her hips like a small, round teapot, she shouted, “What match? What ‘please’? This is the Chang family’s ancestral grave, not a sparring ground. You can’t just prance around as you please! Master Mu, you might not fear disturbing the spirits of the Chang ancestors, but we North Star disciples certainly do!”

“These days, we’ve been following our elders’ instructions to prepare for the memorial service for the late Hero Chang’s spirit. Master Mu, if you’re here to pay respects today, we’ll take our leave. If you’ve finished paying respects, please leave this place, and we’ll each go our separate ways. Otherwise, there’s no need to talk about friendly matches—we might as well fight to the death right here!”

Li Yuanmin greatly appreciated these words. After his earlier impulsiveness, he realized that if they fought head-on, their group wouldn’t even be enough to fill the gaps in the demons’ teeth. Yet they couldn’t lose face in terms of showing strength. It was indeed a difficult situation. Cai Zhao’s words were bold but also subtly reminded Mu Qingyan of the Chang family’s kindness to him, leaving room for both sides to maneuver.

So he said, “Young Miss Cai is right. Our North Star and your sect are irreconcilable enemies. There’s no point in further discussion. Master Mu, do as you see fit!”

Mu Qingyan didn’t reply. He swept a cold, sinister gaze across them, gave a short, chilling laugh, then turned and left, with Yu Guanyue and the others following.

After the demonic group had completely departed, Li Yuanmin sighed in relief. He turned and cupped his hands, saying, “I’m supposed to be the elder, yet I’m not as brave or insightful as young Sister Zhao. Her words were appropriate. Ah I’m truly ashamed.”

Qi Lingbo bit her lip. “Were her words appropriate? I don’t think so. Seventh Sister was too weak just now. I see they only have about ten people, while we have dozens. Why should we fear them!”

Cai Zhao knew Qi Lingbo’s personality was like this. She wasn’t necessarily malicious, but she couldn’t stand seeing a girl her age outshine her. From their first meeting, she had been jealous that Cai Zhao’s looks and family background were no less than her own. She was even more jealous that Cai Zhao was more favored by Qi Yunke, and then jealous that the ‘Chang Ning’ that even wild dogs would despise got along so well with her. Now, hearing Li Yuanmin praise Cai Zhao, her old habit flared up again.

However, times had changed, and little Miss Cai’s temper had also grown foul. She immediately retorted, “Well, I can’t beat that Mu fellow. Sister Lingbo, if you’re not just all talk, why don’t you go ahead and fight him yourself!”

“You…!” Qi Lingbo was furious.

Cai Zhao didn’t coddle her at all: “My aunt once said, when sending others to charge into battle and risk their lives, those who shout ‘Follow me!’ are true heroes, while those who shout ‘Go for me!’ are false brave ones. Sister Lingbo, you talk a good game, but when it comes to real fighting, wouldn’t you just hide behind us and let me and our senior brothers charge ahead!”

This was too harsh. Qi Lingbo was so angry she began to cry. “Back then in the sect, no one liked that fake Chang Ning except you. No wonder you’re so fearless now, thinking the Demon Master won’t do anything to you. I don’t have your confidence. I’ll go fight the demons right now, even if I die out here, I won’t take your insults…”

Dai Fengchi felt sorry for her. He took out a handkerchief for Qi Lingbo while defending her: “Seventh Sister, where are your manners? Lingbo is still your senior. How can you speak to your senior sister like this!”

Song Yuzi stepped forward and said coolly, “If it weren’t for your constant bullying back then, Master wouldn’t have entrusted Zhao-Zhao to look after that fake Chang Ning. Now that things have come to this, what right do you have to complain? I think Sister Zhao-Zhao is completely right. You didn’t step up when it was dangerous, so there’s no need to act brave now that things have calmed down.”

Seeing her fiancé not defending her at all, Qi Lingbo cried even harder.

With this internal dispute in the Qingque Sect, Li Yuanmin didn’t feel it was his place to intervene. In the end, only Ding Zhuo, who usually didn’t like to meddle, and the timid Fan Xingjia tried to smooth things over—

“Senior brothers and sisters, please stop arguing. This is the Chang family’s burial ground!”

“If you keep arguing, I’ll tell Master when we get back.”

By the time they returned to Wuan City at the foot of the mountain, night had fallen deep. Li Yuanmin finally managed to have the city gates open, but all the shops were closed. He had the Qingque Sect disciples wait briefly in a teahouse while he led his disciples to find lodging.

Fan Xingjia, holding a cup of hot tea, came over to Cai Zhao: “Before, when Sister Lingbo caused trouble, didn’t you always just smile and let it pass? Why didn’t you give an inch today? It gave the Taichu Temple disciples something to laugh at.”

As he spoke, the nearby disciples, though not agreeing out loud, clearly shared this sentiment. Everyone knew Qi Lingbo had been willful and unreasonable for over a decade, and everyone had always tolerated it. Previously, Cai Zhao had never bothered to argue with her either. What could have been easily resolved with a smile before had turned into a spectacle for the Taichu Temple disciples to witness today, with Cai Zhao refusing to yield even an inch.

Cai Zhao glared at him: “Am I her mother? Why should I always give in to her? She’s even a year older than me!” Not wanting to say more, she announced, “I’m going for a walk to get some fresh air. I’ll be back later.”

Song Yuzi had just stood up to stop her when he saw the young girl turn and walk into the vast night. He remained standing, dazed.

The night deepened, the dew grew heavier, and not a sound of chickens or dogs could be heard. Cai Zhao stomped heavily on the bluestone-paved road, thinking that blood indeed ran thicker than water. No matter how amiable she was usually, she couldn’t match the weight Qi Lingbo, who had grown up in the sect, held in the hearts of the other disciples. If she didn’t argue once, she would be expected to never argue, which was truly infuriating.

Her chest felt tight, like a boiling pot with its lid tightly sealed, full of resentment as she walked forcefully.

Head down, she walked aimlessly for who knows how long before bumping into a familiar, solid chest—looking up, she saw a face clouded with dark emotions, ruining an otherwise handsome visage. Who else could it be but that troublesome demon?!

“You…” Cai Zhao’s anger flared, and she put her hands on her hips, ready to berate him.

But the demon seemed even angrier than her and beat her to it: “You’ve lost your conscience! How dare you show your face to me!”

Cai Zhao: ??

Cai Zhao was beyond furious. Without a word, she turned to leave.

Mu Qingyan stared at her retreating figure and shouted angrily, “If you dare walk away, I’ll go ‘spar’ with Song Yuzi right now!”

Cai Zhao spun around, almost jumping with rage: “What’s wrong with you, you demon!”

Mu Qingyan was so angry he laughed coldly: “Fine, fine, fine! If I don’t beat Song Yuzi to a pulp, I’ll change my surname!”

As he spoke, he turned to leave.

“Can’t we talk about this? Stop causing trouble for no reason!” Cai Zhao grabbed his arm with both hands, trying desperately to pull him back.

“I’m causing trouble for no reason?!” Mu Qingyan grabbed the girl’s shoulders, his pale face contorting with anger. “First, you pretend not to know me to my face. When I come to find you, swallowing my pride, you turn and walk away. Now, as soon as I mention Song Yuzi, you completely change your tune—are you trying to anger me?!”

“Look at yourself in a mirror! When did you ever swallow your pride? You came at me high and mighty like you were here to collect a debt!” Cai Zhao’s shoulders hurt, and she was almost spitting blood with rage.

Mu Qingyan shouted, “I am here to collect a debt! You owe me more than you can repay in a lifetime! I’m going to crush that Song fellow right now!”

Cai Zhao nearly fainted from anger. “Why are you going after Third Senior Brother to collect a debt from me? Do you think this makes any sense at all?!”

“So you admit you owe me?!”

“…I don’t!” This scoundrel!

Mu Qingyan narrowed his eyes, his tone dangerous: “Don’t try to fool me! For the past two months, all of the Qingque Sect have been talking about how Song Yuzi and Qi Lingbo’s relationship has cooled, and their marriage might not happen. And that old dog Song, he sent half a boat of lavish gifts to Luoying Valley on the way back, for no special occasion. Does he think I can’t guess what he’s up to?!”

“You sent spies to gather information about us?” Cai Zhao said, “Can’t you demons ever do anything upright?”

Mu Qingyan laughed coldly: “I might not be upright, but is Song Yuzi? He has ulterior motives but doesn’t dare to act openly, instead scheming in the shadows! If I don’t kill this scoundrel, I won’t be able to swallow this anger!” He turned to leave again.

Cai Zhao was grief-stricken. She forcefully shook off his arm and shouted, “Fine, go ahead! Kill Third Senior Brother, and then we’ll come for revenge against you. We can all die together and be done with it!”

Mu Qingyan turned back to see tears glistening in the girl’s eyes and exploded in frustration: “Why are you crying?! I’m the one who should be upset! You’re this heartbroken over me killing Song Yuzi?!”

Cai Zhao wiped her cheek, realizing her face was covered in tears.

She stood there, crying like a child: “If you kill or hurt Third Senior Brother, Qingque Sect and Guangtian Gate won’t let you off! Then the North Star Six Sects and your demon sect will fight again, killing until there are mountains of corpses and seas of blood. What am I supposed to do then?!”

Mu Qingyan’s heart ached. He pulled her into his arms, tightly hugging the soft body he had longed for day and night, his heart swelling with bitterness.

Cai Zhao pounded her fists against him. “You don’t know how I’ve been living these days. My parents, my master, and the elders from other sects keep hinting openly and subtly that I shouldn’t take a wrong step, as if I might turn to evil ways at any moment! You demon, it’s all your fault! What did I do wrong? It’s not like I sought you out! I’ve never felt so wrong in my entire life!”

“You scoundrel, you demon, you liar! Why did you come to the Qingque Sect? Couldn’t you have found some remote mountain to heal yourself? It would have been better if I’d never met you in this lifetime!”

Mu Qingyan had been letting her hit him, but hearing this last part, he became furious again. He grabbed the girl’s arm and pressed her against the wall, gritting his teeth: “Don’t dream on! If I had recovered and regained power on my own, I would have immediately attacked your North Star Six Sects to establish my authority, starting with destroying your Luoying Valley! Then I’d capture you and lock you up, and see who dares to fight me for you!”

Cai Zhao pushed him away forcefully, cursing: “You dare?!” She unclasped her waist dagger, and a flash of golden-red light sliced through the air. Even Mu Qingyan had to dodge its sharp edge.

Cai Zhao took the opportunity to slip into a small alley.

With her supreme lightness skill, Flower Crossing, she vanished in an instant, leaving no trace.
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When Cai Zhao returned to the teahouse, Li Yuanmin had already found lodging for the disciples at a familiar small inn. Reportedly, the innkeeper had once worked as a handyman at Taichu Temple.

Standing before this modest inn, Zong Yuzi watched Li Yuanmin enthusiastically welcome the Qingque Sect disciples and even help the attendants carry luggage. He frowned slightly and whispered, “I never expected Taichu Temple’s influence to have diminished so much that it can’t even command respect in Wu’an City, merely two days’ journey away.”

Whether it was the Qingque Sect or the Guangtian Gate, their disciples would typically be treated as honored guests in any city or town within thousands of miles of their sphere of influence. How had it come to this?

Cai Zhao smiled silently and replied calmly, “Third Senior Brother, you’ve misunderstood. Even if Taichu Temple has fallen on hard times, it would still command respect in Wu’an City. I think Uncle Li Yuanmin, though seemingly impulsive and energetic, is kind-hearted and doesn’t want to impose on others, especially disturbing civilians in the middle of the night.”

Song Yuzhi’s brow furrowed. “Where did you go earlier? You look like you’ve been in a fight.”

Lady Cai calmly smoothed her slightly disheveled hair and said, “I encountered a wild cat that insisted on fighting me for the right of way. In the end, I won it over with kindness.” Without waiting for Song Yuzhi to accept this far-fetched explanation, she walked straight into the inn.

After spending an uncomfortable night in the shabby, dimly lit inn, the exhausted group slept until noon.

Accustomed to comfort, Dai Fengchi and Qi Lingbo found it unbearable and clamored to change inns. Ding Zhuo and Fan Xingjia, rubbing their sore shoulders, silently agreed—they weren’t picky, but their bodies had grown accustomed to refined and comfortable accommodations.

Song Yuzhi was the first to notice Cai Zhao’s absence. Upon asking the inn attendant, he learned that she had left early in the morning, leaving word that she was revisiting the Chang family ruins and would return soon. Song Yuzhi glanced at the Qingque Sect disciples discussing where to move, then quietly slipped out of the inn.

After traversing the rugged mountain path through the silent, charred Chang family fortress, Song Yuzhi found Cai Zhao in the deserted graveyard behind the mountain.

Cai Zhao had been searching around the graveyard for an unknown length of time. Her clothes were wrinkled, and her face was pale.

This time, Song Yuzhi asked no questions. He silently spread oil paper on a flat rock and carefully arranged the food he had bought in town: a small pot of warm millet porridge, savory meat dumplings, and crisp pickled vegetables in sesame oil.

Having been raised in luxury, it was his first time serving someone else, and he fumbled, nearly spilling the porridge.

Cai Zhao, who had left on an empty stomach that morning, was famished. She rolled up her sleeves and began eating, laughing between bites, “I thought Third Senior Brother would scold me for going out alone. I didn’t expect you to be so understanding today.”

Song Yuzhi replied matter-of-factly, “I know that even if Xiaoxiao encountered the Devil Cult, she would be fine.”

Cai Zhao didn’t respond to this comment. Instead, she took a bite of the meat-topped dumpling and said, “I never thought Third Senior Brother would let me eat and drink next to a graveyard. I remember when we were on our way to Youming Huang, you wouldn’t even settle for a table with a wobbly leg.”

Song Yuzhi fell silent. “…I shouldn’t have only thought of myself without considering others. I was tired and hungry then, but I still insisted on finding a proper place to dine. It was truly inappropriate.”

Song Yuzhi, the third young master of Guangtian Gate, had been raised like a precious jade tree since childhood. His talents far surpassed his peers, and he was pampered from head to toe. Although his parents and master had high expectations for him, they always indulged his preferences in daily life. From a young age, others had always accommodated his habits; he never needed to consider anyone else’s preferences.

It wasn’t until he repeatedly encountered resistance from Cai Zhao that he gradually awakened to this realization.

From daily care to the matter of their engagement, he fell far short of Mu Qing’an. No wonder the girl had no attachment to him.

Compared to the conflicted pain and reluctance in her eyes when mentioning Mu Qing’an, her gaze toward him, even when smiling, was rational, clear, and devoid of any romantic notions.

Although Song Yuzhi had no experience in love, he knew this situation was far from ideal. Even if his late mother’s arrangements were flawless, emotions couldn’t be calculated logically. If Cai Zhao truly despised him, even the grandest plans would be useless.

He pressed his lips together and said, “After we set out today, I sent a pigeon to my father, asking him to request that our master cancel the engagement.”

Cai Zhao ignored this comment and continued eating.

Song Yuzhi looked around and asked, “Is there anything strange about the Chang family graveyard? Did Uncle Cai tell you something?”

Before Cai Zhao could answer, he added, “If it’s inconvenient for you to say, you don’t have to.”

Cai Zhao smiled, “There’s nothing I can’t say. Father said that when he came here to investigate the clues about the Chang family’s extinction, he felt something was amiss in the back mountain graveyard. I’ve been searching for half a day and found nothing. Perhaps Father was overthinking it.”

Song Yuzhi stood up and walked around in a circle.

The graveyard covered about half a mile, with tombstones arranged in rows according to the years of death, starting from the back.

Apart from the ancestral graves that couldn’t be moved, the earliest tombstones belonged to Chang Haosheng’s parents. They had already been old and weak when the Chang family fortress was built, and they passed away shortly after, being buried here.

Next was Chang Haosheng’s uncle, who died in the battle against Youming Huang. Beside him lay his wife, who died of illness a year later, and nearby were small tombstones for their two children who died young.

Further down were the graves of Chang Haosheng’s three older cousins.

In their early years, they had all been formidable figures roaming the jianghu. Having received kindness from the old Chang patriarch, they later retired to the Chang family. Chang Haosheng had addressed them as uncles since childhood.

Adjacent to these were several graves of Chang family servants and disciples who had died protecting the family.

The newest grave belonged to Chang Haosheng’s wife, Madam Xue.

Song Yuzhi observed and found no signs of excavation on any of the graves. They were all arranged according to generational order, and the tombstones were uniformly neat. He couldn’t see anything unusual.

“When the Devil Cult massacred the Chang family fortress, they focused on killing everyone and burning everything down. They didn’t bother with this graveyard, which is why it’s still intact,” Cai Zhao said, sipping her hot porridge. She sighed, “There are no leads now. Unless we dig up the graves, I don’t see how we’ll find anything strange.”

Song Yuzhi turned and said, “In that case, I’d better go down the mountain and inquire about the best bonesetter’s clinic.”

“What?” Cai Zhao asked, confused.

“If your father hears about this idea, he’ll break your legs. As your senior brother, I may not have many skills, but I can at least find you a good clinic.”

Cai Zhao laughed heartily, “Third Senior Brother, you’ve learned to joke too!”

Song Yuzhi sat across from her, remarking, “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen you laugh so freely, Junior Sister.”

Cai Zhao set down the porridge pot and sighed softly, “Why do people have to grow up? Growing up brings so many worries.”

Song Yuzhi looked puzzled. “On our way to Youming Huang, we passed a shop. I remember you saying that no matter how well you hid your romance novels as a child, your mother always found and confiscated them, which troubled you greatly.”

Cai Zhao burst into laughter, her voice as clear and joyful as a child’s. “I never imagined that someone as stiff and dull as Third Senior Brother would recognize those novels at a glance. It gave me quite a shock.”

In that shop, while she was trying to discreetly approach the shelves, Song Yuzhi had surprised her by identifying the books just by glancing at their covers:

“Oh, they even have ‘Red Apricot on the Wall Returns Late at Night.’ This is an old edition handcrafted by Miao Bi Ke, quite rare.”

“This must be ‘Three Thousand Wonders in the Golden Tower,’ right? It should be a set of eight volumes, but unfortunately, two are missing here.”

“‘The Charming Widow’s Tale’ is incomplete. The full version couldn’t be this thin.”

Back then, he had looked confused and asked, “Why hide them? I have plenty of these. If you like them, Junior Sister Zhao, I can send you some.” Since he was young, his father and brothers had thoughtfully provided him with various educational materials.

At the time, Cai Zhao had been embarrassed. She wanted the books but couldn’t bring herself to say so. After they returned, Song Yuzhi completely forgot about it, and she felt too awkward to ask.

Now, Song Yuzhi regretted not sending her a box of novels instead of those indirect literary excerpts. He saw nothing wrong with these books; at the time, he had been focused solely on cultivation, free from distractions, and burdened with a troublesome fiancée. He had merely flipped through them before setting them aside.

Looking at Song Yuzhi’s nonchalant attitude, Cai Zhao suddenly thought of another person.

That person strongly disapproved of her reading so much “nonsense” and dreamed of burning down all the improper bookshops in the world. If he knew she had read so many romance novels, he would surely be furious.

After a while, Song Yuzhi said softly, “Without worries, how can one appreciate the joy of contentment?”

Cai Zhao was silent for a moment before replying, “Senior Brother speaks wisely.”

After finishing their meal, they clumsily packed up the oil paper.

Cai Zhao stood up. “Let’s go down the mountain. My father was so focused on finding the culprits behind Hero Chang’s family massacre that he might have been overthinking things.”

Song Yuzhi agreed, “At that time, Nie Zhe was still in control of the Devil Cult, and his henchmen must have carried out the act. Now that the new cult leader has taken over, he will surely deal with them. Although, regrettably, we can’t personally avenge Hero Chang’s family, at least their blood debt has been settled.”

“Yes, that’s right,” Cai Zhao murmured, gazing at the sky. “He won’t show any mercy.”

Song Yuzhi knew who the girl was thinking about but said nothing.

When they reached the bottom of the mountain, they discovered that Li Yuanmin had already taken the Qingque Sect disciples to the largest and most luxurious inn in Wu’an City, with a grand façade of seven or eight doors.

As Song Yuzhi and Cai Zhao arrived, the attendants were busy carrying luggage.

Seeing her fiancé return with Cai Zhao, Qi Lingbo shot them a cold glance and turned away with a huff.

Dai Fengchi wanted to make a snide remark, but Fan Xingjia held him back, saying, “Second Senior Brother, let it go. Lingbo has been inseparable from you for years. How could she fare well in Zhao’s words?”

Dai Fengchi had no choice but to keep quiet.

At this moment, the plump innkeeper approached with an ingratiating smile. “Our humble inn has plenty of clean rooms for the distinguished guests. However, for the two ladies… well, we have two quiet and elegant boudoirs, perfect for female guests. They’re a bit pricier, but most suitable. Unfortunately, one is currently under renovation. Would the two ladies mind sharing a room?”

Ding Zhuo asked curiously, “What’s the difference between regular rooms and boudoirs? Can’t our junior sisters stay in regular rooms?”

The innkeeper explained professionally and tactfully, “Young sir, you may not know, but young ladies are delicate. They need convenience for daily washing, bathing, and dressing. It’s fine for a day or two, but for longer stays, it’s better to be comfortable—each boudoir has its private bathroom.”

Qi Lingbo, who had been complaining about various inconveniences, brightened at this.

Dai Fengchi immediately said, “Lingbo has always been delicate. She’s suffered a lot on this journey and should naturally stay in the boudoir.”

Song Yuzhi frowned. “Since when has Junior Sister Lingbo been delicate? Zhao is even younger than her. Hasn’t she suffered on the journey too? They might as well share a room…”

“I refuse to share a room with her!” Qi Lingbo nearly jumped up.

Cai Zhao didn’t want to share either.

Just then, an attendant reminded the innkeeper, “Boss, isn’t there another room in the back?”

The innkeeper suddenly remembered. “Oh my, how forgetful of me! There’s another newly renovated boudoir on the second floor of the west wing in the backyard. It’s a bit secluded, and the furnishings are slightly simpler…”

Cai Zhao interrupted him with a smile. “That’s fine. I’ll stay there.” She glanced at the others. “Senior Sister Lingbo is precious; I should always yield to her.”

She pointed at two boxes with begonia leaf patterns on the ground and told the attendant, “This one and that one, please carry them for me.” Without waiting for her fellow disciples’ reactions, she headed briskly toward the backyard.

Crossing the courtyard and circling the back garden, Cai Zhao followed the attendant’s directions to a two-story building. The ground floor was a rough wooden room for storing miscellaneous items, while the second floor housed an exquisite three-room boudoir.

As an aspiring innkeeper herself, Miss Cai had some insights into inn management. She vaguely felt that the layout of this building was a bit strange, neither efficient nor cost-effective. But she was too tired to think much about it at the moment.

Climbing the stairs to the second floor, Cai Zhao found the room already prepared with tea, snacks, a small charcoal stove, fresh bedding, and a steaming bathtub in the private bathroom. Various bamboo utensils gleamed with new lacquer.

Finally, the attendant brought in a food warmer and produced a bowl of fragrant wonton soup—beneath the rich, clear chicken broth, the wonton wrappers were thin as gossamer, revealing tender pink shrimp and meat filling inside.

Naturally, there was a sprinkle of bright green scallions on top.

After everyone left and the door was closed, Cai Zhao sat at the table, staring at the bowl of wontons for a long time.

She sighed resignedly, “You can come out now.”
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A delicate pale green gauze curtain hung from the light yellow pear wood bed frame, creating an elegant and serene atmosphere. As Cai Zhao spoke calmly, a tall, slender figure emerged slowly from behind the bed.

The young man was strikingly handsome, with a jade-like complexion and a smile playing at his lips. It was none other than Mu Qing’an, whom Cai Zhao knew well. However, after several months, he now carried an air of authority that came from ruling over the world, undoubtedly a result of his ascension to the position of Cult Leader.

He sat down beside Cai Zhao with poise. “Zhao Zhao has finally arrived. I’ve been waiting for you.”

Cai Zhao frowned, “When did you bribe the innkeeper?” Li Yuanmin would never have chosen an inn with dubious connections to the Devil Cult for them to stay in, so this demon must have intervened later.

Mu Qing’an replied, “I didn’t bribe the innkeeper.”

Cai Zhao scoffed, “Don’t tell me you won him over with your virtues and made him listen to you.”

“I bought the entire inn.”

“…”

Like her fellow disciples, Cai Zhao hadn’t rested well in the previous inn last night. She had been running around all day today, and now she was both exhausted and hungry, which only worsened her temper. She coldly remarked, “To what do we owe the honor of Cult Leader Mu’s visit?”

Seeing the dark circles under the girl’s pale face, Mu Qing’an felt a pang of sympathy. “I told you that shabby inn wouldn’t do. I wanted to find you a good place to rest last night, but you disappeared in a flash. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be this exhausted.”

Cai Zhao’s anger flared. She raised her voice, “When did you say anything about that shabby inn being unsuitable last night? You were too busy scolding me! If I hadn’t left, was I supposed to stay and continue being berated by you?”

“Tsk, tsk, look at that temper. You must be tired and hungry, with your liver fire rising,” Mu Qing’an said with concern. “Quickly calm down and regulate your breath. Don’t disrupt your inner energy, or you won’t be able to help beat up Song Yuzhi later.”

Cai Zhao wanted nothing more than to punch him senseless. She shouted, “Can’t you talk without mentioning Third Senior Brother?!”

“Not at all. I’ve reflected on my inappropriate words last night. That’s why I didn’t say a word today when I saw Song Yuzhi going up the mountain to meet you at noon,” Mu Qing’an said, looking as if he had considered the bigger picture.

Cai Zhao exploded, “You had people spying on me again!”

“Not spying, protecting. Your Northern Chen Six Sects have so many enemies. What if you encountered bad people on the mountain?”

Cai Zhao was speechless. “…How can you say that with a straight face? Isn’t your Devil Cult the biggest enemy of our Northern Chen Six Sects?”

Ignoring her comment, Mu Qing’an adopted a melancholic expression. “Whether you believe it or not, the gulf between us is far greater than just Song Yuzhi.”

Cai Zhao calmed down slightly.

Mu Qing’an pushed the bowl of wonton soup towards her, speaking gently, “Eat while it’s hot. If you wait too long, the wrappers will get mushy.”

Cai Zhao was indeed famished, and the aroma of chicken soup was irresistible. She picked up the spoon without hesitation and began eating.

“Eat slowly, slowly. Try these butterfly cookies, made according to Furong’s recipe,” Mu Qing’an said as he took out four types of desserts from the food warmer. “Isn’t it delicious? Much better than that tasteless millet porridge and greasy meat dumplings. He’s really out of touch with the mortal world, doesn’t know how to please people at all…”

Cai Zhao paused with her spoon midair, her cheeks puffed out as she glared at him. Mu Qing’an pretended to clear his throat and turned his face away.

After devouring four butterfly cookies, three pea pastries, and two jade rolls soaked in the rich broth, and finishing the wonton soup, Cai Zhao felt human again. She put down her spoon and said, “Cult Leader Mu, please state your purpose for coming here. Otherwise, your humble servant will be quite anxious.”

Mu Qing’an avoided the question: “Zhao Zhao has traveled a long way. Wouldn’t you like to freshen up first? The bathtub inside is still hot.”

Cai Zhao scoffed again: “When I made my decision back then, it wasn’t a game. You’d better keep things clear between us. Don’t think you can act as carelessly as before! How can you be present while I bathe? That’s improper!”

She felt this statement was weighty enough and saved face for both of them.

However, Mu Qing’an, who had been amiable since entering the room, suddenly darkened his expression. “Do you think you can decide everything between us on your own? You just make a statement and leave? Do you think I’m dead? Don’t talk to me about propriety. Spare me that nonsense!”

Cai Zhao was taken aback. “How can you change your attitude faster than turning a page…” He truly was a demon!

“You haven’t eaten or slept well on your journey, and you’ve been enduring your sect members’ attitudes. I’ve been considerate because I care about you,” Mu Qing’an’s gaze deepened, his aura turning ominous. “Now that you’ve eaten, let’s have a proper discussion.”

He slammed his palm on the table decisively. “You just mentioned distance and closeness. Who are you distant from, and who are you close to? If you have the guts, say it out loud for me to hear!”

Of course, Cai Zhao couldn’t say it. Even if she could, she wouldn’t dare, fearing he might go berserk.

She had always aspired to live a peaceful, prosperous, and leisurely life. She knew she couldn’t out-argue this demon, so in her frustration, she turned her back to him.

Seeing her resort to this tactic, Mu Qing’an sneered, “Very well. If Lady Cai refuses to reason with this evil demon, then I’ll find someone who will…” He stood up and headed for the door.

Cai Zhao’s internal alarm bells rang loudly. She quickly turned and grabbed his sleeve. “Where are you going? Who are you looking for? Are you going to beat up Third Senior Brother again?!”

Mu Qing’an’s smile grew colder and more mocking. “It doesn’t have to be Song Yuzhi. There are plenty of people I dislike in this inn. I could just find a few and beat them up to vent my frustration.”

“They have no grudges against you! Why would you go looking for trouble with them?”

“Didn’t Lady Cai say that the Devil Cult is the biggest enemy of the Northern Chen Six Sects? Does the Devil Cult Leader need a reason to pick fights with Northern Chen disciples?”

“No, no, you can’t go!” Cai Zhao used all her strength to cling to Mu Qing’an’s arm. “If you swagger out of this room and start beating people, how will we explain that? Come back and let’s talk properly…”

Seeing the girl’s face flush with anxiety, Mu Qing’an finally stopped at the door latch. He turned and said, “You said it yourself, ‘talk properly.’ From now on, you’re not allowed to not ‘talk properly.'”

Cai Zhao sighed helplessly, “You know very well that what I said when we parted was reasonable. The gulf between us is vast. Why should we torment each other? We can cherish each other from afar, not forgetting each other in this world. When we look back on this moment in the future, won’t it be a good memory?”

“Lady Cai certainly thinks far ahead,” Mu Qing’an said through gritted teeth. “We can’t even get through this moment, how can there be any ‘looking back in the future’? Can’t you be more passionate, like in those novels that say ‘live together or die together’?”

“…But we’re not dying yet,” Cai Zhao sat on the edge of the bed, looking dejected. “And I don’t want to make my parents and master sad.”

Mu Qing’an sat down next to her, his voice tender and moving, “Don’t you worry about making us sad?”

Cai Zhao mumbled, “Actually before I met you, I was living quite well.”

Mu Qing’an sprang to his feet, veins bulging on his pale forehead: “Well said! Then let’s make a clean break and never see each other again!”

Hearing these resolute words, Cai Zhao’s first thought was ‘Are we never going to see each other again?’ Her fingers instinctively grasped Mu Qing’an’s sleeve. Her second thought was ‘Perhaps this is for the best,’ and she released her tight grip.

Mu Qing’an stared intently at her grasp and release, then suddenly let out a long sigh and sat down dejectedly.

He said softly, “Perhaps it really would have been better if you had never met me.”

— With loving parents, the protection of her aunt Cai Pingshu’s reputation, and a gentle fiancé from a prestigious family, Miss Cai’s future was bright indeed. The one trapped in darkness and unwilling to let go was never her.

Cai Zhao gazed at him blankly, asking herself what life without Mu Qing’an would be like.

No arguments, no worries, no dilemmas, but also no chicken soup wontons… and no one to make them.

Looking at the girl’s haggard face, Mu Qing’an suddenly had a dispirited thought: as long as she was well, he could remain trapped in darkness. After all, he was used to it.

He tenderly stroked her forehead and hair. “You’re tired. I won’t disturb your rest anymore. But there’s one thing I must tell you — the mastermind behind the massacre of Hero Chang’s family may not be in our cult.”

Cai Zhao suddenly became alert, “What did you say?”

Mu Qingyan steadied himself and continued, “Shortly after you left, I rounded up Nie Zhe’s remaining subordinates and identified those involved in the massacre of the Chang family. However, they all claimed that while they carried out the slaughter at Chang family fortress, their guide wasn’t one of their own or even a member of their sect.”

“What does that mean?” Cai Zhao asked, dumbfounded.

Mu Qingyan explained, “After interrogating Nie’s followers separately, we uncovered several facts. For years, Nie Zhe had been secretly collaborating with someone. This person would occasionally leak information about the Six Northern Chen Sects, allowing Nie Zhe to ‘opportunely’ ambush some Northern Chen disciples, thereby establishing his authority. In return, Nie Zhe would sometimes share information about their sect with that person, helping them gain merit. Looking through the records of the past decade or so, we found that seven or eight altar masters and over a dozen sect members who opposed Nie Zhe’s leadership as the current sect leader died mysteriously at the hands of Northern Chen.”

Cai Zhao said angrily, “Tell me the details of these cases so we can root out the traitor who colluded with Nie Zhe!”

“If only it were that easy,” Mu Qingyan shook his head. “We’ve already investigated. Except for your Luoying Valley, which genuinely remained isolated from worldly affairs, the remaining five Northern Chen sects all participated in the hunting operations. Even Changchun Temple and Xuankong Abbey occasionally took part.”

Cai Zhao was startled, “Why is that? Shouldn’t they have acted alone if they wanted to gain merit?”

A moment later, she blurted out, “Oh, I see. The insider wasn’t using Nie Zhe’s information to gain merit but to gain his trust. Nie Zhe felt more at ease, thinking they both had leverage over each other.”

“Correct,” Mu Qingyan praised, then continued, “Regarding the Chang family case, Nie Zhe’s followers all said they originally had no idea where the Chang family fortress was located, let alone any plans to attack them. It was Nie Zhe who suddenly ordered them to prepare one day, only revealing the exact route and location the day before the operation.”

“It seems that insider was behind this too,” Cai Zhao felt a chill. “But even my father didn’t know how to reach the Chang family fortress. Who could it be?”

She couldn’t help but sigh, “If only you hadn’t killed Nie Zhe. He was the only one who knew the insider’s identity!”

Mu Qingyan frowned, “Hmph, so you think I killed Nie Zhe too?”

“Didn’t you?” Cai Zhao asked, confused.

“No, I didn’t,” Mu Qingyan’s eyes turned cold. “Both he and Madam Sun were silenced by someone else!”

Cai Zhao gasped, stammering, “You… Madam Sun was silenced too?”

Mu Qingyan sneered, “Yes, and now all six Northern Chen sects are spreading rumors that a ruthless, vicious person even killed their own remarried birth mother—do you believe that?” His eyes narrowed, his tone dangerous.

Cai Zhao thought to herself, “Madam Sun caused your father’s death. Understandably, you’d want revenge.” However, she felt that a son killing his mother still violated human ethics.

Mu Qingyan glared at her irritably, “Yes, I wanted justice, but killing her would have been too easy. I had planned to make her spend the rest of her life eating chaff and wearing coarse clothes!”

“That’s a good plan, really good!” Cai Zhao exclaimed, then added, “But now all leads are gone. Have you investigated who might have silenced them?”

“I have,” Mu Qingyan said gravely. “However, during that period of chaos, the guards at various passes in the Hanhai Mountain Range weren’t vigilant. If a skilled martial artist had silenced them and escaped, we wouldn’t have been able to catch up.”

“So what should we do next?” Cai Zhao asked humbly.

A cold glint appeared in Mu Qingyan’s eyes, “Let’s start by investigating the leaders of the five Northern Chen sects.”

Cai Zhao felt uneasy, “Aren’t you jumping to conclusions? Why must it be the sect leaders?”

“I’m not speaking without reason. Judging by this insider’s actions, they’re not only ruthless and meticulous but also always one step ahead, cutting off all leads. This can’t be the work of a nobody.”

Cai Zhao asked, “Fine, let’s set aside the others. But Master and Uncle Zhou were childhood friends with Senior Chang. Why would they want to exterminate the Chang family?”

“Perhaps they feared Senior Chang would discover their collusion with Nie Zhe,” Mu Qingyan replied without hesitation.

Cai Zhao laughed coldly, “Here’s the problem: Master was already the leader of the primary Northern Chen sect. What more could he gain by colluding with Nie Zhe?”

Mu Qingyan was unusually at a loss for words.

Cai Zhao continued, ” Uncle Zhou has never been interested in power struggles since his youth. Even during the Six Sect competitions where victory was almost certain, he always left room for others. Why would he start colluding with the Devil Sect in his middle age?”

Mu Qingyan still couldn’t answer.

Cai Zhao pressed on, “That leaves Guangtian Gate, Siqimen, and Taichu Temple. Which leader do you think it could be? Master Song, who’s been diligently expanding his influence to challenge my master? Yang Heying, whose face screams conspiracy and schemes? Or Qiu Yuanfeng, who passed away not long ago?”

Mu Qingyan remained silent.

Cai Zhao said triumphantly, “I know you’re not happy with how strong the Six Northern Chen Sects have become, Sect Leader Mu. However, we should focus more on our shortcomings instead of fixating on our rivals! This tendency to only see others’ faults and not our own is unhealthy. As the new leader, you should reform these longstanding issues in your Devil Sect. After all, with decades of factional conflicts and internal strife, who knows if some defeated party is secretly causing trouble!”

Mu Qingyan listened quietly, waiting for the girl to finish her proud speech before abruptly asking, “Have you been honest with your parents and Sect Leader Qi about our relationship? What did they say?”

Cai Zhao was taken aback, stammering, “It’s… It’s okay…”

“If you don’t tell me, I have ways to find out.”

Cai Zhao sighed, “Master said you’re like a demon with human skin, appearing human-like but will eventually devour people.”

“Hmph!” Mu Qingyan said haughtily, “If I’m a demon, what are they? After the Chang family massacre, except for your Luoying Valley, which truly lived in seclusion and knew nothing of this, did any of the other five Northern Chen sects plan to avenge the Chang family? Now your father says he wants to pay respects to Senior Chang, and your master, and that Zhou fellow feels guilty, so they’re joining in. Hmph, where were they before? A bunch of hypocrites!”

…

The moonlight shone brightly through the window, and all others had been dismissed.

As loyal subordinates, You Guanyue and Shangguan Haonan waited eagerly in a corner downstairs.

Shangguan Haonan yawned, “We could have sent subordinates to wait for the Sect Leader. Why did we have to come personally?”

“Then why did you come along?”

“My Yingying said not to let you steal the opportunity to show loyalty to the Sect Leader.”

“Then find your way to show loyalty. Why follow me?”

“My Yanyan said that someone as honest and simple as me could easily be deceived by you, so it’s better to keep an eye on you.”

As they were bickering, they suddenly heard the window above them burst open. Their revered superior was pushed out by a fierce gust of palm wind.

A familiar girl’s voice called out, “The first of our three rules: no badmouthing elders! Get out!”

Without support from the window, Mu Qingyan lightly tapped the wall with his toes, floating down like a dark cloud.

Upon landing, his face was darker than the cloud.

You Guanyue eagerly approached, “Sect Leader, what amazing lightness skill! The Green Cloud Leap truly lives up to its reputation!”

Mu Qingyan gave him a cold look.

You Guanyue felt a chill run through his body.

Shangguan Haonan stepped forward and said quietly, “Sect Leader, all things should progress gradually. The worst scenario would be if Miss Cai’s heart becomes like still water, without any ripples. Her anger and lengthy conversation with you mean there’s still room for reconciliation.”

Mu Qingyan’s expression softened slightly, and he gave his subordinate an approving look.

Watching their leader’s stiff figure walk away, You Guanyue turned angrily to his companion, “Shangguan, how dare you steal the spotlight!”

Shangguan Haonan calmly replied, “I didn’t steal your spotlight. It’s just that you can’t help the Sect Leader with this matter.”

“How do you know I can’t help?”

“My Honghong said your face shows you don’t understand people. Otherwise, Xingxing wouldn’t be hiding and crying.”

“…Just shut up, will you?”
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Mu Qingyan had always known that Cai Zhao was sweet on the surface but ruthless at heart. When she said she wanted to sever ties, she would get up in the middle of the night to sharpen her knife.

As he expected, early the next day, Cai Zhao had the inn’s servants clean out the upper floor of the small building. She then forcibly dragged the still-yawning Fan Xingjia to move in. As she had seen the night before, this floor originally contained well-maintained suite rooms. The demon in human skin had removed all the furnishings and decorations, covered all the windows with grimy linen, and brought in piles of clumsy, large wooden planks as a disguise.

After half a day of tidying up, Fan Xingjia watched as the once-shabby room transformed into a bright, clean, and comfortable space with several inner rooms. It was far more spacious than the upper rooms his fellow disciples were staying in. His attitude changed from reluctance to embarrassment.

Ding Zhuo came to look around and immediately had the servants move his luggage over. Fan Xingjia hoped his senior brother would give a reason for moving in, to which Ding Zhuo replied, “I’m worried you might be afraid of the dark at night.” Fan Xingjia retorted that he’d rather his senior brother hadn’t said anything at all.

Qi Lingbo was both angry and jealous but couldn’t openly ask to change rooms now. He stormed off in a huff, with Dai Fengchi following as usual to console him.

Song Yuzhi gave Cai Zhao a complicated look, which she avoided. She knew Song Yuzhi had guessed her intentions, and Song Yuzhi knew that Cai Zhao knew he had guessed, but neither of them brought it up.

After all this fuss, Cai Zhao’s message was clear—if that Mu guy tried to sneak into her room again, Ding and Fan would wake up and alert everyone. It would immediately become a confrontation between both sides, with swords drawn!

But Mu Qingyan was no pushover. If he couldn’t do it covertly, he’d do it openly.

At noon that day, when the disciples of the Qingque Sect and Taichu Temple were gathering for a feast on the second floor of the inn, they found Mu Qingyan already seated across from them with his followers. They had the same fragrant honey wine, the same braised pork trotters with glutinous rice, and even the roast goose heads were arranged in the same indignant pose.

Dai Fengchi slammed the table and stood up, loudly questioning their intentions.

Mu Qingyan, dressed in a grand red robe embroidered with gold clouds, his hair as dark as ink, adorned with a gold crown and jade hairpin, leisurely fanned himself with an ornate jade and gold folding fan. Posing as a dashing young gentleman, he feigned innocence and said, “I was just out shopping and got hungry, so I came for a meal. Is shopping illegal? Is dining illegal? Do you Northern Chen disciples have to control even this?”

You Guanyue and Shangguan Haonan immediately chimed in, leading their lackeys in a chorus of mockery, asking if this street or this city belonged to Northern Chen and so on.

Mu Qingyan glanced subtly at a certain young lady, feigning melancholy as he said, “Alas, they say the Six Northern Chen Sects are the leaders of the righteous path, but how times have changed. Their disciples are increasingly unrestrained, becoming aggressive and unreasonable after just a few words!” The last few words were almost squeezed through his teeth.

Dai Fengchi’s face turned green with anger. Ding Zhuo and Fan Xingjia both recognized this as Mu Qingyan’s provocation, but only Song Yuzhi knew that this wasn’t provocation, but rather an unconventional form of flirtation.

The surrounding disciples all stood up, angrily denouncing the Devil Sect’s fallacies. Qi Lingbo, seeing that Cai Zhao was still playing dumb, angrily questioned, “Sister, why aren’t you saying anything?”

Cai Zhao retorted, “I did say something.”

“What did you say?”

“I said, ‘Senior Brother is right.'”

“Just that?!”

“I also said, ‘Senior Brother is right.'”

Qi Lingbo was so angry he nearly fell over. Seeing her lips move to spout more nonsense, Cai Zhao pulled her close and threatened in a low voice, “If you dare bring up my past of protecting that person again, I’ll beat Second Senior Brother to a pulp and then hire seventy or eighty storytellers to turn your ambiguous affair with him into a novel and have it sung all over the land!”

Qi Lingbo’s hair stood on end, “I can also reveal your sordid affair with that Devil Sect demon!”

Cai Zhao replied calmly, “I was deceived back then, but now I’ve seen the error of my ways. What about you, Senior Sister? You’re still inseparable from Second Senior Brother. Unless you cut ties with him immediately, but can you bear to do that?”

Qi Lingbo was hit where it hurt. She had always been indecisive and couldn’t bear to hurt Dai Fengchi’s feelings.

Li Yuanmin and Dai Fengchi were no match for You Guanyue and his ilk in verbal sparring. They just shouted angrily while You Guanyue and the others responded with sarcasm and contempt, quickly reducing them to red-faced, spluttering messes. Just as they were about to flip tables and draw swords in their fury, a middle-aged Taoist in purple robes slowly ascended the stairs, leading several disciples.

“Ho ho ho, how lively. What’s everyone discussing? You didn’t even notice this poor Taoist entering the inn,” Wang Yuanjing said, his crane-feather cloak fluttering, his smile warm.

Mu Qingyan’s eyes flickered as he looked around. You Guanyue and Shangguan Haonan understood, one gripping the hidden weapons in his sleeve, the other resting his hand on his quiver. They both took a half-step back, silently signaling the others to be on guard.

Mu Qingyan wasn’t afraid of Wang Yuanjing, but the power balance between the two sides had shifted from “crushing a snail” to a potential scuffle. Even in this situation, he was confident he could punch Li Yuanmin, slap Dai Fengchi, kick Ding Zhuo, knock out Fan Xingjia, and then gracefully float away past Song Yuzhi and Wang Yuanjing.

But if he did that, wouldn’t it make him a laughingstock in a certain young lady’s eyes?

So he remained seated, calm and composed.

“I hear Sect Leader Mu has quelled Nie’s rebellion in just a few months and reclaimed the position of Sect Leader. This poor Taoist offers his congratulations,” Wang Yuanjing said with a smile. “I overheard Sect Leader Mu criticizing my junior brother and nephews for being unreasonable earlier. I’m afraid I can’t agree.”

“If we’re talking about being unreasonable, who under heaven could compare to the Nie Hengcheng uncle and nephew? The Six Sects’ disciples are merely wary of your sect’s reputation and fear falling into a trap unawares, hence their somewhat impulsive behavior. The Nie uncle and nephew were truly extraordinary, not only brutal and murderous towards outsiders but equally harsh towards their people.”

Mu Qingyan already knew what Wang Yuanjing was going to say next, and the smile vanished from his face.

Wang Yuanjing continued unhurriedly, “Sect Leader Mu’s ancestors showed great kindness to Nie Hengcheng, both adopting and nurturing him. But how did Nie Hengcheng repay the Mu family? Alas, if it weren’t for Sect Leader Mu stepping up at such a young age to save the situation, how many people today would remember the Mu family’s glorious reputation built over more than a century?”

His tone was gentle, but every word struck at Mu Qingyan’s sore spots, overtly criticizing the Nie uncle and nephew while covertly mocking the Mu ancestors for their poor judgment in raising a tiger that would bring calamity upon themselves.

Mu Qingyan’s jaw tightened slightly, his handsome face frosting over.

He clenched his fist inside his sleeve, “You should know that I’m still confident I can take anyone’s life—including yours, Sect Leader Wang.”

At these words, Li Yuanmin, Dai Fengchi, and the others immediately gripped their sword hilts.

“This poor Taoist knows,” Wang Yuanjing remained unmoved, still smiling. “Sect Leader Mu’s abilities are unpredictable. Despite our Six Sects’ various investigations, we still don’t know the extent of Sect Leader Mu’s power. This poor Taoist has lived long but falls far short. How embarrassing, how embarrassing.”

“However, Sect Leader Mu should also know how difficult it is to maintain the current non-interference between our Six Sects and your esteemed sect. Does Sect Leader Mu wish to return to the bloody days of the past? Sect Leader Mu is steady and persevering; why bother with these hot-blooded, straightforward juniors of mine?”

This speech was reasonable and neither servile nor overbearing. It both touched on the Mu family’s hidden pain and clarified the current situation between the two sides, effectively putting Mu Qingyan in check. Cai Zhao couldn’t help but secretly admire his skill.

She leaned close to Fan Xingjia’s ear and whispered, “Uncle Wang is quite skillful. How come I’ve never heard of his reputation before?” This Uncle Wang had a quiet and gentle demeanor that didn’t stand out at first glance, but he possessed a force like water that can wear away stone.

Fan Xingjia whispered back, “Uncle Lei said that when Sect Leader Wang was young, he almost returned to secular life to get married. It was only when Wu Yuanying had an incident, causing chaos in Taichu Temple, that he decided to stay.”

As Wang Yuanjing spoke in this half-pushing, half-pulling manner, the tense atmosphere began to ease. Li Yuanmin looked at his senior sect leader with admiration, and Dai Fengchi also sheathed his sword and sat down.

Mu Qingyan was displeased and about to leave when he suddenly heard Wang Yuanjing call out to Cai Zhao across the table, “Zhaozaho, guess who else has arrived today?”

Cai Zhao asked curiously, “Who?”

Wang Yuanjing smiled without answering and called out towards the stairs, “Why don’t you come in?”

Everyone turned to look, and their eyes lit up.

At the inn’s entrance appeared several disciples in light blue robes with wide sleeves, carrying swords. Among them was a particularly handsome young man of sixteen or seventeen. In the bright sunlight, the silver embroidery on his clothes seemed to flow like water.

“Sister Zhaozaho, it’s been a long time,” he smiled up at her, his smile gentle.

Cai Zhao rushed to the second-floor railing, both surprised and delighted, “Brother Yuqi!”

This sweet, clear call stopped Mu Qingyan in his tracks and made Song Yuzhi sit up straight. Indeed, this handsome young man was Zhou Yuqi, the son of the famous Peiqiong Manor Lord, and a disciple of the Qingque Sect.

Wang Yuanjing laughed heartily and beckoned the Taichu Temple disciples to leave, “Yuanmin, let the young ones eat, drink, and chat. I have some matters to discuss with you.”

Li Yuanmin obeyed and left.

As Zhou Yuqi came up, Fan Xingjia, being very perceptive, gave up his seat next to Cai Zhao and went to sit with Ding Zhuo.

Qi Lingbo, full of intentions, didn’t move.

Song Yuzhi, Ding Zhuo, and Fan Xingjia exchanged surprised glances and moved to the closest position to Cai Zhao’s table.

Mu Qingyan now refused to leave, sitting back down in his grand red and gold embroidered robe, his suspicious gaze sizing up the newcomer.

Zhou Yuqi was tall, his appearance six or seven parts similar to his father Zhou Zhizhen, though slightly less dashing and more delicate and elegant.

His voice was particularly pleasant as he gently asked Cai Zhao if she was tired from her journey if she was adapting well to life at Qingque Sect, and if she’d like him to send over a chef skilled in Jiangnan cuisine.

Cai Zhao was delighted but said, “That’s too kind, sending a chef just for me.”

“Then why don’t we open a restaurant in Qingque Town? We can add a few chefs skilled in other cuisines too. Whenever sister Zhaozaho wants to eat, you can go there, and you can manage the accounts as well. Sister Zhaozaho is so smart and capable, the business will surely flourish,” Zhou Yuqi said, his eyes full of the gentle Jiangnan style.

Cai Zhao beamed at his care, trying hard to appear modest, “Brother Yuqi, if you keep praising me like this, I might become arrogant and unlikeable.”

Zhou Yuqi sincerely replied, “Sister Zhaozaho has been considerate since childhood, everyone likes you. You’re so thoughtful towards others, no amount of praise is enough.”

“Oh, Brother Yuqi, you’re too much!” Cai Zhao playfully hit him.

The entire second floor of the restaurant fell silent unknowingly. Except for the Zhou Yuqin and Zhou Yukun brothers who were used to this, everyone else was stunned. Chopsticks stopped mid-air, and all eyes turned to Cai Zhao’s table.

Song Yuzhi had only met Zhou Yuqi a few times before, and his impression was of an ordinary, quiet young man, not worth worrying about. He never expected Zhou Yuqi to be so gentle, considerate, and attentive when dealing with Cai Zhao.

If this was his true nature, then all the obstacles Song Yuzhi had imagined between Zhou and Cai’s marriage might not exist, as Zhou Yuqi didn’t mind having a wife stronger than himself.

Song Yuzhi’s internal alarms went off.

Mu Qingyan’s heart was in suspense.

As a potential rival in love, he had naturally sent many people to inquire about Zhou Yuqi’s character and behavior. However, there was still a gap between what was reported and what he saw with his own eyes. The reports described the Manor Lord as weak and ordinary, but here he was, chatting and laughing with Cai Zhao.

He couldn’t help but think of a popular novel where a useless scholar was deeply loved by a young lady. No matter how sincere and earnest the talented son of the city lord was in trying to win her over, the young lady remained steadfastly devoted to growing old with the scholar.

Mu Qingyan and Song Yuzhi realized they had been wrong.

They had assessed this rival from a man’s perspective, but women view men differently from how men view men. What they saw as useless and weak in Zhou Yuqi, women might see as gentle and considerate, just right for them.

Moreover, given Cai Zhao’s exceptional martial arts skills, she might find a husband like Zhou Yuqi perfect.

“Zhaozaho, you look pale and have lost weight. Haven’t you been eating well lately?” Zhou Yuqi asked with concern.

Cai Zhao sighed, “I’ve been traveling so much, how could I have an appetite?”

“I thought so,” Zhou Yuqi smiled, taking out a beautiful small white porcelain jar from his bag. “Try this, it’s newly pickled this month.”

“Amber plums!” Cai Zhao’s eyes lit up. She took one and tasted it, the sweet and sour flavor spreading slowly on her tongue, instantly refreshing her palate. She smiled happily, “Mm, it’s delicious. Your Peiqiong Manor’s craftsmanship is still the best. Luoying Valley can never make this flavor.”

“Sister Zhaozaho, when you come to Peiqiong Manor in the future, you can have these whenever you want,” Zhou Yuqi smiled.

Cai Zhao said shyly, “But I still have two years of training at Qingque Sect.”

Zhou Yuqi lowered his head and said softly, “However long it takes is fine. Since I learned of our engagement, I should have been taking good care of you.”

At these words, the Qingque Sect disciples’ gazes subtly shifted to Song Yuzhi and Qi Lingbo.

Both were engaged since childhood, but the difference was stark – one side was warm and loving, while the other was cold and barely speaking.

Qi Lingbo couldn’t contain her irritation anymore and blurted out, “Young Master Zhou, do you know who’s sitting at that table? It’s the new Devil Sect Leader, Mu Qingyan. While others might not know much about Sect Leader Mu’s character and abilities, Sister Cai certainly does. After all, they were inseparable back in the sect. Young Master Zhou, for the future safety of Peiqiong Manor, shouldn’t you ask Sister Cai about this?”

At this moment, the Qingque Sect disciples and the Devil Sect members were of one mind, all watching intently, holding their breath in anticipation of the drama.

Cai Zhao, who had been feeling so content, was about to lose her temper at this sudden splash of cold water. But before she could, Zhou Yuqi spoke up.

He looked at Qi Lingbo sincerely, “Senior Sister Qi, you are beautiful and intelligent, and the beloved daughter of Sect Leader Qi. Your character, looks, and family background are all top-notch. Why say such things?”

“We all know about Sister Zhaozaho’s situation, and my father has already told me about it. Sister Zhaozaho did nothing wrong. How can we, the Six Northern Chen Sects, hurt one of our own? Senior Sister Qi, I understand your intention in saying this, and everyone else does too. Not only is it useless, but it also reveals your targeting of Sister Zhaozaho. Senior Sister Qi, why bother?”

Looking into Zhou Yuqi’s clear and innocent eyes, Qi Lingbo knew he truly meant well. However, being exposed like this made her feel both bitter and wronged, tears welling up uncontrollably.

She too was a young woman who needed love, care, and protection. She also hoped for a fiancé who would cherish and care for her, for a sweet and innocent love. Yet all Song Yuzhi had given her was cold shoulder after cold shoulder (at this moment, she selectively forgot Song Yuzhi’s lifelong dissatisfaction with her arrogant and domineering behavior and his hope for her to change).

Qi Lingbo tried to hold back but eventually ran off crying, with Dai Fengchi hurrying after her.

The crowd let out a soft “oh,” looking at Zhou Yuqi with newfound respect.

Song Yuzhi and Mu Qingyan’s gazes met briefly in the air before quickly looking away.

They both knew each other’s thoughts, but each had their considerations.
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“Young master, please don’t be hasty or act rashly,” Pang Xiongxin, who had just arrived at the inn, whispered.

Song Yuzhi paced back and forth in the room, unusually agitated. “I was careless. I shouldn’t have assumed Zhaozaho would marry Zhou Yuqin based solely on appearances. Given Zhaozao’s temperament, if she truly adored Zhou Yuqin, how could this engagement have lasted until now? I’ll write to Father immediately, asking him to propose marriage at Luoying Valley…”

“The sect leader is currently considering how to propose breaking off the engagement with Patriarch Qi. Moreover, there’s the mess your second brother caused, which is why I was sent to pay respects to Hero Chang’s family on his behalf. How can you arrange a second marriage before the first engagement is called off? Yuzhi, don’t lose your composure,” Pang Xiongxin said, holding a hot towel with a nurturing expression.

“I should have broken off the engagement as soon as I returned from Youming Huangdao,” Song Yuzhi said, frustrated. “Ah seeing how tenderly Zhou Yuqin treated Zhaozao today, far better than I could, and how delighted Zhaozao was to see him… A gentleman should facilitate others’ success. I should give up on this idea.”

“Please don’t, young master,” Pang Xiongxin quickly interjected. “That Qi Lingbo girl is truly too fierce. When I refused to disclose my whereabouts, she pointed at my nose and berated me. If she becomes your wife, I wouldn’t dare approach you, Third Young Master.” At the time, Qi Lingbo had mistaken him for a Song family servant, unaware that he was a distant relative of the Song family. Orphaned at a young age, he had sought refuge with the Guangtian Sect and was treated no differently than a member of the Song family.

“I’m sorry for the trouble, Uncle Six. Lingbo has always been arrogant and disrespectful since childhood,” Song Yuzhi said softly.

Pang Xiongxin waved his hand dismissively. “I’m not worried about myself, but how will you spend the rest of your life with such a wife? Miss Cai is much better – cheerful and kind. Even her two maids have grand airs about them. Only a benevolent and kind mistress could raise such servants.”

Thinking of Furong and Cui, who often teased Cai Zhao, Song Yuzhi couldn’t help but smile. “Zhaozao may have a temper, but she doesn’t let her subordinates run wild. She manages Chunling Xiaozhu very well.”

“That’s true,” Pang Xiongxin sighed. “But young master, let me give you some heartfelt advice. Everyone in the East wants you. If you step back, there will be plenty of others eager to step forward.”

This struck a chord with Song Yuzhi. Even if he was willing to give up, Mu Qingyan would surely not let go.

Pang Xiongxin continued, “Think about it, young master. There are only so many well-born young ladies of your age and status in the world. You’re a first-rate person yourself, so why settle for a second-rate wife instead of a first-rate one?”

Song Yuzhi stared blankly at the lamplight. “I’m not worried about dealing with Mu Qingyan. After all, there are countless barriers between him and Zhaozao. However, Zhou Yuqin… He’s a disciple of Beichen. I absolutely can’t openly or secretly harm him.”

He knew some details about Zhou Yuqin and Min Xinrou’s relationship, but taking advantage of someone’s private affairs went against his upright and proud nature.

To his surprise, Pang Xiongxin smiled. “That’s the right way to think, young master! The best thing for you to do now is to do nothing at all.”

Song Yuzhi, being incredibly intelligent, immediately grasped the hidden meaning in those few words. “Uncle Six, you mean I should do nothing and let Mu Qingyan take action?”

Pang Xiongxin stroked his beard and nodded. “Exactly. The way Young Master Zhou and Miss Zhao interacted today not only upset you but surely the Demonic Sect Leader couldn’t stand it either. So, young master, you don’t need to do anything. Just wait for the Demonic Sect Leader to deal with Young Master Zhou.”

Song Yuzhi’s eyes darkened.

Pang Xiongxin continued, “Moreover, Miss Cai has been engaged to Zhou Yuqin since childhood, and they get along well. If that Mu fellow deals with Zhou Yuqin and ruins this engagement, regardless of the outcome, Cai Zhao will surely despise him deeply. That’s when you can reap the benefits, young master.”

“Very well,” Song Yuzhi said solemnly. “Zhou Yuqin and I both belong to the Beichen Six Sects. Now that I know Mu Qingyan intends to harm Zhou Yuqin, I can’t stand idly by.”

Pang Xiongxin laughed softly and lowered his voice. “Young master, you’re overthinking it. That Demonic Sect Leader is much sharper than you. Since he has designs on Miss Cai, he’ll harm Zhou Yuqin, but do you think Miss Cai will let it go so easily? I believe the Demonic Sect Leader will take a different, more underhanded approach. For instance, that Miss Min from Peiqiong Manor…” He had visited Peiqiong Manor several times and had seen Min Xinrou.

“Ruining a young lady’s reputation is not something we should do!” Song Yuzhi’s gaze was clear and unyielding.

Pang Xiongxin sighed repeatedly. “Ah the sect leader was right. We sent you to Jiuli Mountain too early, and Patriarch Qi has raised you to be so inflexible. Who knows where Miss Min is now? Given that demonic creature’s temperament, do you think he’d wait until he captures her to act?”

“I reckon this unsavory idea will ultimately play out in some brothel. Surely the young master needn’t worry about a brothel courtesan’s reputation? Besides, it would also test Young Master Zhou’s resolve and ensure Miss Cai doesn’t marry the wrong person.”

Song Yuzhi’s gaze became somewhat ambiguous.

…

“Where’s the largest and most expensive brothel in Wuan City? Do they have a top courtesan?”

In the flickering candlelight, Mu Qingyan looked stunningly beautiful, his clear eyes sparkling. However, You Guanyue and Shangguan Haonan both shuddered slightly.

“Find the most beautiful and skilled one. We’ll set a trap for that Zhou fellow,” Mu Qingyan said, his thin, light-red lips curling into a sinister smile.

“Master, you absolutely must not do this!” Shangguan Haonan glared contemptuously at You Guanyue, who was hiding behind him, then stepped forward to offer loyal advice. “Miss Cai and Zhou have been engaged since childhood. Even if Zhou’s moral cultivation is shallow and he fails to resist temptation, Miss Cai will surely despise you if she finds out about your involvement.”

You Guanyue quickly agreed, “Yes, yes! The current situation is a three-way standoff. Whichever two sides make a move first, the third can reap the benefits. Master, small impatience ruins grand schemes!”

“It’s best to let Song Yuzhi make the first move. We can help things along – Little Moon has plenty of ‘Heart-Confusing Powder’ and ‘Spring Begonia’ concoctions. After it’s done, we’ll expose him, and Miss Cai will surely detest Song Yuzhi completely.”

“Exactly! Watching Miss Cai being affectionate with her fiancé must have filled Song Yuzhi with hatred.”

“All of you, shut up!” Mu Qingyan slammed the table, instantly silencing Shangguan Haonan and You Guanyue.

Mu Qingyan was still furious about Cai Zhao and Zhou Yuqin’s intimate behavior earlier that day. The memory made his blood boil, and he wanted nothing more than to sneak over at night and snap that little Zhou chick’s neck in one swift motion.

“Do you think I haven’t considered what you’ve said?” he said coldly. “If we wait for Song Yuzhi to act, hmpf, that hypocritical false gentleman is waiting for me to make the first move! If I let him act first, then what? Wait for Zhaozao to marry Zhou Yuqin, consummate their marriage, and have children?”

“But Master, if you act first, Miss Cai will surely despise you deeply. Why let her despise Song Yuzhi instead?” You Guanyue was nearly moved to tears by his loyalty.

Unexpectedly, Mu Qingyan countered, “Why should I care if Zhaozao deeply despises Song Yuzhi?”

Shangguan Haonan was taken aback.

“If Zhaozao doesn’t like me the most if that’s the case, I’d rather she hate me deeply and forget me for life. What does Song Yuzhi amount to? At best, he’d be a nameless extra in Zhaozao’s memories, not even worth remembering. How much space does he think he can occupy?!” Mu Qingyan’s face was full of fury, his gaze dark and piercing, his aura intimidating.

Shangguan Haonan finally understood, “Master is right. Girls can be strange sometimes – a tumultuous relationship of love and hate is more memorable than a shallow connection.”

You Guanyue didn’t fully grasp it, but that didn’t stop him from showing his loyalty: “Master’s wisdom is unparalleled. Master speaks the truth.”

Mu Qingyan’s anger subsided slightly.

“But…” Shangguan Haonan hesitated, “Are we going to use that brothel method? I don’t think Miss Cai would be happy about it. Isn’t there a more subtle approach?”

You Guanyue touched his medicine pouch, “If we use drugs, even if Zhou Yuqin resists, Miss Zhaozao might still think he was pitifully tricked.”

Feeling frustrated, Mu Qingyan said, “Let me think this through again.”

He looked up at the ceiling. “First, Zhou Yuqin’s character should be without major flaws. Zhaozao is very perceptive. If Zhou Yuqin had character flaws, she wouldn’t have tolerated this engagement, nor would she have tolerated me when my identity was unclear…”

Shangguan Haonan thought to himself, the fact that the young lady was deceived by you for so long, Master, shows how good her judgment is.

Mu Qingyan’s gaze grew distant, a faint smile appearing at the corner of his mouth. “Zhaozao judges people not by their sect or background, but by their nature and behavior. Yet despite Song Yuzhi’s great reputation, looks, and cultivation, Zhaozao has always been indifferent to him. This is precisely because Song Yuzhi is too calculating and insincere.”

You Guanyue silently mused that it was because Song Yuzhi had an engagement, and Cai Zhao was being cautious.

“Secondly, Zhaozao doesn’t seem to have deep feelings for Zhou Yuqin and often complains about his closeness to his cousin Min,” Mu Qingyan furrowed his brow. “But if Cousin Min is in the picture, why is Zhou Yuqin so attentive to Zhaozao?”

“Could it be that Zhou wants to have both?” Shangguan Haonan blurted out.

You Guanyue immediately scolded him, “He can dream on! Miss Cai would tear him apart!”

Shangguan Haonan replied, “It’s hard to say. Maybe he wants to eat the fish first and slowly swallow the bear paw later.”

“Miss Zhaozao is the fish, but she can walk and move. If Zhou dares to change his mind, Miss Zhaozao would turn on him even if she married him!” You Guanyue argued.

Mu Qingyan’s eyes lit up at the phrase “turn on him after marriage,” but then darkened at the thought of Cai Zhao in wedding attire marrying someone else. He’d rather turn the wedding hall into a funeral hall.

Seeing their superior’s expression change rapidly from joy to malice, Shangguan Haonan and You Guanyue dared not speak.

After a long silence, they cautiously asked together, “What should we do? Please give us your orders, Master.”

Mu Qingyan thought for a moment. “Let’s put the brothel idea aside for now. Don’t find a courtesan yet. In matters of marriage, it’s best to attack the heart. Isn’t there a market fair in Wuan City soon?”

You Guanyue nodded vigorously.

“Good, then let’s make arrangements like this…”
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It rained last night, stopping just before dawn. The morning air was exceptionally clean and refreshing, mixed with the fresh scent of green leaves from the courtyard trees.

Cai Zhao, her hair loose, leaned on the windowsill with her fair arm, her wide sleeves fluttering in the breeze. She could hear Zhou Yuqin talking with Ding Zhuo and Fan Xingjia downstairs.

Early in the morning, Zhou Yuqin had already asked the kitchen to prepare Cai Zhao’s favorite clay pot porridge, poached eggs, and white jade sugar cake. He had a maid quietly deliver the tray to Cai Zhao’s room. Cai Zhao had always preferred to eat before dressing up, rather than following the conventional routine of getting ready before breakfast.

As a child at home, Cai Pingfei didn’t mind this habit, but Ning Xiaofeng often scolded her for it. After Cai Pingfei passed away, she gradually changed this habit. However, after meeting Mu Qingyan, she reverted to her old ways.

Cai Zhao felt this wasn’t her fault; it was all due to Mu Qingyan’s indulgence. Every time she would groggily rise in the early morning, Mu Qingyan would look at her as if she were a wobbly yellow duckling, his eyes full of pity, almost wanting to bring the breakfast tray to her bedside.

Cai Zhao shook her head, trying to shake off these memories.

“…I just heard last night that Senior Brother Fan is from Xing City, so I thought he might like sour noodle soup. Senior Brother Ding values cultivation and health, so I only had them send five-grain porridge, plain boiled eggs, and freshly picked fruit,” Zhou Yuqin’s gentle voice drifted up.

One reason he got along well with Cai Zhao was his attention to food and drink. He was not only particular about it but could even guide the cooks to recreate flavors almost perfectly.

Fan Xingjia was extremely pleased, repeatedly expressing his gratitude, saying it had been a long time since he’d tasted his hometown flavors. Even the usually cold-faced Ding Zhuo was very appreciative, unprecedentedly offering to lend Zhou Yuqin his collection of sword manuals.

Zhou Yuqin didn’t want to see the sword manuals; he had other intentions.

“Zhaozao seems calm and agreeable, always smiling, but she’s quite stubborn. When things don’t go her way, she might even resort to violence. However, Zhaozao has a very good heart and never provokes trouble. I humbly ask both senior brothers to be more understanding…”

Zhou Yuqin spoke sincerely and humbly. Ding and Fan, thinking of past incidents, repeatedly agreed.

At this moment, Qi Lingbo and Dai Fengchi came over from the courtyard. They had agreed to visit the Wuan City market fair together today. After waiting in the hall for a long time without seeing anyone come for breakfast, they decided to wander over and check.

As they reached the back courtyard, they overheard Zhou Yuqin earnestly entrusting Ding Zhuo and the others to take care of Cai Zhao in the future. “…So, I entrust my Zhaozao to both senior brothers. Yuqin thanks you again.”

Qi Lingbo stopped to listen for a while, feeling increasingly heartbroken.

Someone else’s fiancé was constantly concerned about whether his fiancée would be bullied or comfortable in the sect, while her fiancé wouldn’t even personally give a reason for not coming to breakfast, only sending word that he had already eaten.

How long would she have to endure such neglect and mistreatment?

Cai Zhao came down the wooden stairs to the first floor, just in time to see Qi Lingbo walking over with her head down.

The two women briefly faced each other. Qi Lingbo’s eyes were brimming with tears, her heart full of bitterness. In contrast, Cai Zhao was glowing from her meal, and in her good mood, she had deliberately dressed up, looking even more beautiful than usual.

“Uh, this junior greets Senior Sister. Good morning, Senior Sister. You look quite…” Cai Zhao paused, seeing Qi Lingbo’s sallow complexion and dejected spirit. “…good today. Let’s spend more time browsing the market fair later.”

She meant it as a polite remark, but to Qi Lingbo’s ears, it sounded more hurtful than mockery. She ran off crying and stomping her feet, leaving Cai Zhao standing there bewildered.

After everyone was ready, the sun was high in the sky, and the weather was clear and pleasant. Except for Li Yuanmin, who was sent by Wang Yuanjing to find distant relatives of the Chang family for the memorial service, almost all the young disciples from the three sects planned to visit the market fair today.

Cai Zhao had always loved bustling, prosperous scenes, wishing every street was lined with shops and every day had a celebration. Since joining the Qingque Sect, she had been caught up in one inexplicable trouble after another, with certain people haunting her incessantly. It had been a long time since she’d been this happy.

Zhou Yuqin was both patient and attentive, following closely by Cai Zhao’s side. He helped her evaluate lipstick colors in the rouge shop, and select fabric materials in the silk shop, and whenever Cai Zhao nodded, he smoothly paid and carried the purchases. He even showed off his skills at the candy figurine stand, making an adorable little sugar figurine – a little girl sitting on a small stool eating a bowl of wonton, with facial features identical to Cai Zhao’s, making her laugh uncontrollably.

Fan Xingjia stepped back half a step, sighing, “Ah when it comes to marriage, one should marry someone like Young Master Zhou. How comfortable life would be day after day. Fourth Senior Brother, don’t you agree?”

Ding Zhuo, who had been dragged out shopping against his will, actually nodded seriously, “In case of trouble, Sister Zhaozao is capable of fending off external threats. They are indeed a match made in heaven.”

Nearby, Song Yuji looked like a freshly painted green gourd with its mouth sewn shut, his expression a strange mix of conflict and seriousness.

They had lunch at the best restaurant in town. As they came out, they ran into a flower god parade. The crowd surged, and the air was filled with noise. They were pushed apart, unable to hear each other’s calls over the commotion.

When Cai Zhao regained her bearings, she found that Zhou Yuqin was gone.

…

Zhou Yuqin stumbled and continuously pushed in one direction. Worried about hurting ordinary citizens, he didn’t use his martial arts to resist. When he finally broke free from the crowd, he found himself in a quiet alley.

New to Wuan City, he didn’t know the layout, only remembering that their inn was in the east of the city. He started walking towards the east end of the alley. After a few steps, he heard a commotion coming from that direction, with a group of people arguing about something.

He initially didn’t want to get involved, but as he passed by, a few snippets of the argument reached his ears.

It turned out to be two girls arguing, one well-dressed and the other poor and small.

The well-dressed girl was berating the poor one: “…How shameless can you be? Master had already decided to let me do the embroidery for today’s flower cart, yet you secretly hijacked it! And now you’re crying? Don’t think crying will solve everything! I pitied your poor family and sent food and drinks to your home every three days, and this is how you repay me? You convinced Master to replace the flower cart embroidery with your work. Do you have any conscience at all?”

The surrounding crowd started criticizing the poor girl for her despicable character and ingratitude.

The poor girl knelt on the ground, pleading incessantly, “Please forgive me, sister! I had no choice! Remember when we first joined as children? Master said our embroidery talents were about the same, but now I’m not as good as you. It’s not because I’m lazy or negligent, but because my fate isn’t as good as yours!”

“You can practice embroidery peacefully, while I have to start working before dawn – chopping wood, fetching water, cooking, doing odd jobs for neighbors to earn a few coins, and only practicing needlework on the rough cloth when I can steal a moment. Master says embroiderers need to take care of their hands. Your hands are still like a child’s, while mine are full of calluses. Sister, you come from a wealthy family, loved by your father and brothers. You’ll live a life of luxury whether you embroider or not. But embroidery is my only way out. If I don’t make a name for myself soon, my parents will sell me to be the twentieth concubine of Rich Wang! Master took pity on me and changed the flower cart embroidery to mine. With some reputation, I can earn money through embroidery!”

Hearing this, half of the crowd changed their opinion, saying the poor girl was forced by circumstances and truly pitiful.

The well-dressed girl angrily retorted, “Don’t give me that! If you had difficulties, you could have told me. How can you justify using such underhanded schemes? My embroidery skills far surpass yours, and they didn’t fall from the sky – I’ve practiced since childhood. The flower cart embroidery rotates among dozens of cities in the area. It won’t be Wuan City’s turn again for over a decade. Will I still be able to embroider then? Does a lifetime of hard work mean nothing? Get up and go outside to explain everything to everyone! One thing at a time. If it’s just about being pitiful, there are countless people more pitiful than you in this world. No matter how hard life is, one should act with integrity…”

Zhou Yuqin couldn’t help but intervene, pushing through the crowd: “Miss, let’s be forgiving. Everyone has heard the whole story. Today’s flower cart embroidery is just icing on the cake for you, but it’s a lifeline for this girl on the ground. There are priorities to consider. Why don’t you let her have this opportunity?”

As soon as these words were uttered, Miss Wei and seven or eight onlookers erupted into a clamor. Everyone held their views, creating a chaotic scene.

This entire spectacle was observed by a solitary figure. Dressed in coarse hemp clothing with a conical hat concealing his face, he stood alone in a corner of the alley. Though he appeared no different from the other wanderers in town for the market, his tall stature and composed demeanor set him apart.

Mu Qingyan silently watched Zhou Yuqi caught amid the quarreling crowd, his heart settling slightly.

Indeed, Zhou Yuqi was a gentle and considerate man, but he had one fatal weakness: his tendency to pity the weak.

Compared to Qi Lingbo, Cai Zhao was kind and non-confrontational, while Qi Lingbo might as well have had “domineering” written on her face. Naturally, Zhou Yuqi sympathized with Cai Zhao. However, when comparing Cai Zhao to the pitiful Min Xinrou, Cai Zhao seemed like a female judge of hell. How would Zhou Yuqi choose between them?

This act was well-played. Mu Qingyan nodded approvingly towards the other corner, expressing his satisfaction.

You Guanyue quickly withdrew half of his face, looking pleased with his superior’s approval.

Shangguan Haonan watched in astonishment. “I had no idea our Sect Leader You possessed such talent.”

“You flatter me,” You Guanyue said, adjusting his robe. “The script was all planned by the Chief. I merely chose a role and did some makeup and costuming. That’s all.”

…

Zhou Yuqi finally broke free from the crowd, but the hidden pain in his heart, which had been suppressed earlier, slowly resurfaced.

He walked aimlessly, unknowingly arriving at another alley.

By now, the sun was setting in the west, and the alley grew dim.

As Zhou Yuqi passed a dilapidated house, he heard fierce scolding through the half-open door, mixed with soft pleading. It seemed to be a father and daughter arguing.

A middle-aged man in tattered clothes, holding a broom, was angrily shouting, “…You shameless girl! Are you going to marry or not? If you won’t, I’ll beat you to death right now!”

The daughter, kneeling on the ground, begged desperately, constantly kowtowing. “Father, please wait a little longer. Brother Qiang only has eyes for me. He’ll surely return to marry me! Please, Father, just wait a bit longer!”

The father raged, “Wait for what? I’ve inquired around. Qiang’s parents have already started preparing the betrothal gifts. Yet you’re still here waiting like a fool! Their family is well-matched. How could we be worthy of them? Only a stupid, delusional girl like you would believe otherwise!”

The daughter wept incessantly. “It’s true, it’s true! I know Brother Qiang likes me. That young lady is very kind, but Brother Qiang doesn’t like her. It’s true! Brother Qiang will come back to marry me!”

The old mother also came to persuade her. “Ah Zhen, wake up. You and Qiang have been close since childhood, and all the neighbors know it. Once Qiang marries someone else, it’ll be hard for you to find a match…”

The daughter stubbornly replied, “Then I’d rather never marry and wait for him my whole life! I won’t marry anyone but Brother Qiang!”

Zhou Yuqi was stunned. Listening to every word, his emotions surged, and he felt lost and confused.

His eyes gradually moistened, his vision blurring. The half-open wooden door seemed to transform into the grand, imposing latticed door of his grandmother’s courtyard. Though only a step away, he never dared to cross it and reveal his true feelings to his grandmother.

He failed to notice the faint fragrance that had permeated the air. In the slanting evening sun, pale yellow powder swirled in the breeze, causing those who inhaled it to feel inexplicably melancholic, unsure if they were in a dream.

From the corner, Mu Qingyan coldly observed Zhou Yuqi standing dazed, his eyes brimming with tears.

He smirked slightly. So, the Zhou fellow indeed had another woman in his heart. Very good, very good indeed.

In another corner, Shangguan Haonan wrinkled his nose. “What trick is this now?”

You Guanyue drew back his neck and whispered, “It’s called Rubus Powder. Originally used by wandering Taoist priests for their illusions, it confuses the mind and disorients those who inhale it. Our Chief modified the formula, making it even more potent.”

Shangguan Haonan remarked, “That Zhou boy didn’t even notice. Tsk, tsk, look at his mournful face.”

“Indeed. If it were Song Yu, he’d hold his breath and focus his mind as soon as he noticed, rendering it useless,” You Guanyue lamented, wishing they could use it on Song Yu to directly eliminate a rival for the Chief.

…

As night fell, Zhou Yuqi walked with a heavy heart, unaware of his surroundings. Feeling hungry, he spotted a night food stall on a street corner and thought of getting a bite. However, he noticed people arguing inside the stall.

Besides the helpless owner, there were four people in their thirties, seemingly two married couples based on their conversation.

“…You slut! After being married to me for over a decade, you’re still pining for your lover! Shameless whore, sleeping around, making me a cuckold. I’ll beat you to death!” A middle-aged man with a red nose hiccupped drunkenly, repeatedly kicking the person on the ground while cursing. “If you still yearn for your cousin, why did you marry me in the first place, making me a fool for over ten years!”

A scholarly-looking man tried to intervene but was held back by his wife. He could only say, “My cousin and I are innocent. We’ve never had an improper relationship. It’s you who’s been drinking and abusing her, forcing her to live in misery. I came to help because I couldn’t bear to watch!”

The drunk squinted and sneered, “Help? How? By taking her to bed? Meeting secretly in the dead of night, and you call that innocent? Bah!” He pulled out a stack of papers from his bosom and threw them. “Look for yourself. These were all written by this slut in private!”

The scholar picked them up and saw his name written densely thousands of times on every sheet. He covered his face and wept.

The scholar’s wife’s expression changed. She scolded, “Cousin, what’s the meaning of this? You’re married, why are you still writing my husband’s name?”

The drunk laughed. “Sister-in-law, don’t just blame her. Your husband isn’t innocent either. I have many letters he wrote to this slut at home. Over a decade’s worth, filling a whole box! So intimate and caring! These adulterers have been unclear since before the wedding and continued their affair afterward. Only you and I were kept in the dark, made into living cuckolds! Hahaha…”

Suddenly, the drunk’s wife cried out, “It’s true! I’ve always loved my cousin. I married you because of my parents’ orders. I’ve wronged you. I accept your beatings and scolding, but don’t you dare insult my cousin!”

“Cousin!” The scholar moved and knelt beside her on the ground.

The scholar’s wife wept, beating her husband. “If you loved her, why did you marry me? I could have found another match. If you had objected even once, my parents would have called off the engagement without hesitation! You’ve ruined all four of us!”

The drunk’s wife also wept, “Cousin, cousin, if we had known it would come to this, why did we act as we did back then?”

The two embraced, sobbing uncontrollably. The drunk shouted about taking them to the ancestral hall and drowning them in pig cages, while the scholar’s wife walked away without looking back.

Witnessing this scene, Zhou Yuqi felt a chill rise from his feet to his heart, leaving him feeling ice-cold to the bone.

If he hadn’t been so preoccupied, his usual attentiveness would have noticed the oddness of this stall—how could a busy night market street be empty, and why were there only four people in the night food stall?

Unable to listen further, Zhou Yuqi fled the stall, stumbling and running aimlessly through the dark streets. Everywhere was pitch black, much like his marriage prospects, seemingly without hope.

After running for an unknown time, he spotted a light in the distance. Like a drowning man grasping at a lifeline, he frantically ran towards it.

It was a secluded bookshop with only the owner inside.

On the table sat a pot of warm Jiangnan Spring tea and a stack of fragrant mung bean cakes.

The bookshop owner, about fifty years old, wore a long-sleeved robe. He had three strands of scholarly beard on his chin and a tall, straight posture. His face was quite ordinary, except for a pair of deep, unusually clear black eyes.

The bookshop owner wasn’t overly friendly, but he invited Zhou Yuqi to sit and rest, offering tea and snacks before returning to organize his books. This casual attitude helped Zhou Yuqi relax, his entire body seeming to lose tension.

They exchanged intermittent conversation:

“Your tea is excellent, sir.”

“A friend from Jiangnan sent it.”

“Are you the only one running this shop?”

“No wife, no children. It’s more peaceful this way.”

Zhou Yuqi stared blankly, holding his teacup.

The shopkeeper glanced back, “Something troubling you, young man?”

Zhou Yuqi responded numbly, “Yes.”

“Relationship problems, I assume?”

Zhou Yuqi nearly dropped his cup. “How did you know?”

The shopkeeper smiled. “Your rich attire and polite manners suggest it’s not a financial issue. Your facial features indicate a harmonious family, so it’s not a family problem. For a young man like yourself, what other troubles could there be besides matters of the heart?”

Zhou Yuqi was amazed. “You’re quite perceptive, sir.”

“It’s not mystical. When you’ve seen enough people and experiences, you naturally understand these things.”

Crouching in the attic, Shangguan Haonan turned to You Guanyue. “Did the Chief study physiognomy too?”

You Guanyue replied, “Look at the book the Chief was holding earlier. It seemed to be ‘The Divine Physiognomy of Ma Yi.'”

Shangguan Haonan muttered, “…So the Chief is making this up as he goes.”

The shopkeeper continued calmly, “Young man, are your troubles about not being able to be with your loved one?”

“Yes… and no,” Zhou Yuqi sighed. “I have a cousin. Her family situation isn’t good – her father and brothers are foolish, and her stepmother is cruel. So she came to live with us when she was very young. We grew up together, perfectly compatible. Our family often joked that we’d become husband and wife, and we both thought so too.”

“Did something change?”

“Change? Yes. When I was twelve, my father suddenly arranged a marriage for me. Then my grandmother moved my cousin out of my courtyard and forbade us from being close anymore.”

“You’re not happy with this arrangement?”

Zhou Yuqi’s mind was in turmoil. After a long pause, he said, “I don’t know. The family I’m engaged to is of equal status to ours, old family friends. My future in-laws are very kind and understanding people.”

The shopkeeper smiled again. “If everything else is good, yet you’re still so troubled, it must be that the girl you’re engaged to isn’t to your liking.”

“No, no, no!” Zhou Yuqi exclaimed. “Zhao… I mean, the girl I’m engaged to is wonderful, truly wonderful. She’s intelligent, cheerful, wise, and brave. All the elders adore her.”

The shopkeeper seemed to notice something. “The elders like her, but you don’t?”

“I… I don’t know,” Zhou Yuqi said, bewildered. “She’s more beautiful than my cousin, more clever, and far more capable. She even surpasses me in abilities.”

“Then what’s lacking?”

“…I don’t know.”

Shangguan Haonan carefully stretched his stiff arm. “This Zhou boy is so indecisive, going in circles without saying anything clearly. Sigh, the Chief is truly extraordinary, patiently listening to this boy’s ramblings.”

” I think the Chief is quite irritated,” You Guanyue whispered. “Look, he’s taken down and replaced that stack of books three times now. If this boy doesn’t get to the point soon, I think the Chief might take action.”

The shopkeeper took down the stack of books for the fourth time, pretending to dust them off. “Is it that you don’t like your future wife being more capable than you?”

Zhou Yuqi: “I don’t mind if my future wife is stronger than me.”

“Is someone else concerned about it?”

“…Yes, someone is. My grandmother.”

Zhou Yuqi leaned on his knees, head bowed. “My grandmother is very pleased with the engagement my father arranged. This way, I’ll have a powerful family backing me, and my future wife is exceptional, helping me secure my position as the family head. If it were my cousin, that wouldn’t be guaranteed.”

He looked at the shopkeeper pleadingly. “My mother has always hoped for my cousin to marry me. Because of this, my grandmother has severely punished my mother many times, threatening to divorce her and even trying to send my cousin back home several times. But how can my cousin return to that home? It would be the death of her!”

The shopkeeper finally showed interest, forcing himself to continue organizing books. “Couldn’t you find a good match for your cousin? Wouldn’t that solve everything?”

Zhou Yuqi’s eyes moistened. “My grandmother said the same thing, even promising a generous dowry. But after all these years, everyone inside and outside the family knows my cousin’s feelings for me. How could she be happily married to someone else now?”

“Bah! ‘My cousin’s feelings for me,’ this boy acts like he’s innocent, but he’s been improper too,” You Guanyue rolled his eyes. “Our spies reported clearly: when Min Xinrou had a cold and couldn’t take her medicine, this boy sat by her bed and fed her spoonful by spoonful; when Min Xinrou cut herself while practicing sword, he applied medicine for her…”

Shangguan Haonan sneered, “Did he blow on it after applying the medicine?”

“Oh, you guessed it right. He applied a bit of medicine and blew three times.”

Zhou Yuqi continued tearfully, “Before I left, my grandmother repeatedly instructed me to treat my fiancée well, or she’d immediately send my cousin away. Now my cousin cries every day and is mocked and ridiculed by others. I feel terrible, but I don’t know what to do.”

Finally reaching the crux of the matter, the shopkeeper feigned nonchalance as he slowly approached. “Young man, would you like to hear my advice?”

Zhou Yuqi eagerly agreed.

The shopkeeper asked, “In your heart, how important is it to secure your position as the family head?”

Without hesitation, Zhou Yuqi replied, “I don’t care about being the family head. I’d rather live freely, drifting on rivers and lakes.”

The shopkeeper continued, “In your heart, who can you not bear to part with – your cousin or your fiancée?”

Zhou Yuqi immediately answered, “My fiancée is intelligent, beautiful, and capable. Without me, she could easily find a better match. But without me, my cousin would have no way to survive.”

The shopkeeper probed further, “Your grandmother and mother have opposing views. What about your grandfather and father?”

Zhou Yuqi explained, “My grandfather passed away early. My father is kind-hearted and has always taught me to follow my heart. He initially arranged this engagement due to friendship with old acquaintances, not because he looked down on my cousin. However, he’s very busy and doesn’t fully understand the bond between my cousin and me.”

“Isn’t the solution clear then?”

The shopkeeper stroked his beard and smiled. “Among your female elders, one approves and one opposes. Your father wants you to make your own decision. If you wish to go east, then east it is; if you wish to go west, then west it shall be. The future happiness of three people now depends solely on your will.”

Zhou Yuqi felt as if he had been enlightened, his heart suddenly clear – so the seemingly hopeless situation was actually in his own hands?

As he stood to leave, the shopkeeper kindly urged him to eat a mung bean cake, “Young man, you look pale. You haven’t eaten in a while, have you? Please, have some refreshments.”

Zhou Yuqi was indeed hungry. He took three mung bean cakes, bowed to thank the shopkeeper, and left.

As he was leaving, the shopkeeper called out to him once more, repeatedly advising, “Young man, forgive an old man for presuming, but in matters of the heart, one wrong step leads to a lifetime of regret. A moment’s hesitation in youth can result in lifelong regret. Better a short pain than a long one, remember that well.”

Zhou Yuqi thanked him again and left.

Shangguan Haonan glanced sideways, “What’s in those mung bean cakes?”

You Guanyue replied, “A bit of medicinal powder. Slightly sweet, dissolves in water.”

” I knew you’d put something in. What kind of medicine is it?”

“It’s called ‘Courage Booster,'” Guanyue said proudly as he slowly stood up. “The user will suddenly feel a surge of energy and spirit, eager to take action – exactly what our young Master Zhou needs right now.”

Shangguan Haonan clicked his tongue repeatedly, “The Chief is truly thoughtful. Hey, where are you going?”

“The Chief’s orders. We need to see this through to the end. There’s one last act to play.”

…

The mung bean cakes were delicately sweet and smooth. Zhou Yuqi ate all three at once, feeling increasingly energetic and courageous with each bite. He felt ready to face his grandmother and eloquently argue his case.

Repeating “Better a short pain than a long one” in his mind, he passed through a quiet alley and saw a young couple whispering in a corner.

The young man was gently consoling the girl, who was crying softly.

“Please, just try talking to them. Your parents are open-minded people; they won’t blame you. If you don’t speak up now, you’ll have to marry Miss Zhang! Please, for our future, for me, just try this once!”

The young man seemed moved and gritted his teeth, “Alright! I’ll talk to them! But who should I approach first? My father or my mother?”

The girl replied, “It’s best to talk to Miss Zhang first. The engagement was your father’s idea, and it would be difficult for him to break it off. Miss Zhang is understanding and broad-minded. If you talk to her first and she accepts our situation, everything will work out!”

“You’re right. I should let Zhang know my true feelings first. If she refuses to marry me, the engagement will naturally be broken…”

Zhou Yuqi clenched his fist in sudden realization.

Indeed, talking to Cai Zhao first would be most effective.

Right, he would go to her first!

Volume Five – Gentle River Chapter 100
As the lanterns began to light up the city, Fan Xingjia, scratching his itchy hand, knocked on Cai Zhao’s door.

“Fifth Senior Brother?” Cai Zhao had just climbed out of the bathtub and was sitting by the window, drying her hair. “Have you found Brother Yu Qi?”

Fan Xingjia replied, “Didn’t a disciple from Taichu Temple say they found Young Master Zhou at noon? However, because of the large flower cart parade, it was difficult to get through. So we decided to explore separately.”

“Then why hasn’t he returned even though it’s dark now?” Cai Zhao frowned, lowering her head to wipe her wet hair.

Feeling his face start to itch as well, Fan Xingjia asked irritably, “Oh, never mind him for now. Do you still have that anti-itch oil for insect bites? I’ve run out.”

Cai Zhao looked up, noticing the small red bumps on Fan Xingjia’s face, and chuckled, “Fifth Senior Brother got bitten again? How strange that mosquitoes don’t bite Fourth Senior Brother but swarm around you!”

“Do you have it or not?” Fan Xingjia glared.

Cai Zhao quickly responded, “Yes, yes, it’s in the small medicine box on the shelf in the alcove. Please help yourself, Fifth Senior Brother.”

Fan Xingjia maneuvered around the tables and chairs in the living room and entered the small, exquisite study alcove. He muttered, “Sister, your second-floor room is so cozy. A study, living room, bedroom, and bathroom – though small, it has everything… Oh, is it this black lacquer wooden box inlaid with mother-of-pearl?”

“That’s the one,” Cai Zhao confirmed. “Open the first layer, and you’ll find a large jade bottle labeled ‘Anti-itch’. Do you also want some mosquito-repelling incense? Look for the green-oiled paper package in the second layer. I’ve wrapped a large chunk of insect-repelling incense inside. You can use the small silver knife nearby to cut off half.”

“Thank you, Sister,” Fan Xingjia said, his face brightening. “When we return to the sect, I’ll give you a large bottle of Snow Ginseng Beauty Pills made by Master Lei!”

Cai Zhao smiled, “That would be wonderful.”

Just then, another knock came at the door – a series of taps that sounded both hesitant and urgent.

Cai Zhao answered, and to her surprise, Zhou Yu Qi, whom she hadn’t seen for half a day, entered.

“Brother Yu Qi, you’re back!” Cai Zhao exclaimed, both shocked and delighted. She quickly tied her hair with a ribbon and rose to greet him.

In the inner room, Fan Xingjia was about to come out but decided to wait, planning to tease the young couple after they had a moment alone.

Zhou Yu Qi looked distraught, his hair disheveled, his clothes covered in dust, and his long sleeves damp with dew.

Cai Zhao gently helped him sit down, her manner warm and caring. “Brother Yu Qi, you must be tired. Please, sit and rest. Wu’an City was so crowded today that everyone felt dizzy. Even Senior Brother Fan lost a shoe in the crowd.”

In the alcove, Fan Xingjia cursed Cai Zhao for being inconsiderate, revealing her senior brother’s embarrassing moment just to comfort her fiancé.

As Cai Zhao continued with pleasantries, Zhou Yu Qi’s face grew increasingly pale. When she mentioned “When Uncle Zhou arrives,” his mind raced, and he suddenly knelt before Cai Zhao with a thud, startling Fan Xingjia in the alcove.

“Brother Yu Qi, what’s wrong?” Cai Zhao quickly reached out to help him up.

Zhou Yu Qi, flustered, said, “Sister Zhao Zhao, I have something to tell you! I… I’ve wronged you…”

“Wronged me?” Cai Zhao laughed. “Did Brother Yu Qi accidentally enter a brothel at noon? Were you teased by courtesans? Did you lose your virtue? Tell me which one, and I’ll go demand justice for you tomorrow…”

“No, that’s not it,” Zhou Yu Qi replied. A fire seemed to burn in his heart, summoning courage he had never known. “Sister Zhao Zhao, I have something important to say—”

He steeled himself and knelt formally before Cai Zhao. “I want you to cancel our engagement!”

The room fell silent instantly.

Fan Xingjia retreated further into the alcove, determined not to come out.

Cai Zhao, stunned for a moment, soon erupted in anger.

She grabbed Zhou Yu Qi’s collar and gritted her teeth. “Did you get kicked in the head by an ox at noon?! Why are you talking nonsense in the middle of the night? If you’re sick, go take medicine. Don’t come here raving mad!”

Zhou Yu Qi’s face was resolute. “I’m not sick, nor am I mad. This thought has been in my mind for many years! Sister Zhao Zhao, you are exceptionally beautiful and talented, rarely seen in this world. I am mediocre and unworthy of you. Our marriage simply cannot happen!”

Cai Zhao’s sweet smile turned into a grimace. “Why don’t you just say what you mean instead of trying to fool me with pretty words! What’s all this about being worthy or unworthy? Do you think I’ll believe that?!”

Zhou Yu Qi clutched his tightened collar and said firmly, “I… I want to marry a gentle and virtuous wife…”

Anger rose in Cai Zhao’s heart as she shook Zhou Yu Qi’s collar violently. “Where am I not gentle? Where am I not virtuous? Tell me! I can be gentle, I can be virtuous too!”

Fan Xingjia almost laughed out loud but quickly covered his mouth.

“Tell me, tell me…” Cai Zhao had completely forgotten about the person in the alcove and continued to press.

“Fine, I’ll tell you!” Zhou Yu Qi, dizzy from being shaken, became even more determined to break off the engagement. “That year, shortly after our engagement, we went on an outing by the Qingluo River and encountered some ruffians. After we drove them off, you twisted the leader’s arm. He begged for mercy and swore never to commit crimes again…”

Recalling the past, he looked terrified. “Who would have thought, Sister Zhao Zhao, that while you were saying ‘Good, good, knowing one’s mistakes and correcting them is a great virtue’ with a smile on your face, we let our guard down. Then we heard a crack – you had broken the leader’s arm and even used your inner strength to shatter the bones in his shoulder!”

—At the time of their engagement, Zhou Yu Qi’s young fiancée was beautiful and always smiling. Although he felt he was letting down his cousin Min Xinrou, he didn’t think the marriage was a bad prospect. But soon after, he witnessed his seemingly delicate porcelain doll-like fiancée crush a strong man’s entire shoulder and arm.

The shock the gentle young man felt at that moment was unimaginable.

“That leader was bullying men and women!” Cai Zhao shouted at Zhou Yu Qi. “If evil people could just say they won’t do it again and be forgiven, what about justice for their victims?! I was already being merciful and soft-hearted by not breaking the limbs of those scoundrels. Don’t you understand that?!”

In her anger, she unconsciously used her inner strength. Zhou Yu Qi, unable to match her power, couldn’t free himself from her grip. He continued his accusations in this miserable position. “And two years ago, when you knocked me to the ground…”

Cai Zhao, remembering that incident, quickly said, “You said you didn’t mind that my martial arts were better than yours. You even said there are many happily married couples where the wife is stronger than the husband. What’s changed now? Have you come to despise me?”

Zhou Yu Qi hurriedly replied, “Every word I said was true, heaven be my witness! I truly don’t mind that your martial arts are better than mine, Zhao Zhao! If we had a proper martial arts match two years ago, I would have accepted defeat without complaint. But that’s not what happened! You saw me being friendly with Cousin Xinrou and became displeased. So you used the pretext of a martial arts match to beat me up and vent your anger!”

Cai Zhao was stunned, her fingers loosening – he had accurately described her thoughts at that time.

Zhou Yu Qi quickly reclaimed his collar and explained desperately, “When I talked about happy marriages where the wife is stronger, I meant cases where the wife has higher cultivation but doesn’t use it to bully her husband! In normal marriages, even if a wife is displeased with her husband, she can’t just raise her fists and beat him up whenever she wants – but you can, Sister Zhao Zhao!”

“What’s wrong with venting when you’re wronged? Should I just endure it?” Cai Zhao exploded with anger.

Zhou Yu Qi mumbled softly, “Cousin Xinrou would endure…”

“What did you say?!”

Zhou Yu Qi, nearly blown away by her shout, stammered, “I mean, if I have any shortcomings in the future, I’m bound to be beaten by you. I truly can’t bear such a marriage…”

Cai Zhao forced a smile, trying to sound ‘kind’: “Then just don’t have any shortcomings in the future.”

Zhou Yu Qi almost cried, “In this world, who can live without making mistakes? Sister Zhao Zhao, it’s not that you’re bad, it’s just that our temperaments don’t match! To be honest, I admire girls who are understanding, gentle, and virtuous…”

“You might as well say Min Xinrou’s name directly. I won’t go after her,” Cai Zhao said coldly.

Zhou Yu Qi pleaded tearfully, “Please, Sister Zhao Zhao, just let me go!”

Cai Zhao trembled with rage.

Finally, this pride-wounding conversation ended with her furious shout “Get out!”

Outside the small building in the courtyard, Mu Qingyan stood in the dense shadows, wearing a long, dark cloak that reached the ground. The soft, thin silk cloak revealed half of his handsome face.

He watched as Zhou Yu Qi dejectedly climbed to the second floor, and not long after, stumbled out. A slight smile played on Mu Qingyan’s lips.

Moments later, You Guanyue slipped out of Fan and Ding’s room, followed by two black-clad subordinates carrying a specially made iron pipe. He approached and reported in a low voice, “Reporting to the Master, I listened carefully. Zhou Yu Qi indeed proposed to break off the engagement, enraging the young lady. They’ve completely fallen out.”

Mu Qingyan nodded slightly, his eyes showing satisfaction.

Just then, Shangguan Haonan rushed over, panting, “Qi Lingbo angrily went to find Song Yu. Master, do you want to go see?”

Mu Qingyan thought for a moment, “Let’s go take a look.”

When they arrived, they saw Song Yu’s door wide open. Qi Lingbo was unleashing years of pent-up grievances and anger, while Song Yu sat silently, allowing Qi Lingbo to vent. Pang Xiongxin stood by, constantly trying to mediate.

A crowd of onlookers had gathered, with Guangtian’s guards repeatedly trying to disperse them.

Mu Qingyan and his group hid in an empty room across the hall to eavesdrop.

“…Song Yu, even now you won’t say anything to me properly!” Qi Lingbo’s voice was shrill.

Song Yu replied, “What do you want me to say? Our incompatibility is no secret. Everyone in the sect knows. From childhood to now, I’ve advised when I should, reprimanded when necessary. What else is there to say?”

Qi Lingbo accused bitterly, “We’ve been engaged for over ten years. Have you ever given me a kind look or spoken to me tenderly? Is this how a chivalrous man treats someone?”

“I believe that constantly stopping you from bullying the weak and being disrespectful to others for the past decade is true chivalry,” Song Yu retorted.

“You!”

Dai Fengchi interjected loudly, “Brother, how can you treat Lingbo like this!”

Song Yu sneered, “Second Senior Brother, it’s best you say less. Surely you don’t hope for me and Junior Sister Lingbo to marry?”

Dai Fengchi was left speechless.

Song Yu looked at Qi Lingbo indifferently, “Junior Sister Lingbo, there’s no need to be so sad. You probably don’t truly like me either; you’re just reluctant to let go of worldly matters.”

“Fine, fine, fine!” Qi Lingbo said through tears. “If you put it that way, I’d be too shameless to still cling to you. Today, in front of everyone, with heaven and earth as witnesses, let’s end our relationship and break off the engagement!”

Song Yu suddenly looked up, his eyes filled with disbelief and joy.

Qi Lingbo didn’t notice this flash of joy. At that moment, she was proud of her decisiveness. After speaking, she held her head high and left proudly, feeling she had never been so relieved in her life.

In the room across the hall, Mu Qingyan laughed gleefully, “Oh, Song Yu, Song Yu, you’ve finally met your match. And here you thought everyone loved you, but even a woman like Qi Lingbo doesn’t want you…”

Shangguan Haonan quickly reminded him, “Master, this isn’t good.”

“How is it not good? Song Yu has lost so much face,” You Guanyue chimed in.

Shangguan Haonan reported, “Master, Miss Zhao Zhao just had a falling out with Young Master Zhou, and now Song Yu has broken off his engagement with Qi Lingbo. This means there are no more obstacles between Miss Zhao Zhao and Song Yu…”

Mu Qingyan’s face darkened, “You’re right.”

After a moment’s thought, he ordered, “Immediately spread the news about Zhou Yu Qi kneeling and begging Zhao Zhao to break off the engagement. I want everyone in the inn to know within half an hour.”

…

In the second-floor room of the small building, Fan Xingjia was constantly comforting Cai Zhao: “Junior Sister, don’t be sad. There are plenty of fish in the sea; you’ll find a better match.”

Cai Zhao sobbed, “Fifth Senior Brother, do you think I’m upset because the engagement is off? That’s not it at all!”

“Then why?” Fan Xingjia asked cautiously.

Cai Zhao wiped her tears and nose, “Just yesterday, Zhou Yu Qi was so gentle and caring towards me in the main hall, making me look good in front of everyone. Today, he’s crying and shouting about breaking off the engagement. Where can I put my face? Everyone must be guessing what a terrifying woman I am to scare away such a good-tempered fiancé as Young Master Zhou!”

— In short, breaking off the engagement wasn’t the issue. Who broke it off and how it was done was the real problem.

Fan Xingjia sighed in relief, “So that’s it. Don’t worry, Junior Sister. If you don’t say anything about Zhou Yu Qi kneeling and begging to break off the engagement, and I don’t say anything, and I’ll tell Brother Zhou not to mention it either, who else will know? When the elders of both families arrive, you two can express your wishes, and let the elders handle breaking off the engagement. Won’t that be proper?”

Cai Zhao pressed a handkerchief to her face, tears in her eyes, “Really, Fifth Senior Brother? Can it be done this way?”

Fan Xingjia reassured her, “Of course. Brother Zhou has always been considerate and kind. Now that he feels guilty towards you, I believe even if I don’t tell him, he won’t spread the word of what just happened.”

Cai Zhao nodded hopefully.

Having finally calmed the girl down, Fan Xingjia had hot water brought in, prepared hot tea, and ordered two plates of exquisite snacks. Just as Cai Zhao had fixed her makeup and eaten a couple of snacks, the door was suddenly pushed open forcefully.

Ding Zhuozhen burst in like a gust of wind: “Is it true? Junior Sister Zhao Zhao, did you break off the engagement with Young Master Zhou?”

Cai Zhao froze, the snack in her hand falling.

Fan Xingjia was shocked: “Fourth Senior Brother, how did you know?”

Ding Zhuozhen replied, “Everyone in the inn knows. They’re saying Young Master Zhou knelt and begged Junior Sister to break it off…”

Before he could finish, Qi Lingbo’s extremely pleased laughter came from the stairway, “I must go see my Junior Sister. Is it true that Young Master Zhou knelt and begged her to let him go? Haha, hahaha…”

In an instant, Cai Zhao was overwhelmed by shame and anger. She forcefully pushed everyone out, “Get out, all of you get out! No one is allowed in, get out!” — She could easily guess what Qi Lingbo would say next.

Fan Xingjia, realizing further words were useless, quickly went out to persuade Qi Lingbo to leave.

Outside, chaos and commotion reigned. Cai Zhao, like a wounded little beast, buried her head in the bedding and pillows.

After a long while, when the noise outside the building finally subsided, she suddenly sat up. Her beautiful face showed no trace of tears.

— Nonsense, tears are for others to see. Why cry when no one’s around?

Cai Zhao sat before the mirror, gritted her teeth as she fixed her clothes and makeup, tightened the Yanyang Sword at her waist, and leaped out the back window, disappearing into the deep night — she didn’t know where the culprit was, but she knew he must be nearby.

Standing in a quiet alley behind the inn, she called out, “Master Mu, with your great talent, you’ve laid out this intricate plan. Now that you’ve succeeded, why not come out and meet me?”

Moments later, in the silent night, a tall young man wearing a long, dark cloak that reached the ground slowly walked out. He looked up, his long starry eyes shining brightly: “Zhao Zhao.”

Cai Zhao was furious, “You monster, what exactly did you do to Zhou Yu Qi at noon today!” Being perceptive, she had already guessed most of it from Zhou Yu Qi’s unusual behavior that night.

Mu Qingyan raised an eyebrow: “What do you think I did to him? Do you think Zhou Yu Qi proposed to break off the engagement because I coerced him?”

Cai Zhao was at a loss for words.

Mu Qingyan: “I swear by my father’s name, I never coerced or forced Zhou Yu Qi in any way.”

Cai Zhao sneered: “If not by force, then by persuasion. Tell me, how did Master Mu induce Zhou Yu Qi to actively propose breaking off the engagement?”

Mu Qingyan smiled brightly: “It wasn’t much. I just had him watch a few scenes — childhood sweethearts forced to separate, middle-aged men and women still pining for each other years after their respective marriages, and so on.”

Cai Zhao laughed angrily: “I guessed as much. You deliberately staged these scenes for Zhou Yu Qi to see, stirring his emotions, and then adding your instigation. That fool Zhou Yu Qi then came to break off the engagement!”

“Correct.”

Cai Zhao was incredulous: “You ruined my marriage, and you’re so righteous about it!”

“Of course I’m righteous,” Mu Qingyan said. “Your intentions in this marriage were impure. I merely set things right.”

“My intentions were impure?” Cai Zhao’s voice rose. “You’re turning the tables on me.” — Her anger reached its peak. Without further words, she drew her sword. A golden-red light flashed as she used the tenth move of the ‘Great Wind Breaking Clear Sky Sword’ technique created by Cai Pingshu — ‘Crossing the Surging River’ — to strike at him.

Mu Qingyan’s long robe fluttered as he dodged left and right, saying at the same time: “Your intentions were indeed impure. Tell me, were you willing to marry Zhou Yu Qi according to the engagement out of genuine love for him? No! You were thinking of the wealth of Peiqiong Manor, the prosperity of the southern towns, the kindness of the Zhou family members, and how easy it would be to manipulate the weak Zhou Yu Qi!”

Cai Zhao trembled with anger, but couldn’t refute a single word.

Mu Qingyan turned, his right-hand fingers blocking the edge of the Yanyang Sword with a clang. “Back then, when your aunt was seriously injured and Falling Petal Valley was in turmoil, your mother resolutely married your father in that time of crisis — that was true love!”

“Heroine Cai Pingshu, determined to roam freely, didn’t want to burden Zhou Zhizhen, so she willingly broke off the engagement — that was true detachment!”

“It’s a pity that elders like your aunt, your father, and your mother raised such an insincere daughter as you!”

“You’re not even as good as Zhou Yu Qi! At least he sincerely wants to marry Min Xinrou!”

Tears were forced from Cai Zhao’s eyes. “Shut up, shut up, shut up!” — What kind of world was this, where the leader of an evil cult was lecturing her on the correct view of marriage?

She forcefully pulled back the Yanyang Sword. “If I’m so bad, why do you keep pestering me? Why do you care who I marry or how I marry? Mind your own business!”

With a thud, blood splattered as the Yanyang Sword sliced directly into Mu Qingyan’s left shoulder.

Silence fell. Cai Zhao was stunned. She hadn’t expected Mu Qingyan to suddenly stop resisting. If she hadn’t pulled back quickly, the diagonal slash could have severed Mu Qingyan’s arm.

She froze: “You…” Then anger flared again, “Your trick of injuring yourself won’t work!”

Mu Qingyan’s expression remained unchanged as blood flowed from his shoulder. “This isn’t a trick. I’m taking your blade because I’ve wronged you.”

Cai Zhao sneered: “You finally admit you shouldn’t have ruined my engagement?”

“No, your engagement was unjust, and breaking it was for the best,” Mu Qingyan said. “I’m taking your blade because I made you lose face.”

“Lose face?” Cai Zhao was confused.

Mu Qingyan admitted frankly: “I spread the news about Zhou Yu Qi kneeling and begging you to break off the engagement.”

Cai Zhao was exhausted with anger, saying weakly: “What grudge do you have against me to harm me like this!”

Mu Qingyan’s expression was so sincere it was almost moving: “I’m not harming you. There’s just an urgent matter that requires your attention, so I found an excuse to bring you out.”

Cai Zhao was almost speechless. She picked up the Yanyang Sword and was about to leave. After a few steps, she turned back: “Fine, fine. Speak, and I’ll listen.”

Mu Qingyan lowered his long lashes, pressing his injured left shoulder: “You’ve finally softened.”

Cai Zhao’s mouth twitched: “I’m no match for you, I admit defeat. If I don’t listen to your explanation, who knows what other tricks you’ll pull next.” Earlier, when she had driven him out of the second floor, he had turned around and manipulated her fiancé to break their engagement. She dared not lose her temper again.

Mu Qingyan said calmly: “Don’t you want to investigate the truth behind the Chang family bloodshed?”

Cai Zhao’s expression tightened: “What do you know?”

“I dare not say I know, but I have a clue.”

Cai Zhao snorted coldly: “Go ahead and make it up.”

“The clue is at the Chang family tomb, am I right?” Mu Qingyan smiled slightly. “You should trust me, otherwise why do you think I was standing there for so long when you first went up the mountain?”

Cai Zhao bit her lip: “You’re willing to tell me the clue?”

Mu Qingyan: “I owe a debt to Hero Chang, so I will certainly investigate the truth myself. You can follow if you want, or leave if you don’t — after all, you now have an excuse to leave.”

Cai Zhao sighed, “You’ve spread the news of Zhou Yu Qi breaking off our engagement, ruining my reputation. Even without Hero Chang’s matter, I’d want to leave the inn.”

“A short pain is better than a long one. It’s better to end things cleanly,” said Mu Qingyan.

Cai Zhao snorted coldly, “Who’s to say Zhou Yu Qi and Min Xinrou’s future will be so blissful?”

“Whether it’s blissful or not is a matter for the future,” Mu Qingyan suddenly became poetic. “Young love is like a raging fire, most passionate and rare. Heaven should bless them, don’t you think?”

Cai Zhao stood dumbfounded for a long while, then suddenly sighed: “Now I understand why Brother Yu Qi cried and begged me to break off the engagement.”

Mu Qingyan looked puzzled.

Cai Zhao sighed: “He said he felt controlled and helpless by my side, just as I now feel controlled and helpless in your hands. Indeed, one must put oneself in another’s shoes to understand their suffering.”

She turned, “Alright, let’s go. To the mountain graveyard.”

Mu Qingyan suddenly became angry, turning his pale and handsome face: “My wound hurts. Come help me press on it.”

Cai Zhao’s fingers moved swiftly, first sealing his acupoints to stop the bleeding, then taking out a silk handkerchief to press against his shoulder. The white silk instantly turned red. She couldn’t help but say, “Why don’t we treat your wound first before going up the mountain?” — Forcing someone to visit a graveyard while injured wasn’t something a normally cruel person would do.

Mu Qingyan turned, almost enveloping her in his embrace. He lowered his head, their foreheads touching.

Cai Zhao’s nose was filled with a familiar, clear, and intense bloody scent. Uncomfortable, she said, “Step back a bit.”

Mu Qingyan said softly: “Have you not softened towards me at all?”

Cai Zhao’s heartfelt sour and heavy as if weighed down by a large stone: “With no hope for the future, why torture ourselves? You said it yourself, a short pain is better than a long one.”

“You’re truly hard-hearted,” Mu Qingyan sighed. “It’s not you in my palm, but me in yours with nowhere to escape.”
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The blow Cai Zhao dealt wasn’t particularly heavy or light. While certainly less severe than internal injuries like damaged dantian or depleted qi, it was more serious than a typical flesh wound. Initially, Cai Zhao felt a twinge of regret, but upon seeing You Guanyue’s excessively grief-stricken face, she coldly remarked, “Your master is merely injured, not at death’s door. You Guanyue, you’re overdoing it.”

You Guanyue sheepishly retreated. Shangguan Haonan whispered in his ear, “Didn’t I tell you not to put on an act? The master has his plans.”

“I was just trying to help smooth the path for the master’s romance,” You Guanyue defended.

Shangguan Haonan expressed surprise, “You’re still single yourself. Where did you get the confidence to meddle in the master’s love life?”

You Guanyue was left speechless, thinking, “How rude.”

In an elegant chamber at the foot of Wu’an Mountain, silk curtains cascaded like water. Mu Qingyan reclined on the bed, his face even paler than his silk inner robes.

Cai Zhao sat outside the curtains, both of them silent.

“It’s too late to climb the mountain now,” Mu Qingyan said. “Let’s leave at dawn. We can rest for a few hours.”

Cai Zhao looked up, asking, “Where should I sleep?”

After a pause, Mu Qingyan replied, “This… was originally your room.”

Though seemingly out of context, Cai Zhao understood.

She rose and walked to a tall lacquered cabinet. Opening it, she found neatly stacked sets of women’s clothing, from delicate undergarments to outer cloaks.

Cai Zhao took nothing, slamming the cabinet shut. She stomped to a couch by the window, lay down, and haphazardly covered herself with a thin blanket. Mu Qingyan said nothing about her obvious tantrum, simply extinguishing the candle before lying down himself.

Time passed. The room fell into dark silence, punctuated by the chirping of crickets outside. Tree leaves rustled gently in the breeze, their shadows dancing on the window’s gauze in the moonlight, creating a tender, intimate atmosphere.

Suddenly, Cai Zhao spoke, “Is this endless pursuit worth it to you?”

A calm male voice replied from behind the curtain, “You’re not me. How can you know it’s not worth it?”

Cai Zhao gritted her teeth, grinding the embroidery on her cover. “You’re a sect leader now, with heavy responsibilities. I have family and friends to consider. Can’t you see the bigger picture?”

After a moment of silence, Mu Qingyan spoke softly, “When my father was fourteen, he thought he could survive independently in the martial world and planned to leave. Chou Zhang begged him to stay, arguing that the loyal Mu clan servants would be at Nie Hengcheng’s mercy if he left. So, my father stayed.”

He continued, detailing how his father remained trapped by duty and manipulation for years, even after the arrival of Sun Ruoshui. Cai Zhao sighed softly as Mu Qingyan referred to his mother by name, rather than as “Madam Sun.”

Mu Qingyan concluded, “And then… I was born, further tying my father down for over a decade.” His voice dripped with sarcasm, “The bigger picture? My father was the epitome of considering the bigger picture, but what good did it do him?”

“For the divine realm, Nie Hengcheng merely usurped the divine legacy. For himself, my father lived a life of frustration, never setting foot beyond the Hanhai Mountains. If he were still alive, I’d be content to be a refined, carefree outsider like him. But he’s dead.”

“Zhao, don’t resent me for pursuing you. I won’t live like my father, forsaking my heart’s desire and enduring a lifetime of repression. If you truly despise me, you might as well take my life; I won’t resist. But as long as I live, I won’t let you go. I won’t harm you or your family. For now, let’s take it one step at a time…”

Cai Zhao drifted off, unable to recall Mu Qingyan’s final words. She dreamed of walking on soft, swaying reeds by the Qingluo River, hearing the steward crab calling her home for dinner.

She awoke to bright daylight, sitting dazed in her bedding with disheveled clothes exposing her delicate collarbone and pink skin, like a lost rag doll. Mu Qingyan sat beside the bed, his gaze deep and dark, having watched her for who knows how long.

Last night’s dream-like confrontation seemed forgotten as he calmly urged Cai Zhao to have breakfast. He detailed the freshly caught shrimp in the dumplings, and the bone broth used for the purple rice porridge, and warned her to be careful with the sesame candy biscuits lest the syrup spill out.

Facing the mercurial manor owner, Cai Zhao sighed, spoon in hand, “Lord Mu, you truly are suited for great things.”

Mu Qingyan replied impassively, “Thank you. You’re not far behind yourself, Lady Cai.”

After breakfast, they set out immediately, quickly reaching the Chang family fortress and heading straight for the graveyard behind the mountain.

Cai Zhao got straight to the point, “Alright, tell me about your leads.”

Mu Qingyan began, “As I mentioned before, I suspected there was a mastermind behind the Chang family massacre. After dealing with some trivial matters, I arrived at the Chang family fortress several days before you. I had people thoroughly search the fortress ruins, even digging half a foot into the foundations to look for secret rooms or tunnels, but we found nothing…”

Cai Zhao suddenly realized, “So that’s why the burnt ruins were in such disarray. I thought it was looters, but it was your doing.”

Mu Qingyan smiled. “No need for indirect criticism. We indeed have skilled diggers among us. I brought a few along this time.”

Seeing her sarcasm fail, Cai Zhao changed tack. “So you found nothing. Then what?”

“With no other options, I recalled my time recuperating at the Chang family home,” Mu Qingyan continued. “Most things were destroyed in the fire, but this place remains intact.” He gestured at the surrounding graves. “Then I remembered something. Shortly after Madam Chang’s death, the Qingming Festival arrived. Master Chang was grief-stricken, having lost both his wife and daughter. He was alone and desolate. On Qingming, the entire household visited the ancestral graves, but Master Chang went alone at night with a food basket. I wanted to follow, but he declined my company.”

“What are you getting at?” Cai Zhao asked, increasingly confused.

Mu Qingyan questioned, “Do you know what offerings the Wu’an people use for their ancestors?”

“Soy sauce dumplings?” Cai Zhao guessed.

Mu Qingyan smiled. “No. Wu’an custom dictates three vegetarian fruits, three vegetarian dishes, six other items, and some water and wine for family members. Meat offerings are only for non-family members.”

Cai Zhao began to understand. “So Master Chang’s basket contained meat offerings that night?”

“Exactly,” Mu Qingyan confirmed. He walked between two tombstones, explaining, “I’ve examined every grave here. They’re all Chang family members or loyal servants. Even Master Chang’s sworn brothers, having no family, were buried here under the Chang family’s care.”

Cai Zhao grasped the implication. “So who was Master Chang offering meat to?”

“I initially thought the Chang family massacre was because of me. Master Chang, on his deathbed, insisted it wasn’t and told me not to feel guilty. I thought he was just comforting me, but now I think he might have been telling the truth. The Chang family was hiding a secret.”

Mu Qingyan frowned. “Unfortunately, it’s been a year. Any offerings have long since been consumed by wild animals. I can’t identify this outsider buried in the Chang family plot. I feel this is key to unraveling the mystery.”

Cai Zhao thought for a moment, then asked, “What were you planning to do the day we came up with the Taichu Observatory disciples?”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes shifted slightly before he smiled.

Cai Zhao’s eyes widened. “No wonder you brought skilled diggers. Were you planning to exhume graves?!”

Mu Qingyan sighed. “I was still hesitating.”

“The Chang family treated you so well, and you planned to desecrate their ancestral graves? You’re heartless!” Cai Zhao exclaimed.

“I was wrong, I admit it. I just wanted to find the mastermind behind the massacre,” Mu Qingyan placated her. “Now, tell me about your clues. You shared them with Song Yuzhi, so surely you can tell me. Maybe we can solve this without grave-digging.”

Cai Zhao glared at him but relented. “It’s not much. My father investigated here months ago and said something was different from when he visited over a decade ago.” She recounted her father’s words.

“But my third senior brother and I looked around and found nothing unusual,” she added, puzzled.

Mu Qingyan’s eyes lit up. “There is indeed something strange here!”

“What? How do you know already?” Cai Zhao asked, bewildered.

“Didn’t you notice anything odd in your father’s words?” Mu Qingyan pressed, his eyes gleaming.

Cai Zhao grew more confused. “What did my father say? In early spring over a decade ago, he spent half a day here, lost in thought. Then my aunt called him back to wash his face with cold water to clear his mind.” She couldn’t see anything amiss in this brief account.

“Exactly that!” Mu Qingyan exclaimed, looking at her with amusement. “It seems Luoying Valley truly is spring-like year-round, and you haven’t spent much time in Jiuli Mountain. Even Song Yuzhi, who lives on a mountain, didn’t catch it. Hmph, clearly just a pretty face!”

Cai Zhao bristled. “If you have something to say, say it. Keep mocking me, and I’ll leave!”

“Alright, alright, I’ll explain,” Mu Qingyan said, smiling. “First, tell me, do you feel cold or hot right now?”

Cai Zhao paused, unconsciously tightening her collar. “It’s a bit chilly.”

Mu Qingyan nodded. “Wu’an Mountain is naturally cold, and this is a shaded valley. It’s chilly even in early summer, let alone when your father visited in early spring.”

Cai Zhao agreed.

“Your father spent half a day in the graveyard, so he must have been cold,” Mu Qingyan continued. “Normally, after being in the cold mountain wind for so long, what would one do upon returning?”

“Drink a bowl of ginger soup to ward off the chill, of course,” Cai Zhao replied.

“But your aunt told your father to wash his face with cold water,” Mu Qingyan said slowly.

Cai Zhao gasped, shocked. “…Why would she do that?” She scratched her ear, then looked up. “Was my father’s face flushed from the sun?”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes showed approval. “That’s exactly what I think.”

“I see, I see!” Cai Zhao muttered. “No wonder my father felt something was off. He vaguely remembered his face being hot from the sun over a decade ago, but not during his recent visit.”

She looked around, confused. “But this place is shaded. Even now in early summer, the sunlight is weak. How could my father’s face have been sun-flushed in early spring?”

Mu Qingyan’s gaze darkened. “There must be a spot here with abundant sunlight, enough to heat one’s face.”

Cai Zhao followed his gaze, surveying the surroundings. A cold wind blew across the desolate graveyard, thick with a gloomy atmosphere.
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More than two hours later, Mu and Cai met again at Changfu’s gravestone. They had been circling the cemetery, testing the sunlight in every corner, along every wall, and even standing briefly next to each tombstone. Yet, their efforts yielded no results.

The mountain wind had turned Cai Zhao’s face pale and her lips blue. Mu Qingyan reached into the bamboo basket at his feet, retrieving a small silver flask. He offered it to her, suggesting she drink some alcohol to warm up.

“Why don’t we just dig up the graves?” Mu habitually reached out to smooth Cai Zhao’s messy hair. She leaned back to avoid his touch, but he wasn’t offended. “If we excavate this entire back mountain area, we’ll know what’s underground. Shangguan Haonan’s men are quite capable. I heard their ancestors were originally grave robbers. It shouldn’t take more than half a day.”

“Master Mu, please show some respect,” Cai Zhao frowned, tossing the silver flask back into the basket. “These graves belong to righteous heroes who fought against tyranny. How dare you suggest grave robbers dig them up!”

Mu Qingyan clasped his hands behind his back. “Then, Miss Cai, what do you suggest we do next? I’m at a loss.”

Today, he wore a form-fitting black brocade robe with narrow sleeves that reached the ground, accentuating his tall, slender frame. As he stood facing the wind in the desolate wilderness, he cut an impressive figure, as straight and dignified as a pine tree.

Cai Zhao glanced away slightly, sighed with her hands on her hips, and reorganized her thoughts. “My father said he was standing on the stone steps to the south…”

“You mean these?” Mu Qingyan pointed to a small flight of steps made of bluestone slabs.

The steps led down to the burial ground. At the top stood a large stone tripod, flanked by two bluestone tables for offerings. Behind them was a wide stone wall, about one zhang high and wider than the gap between the two sets of stone steps on either side. It could easily accommodate more than twenty people standing shoulder to shoulder. A poem praising righteousness was carved on it in an elaborate calligraphic style.

Cai Zhao stepped onto the stone steps. “My father said he stood here for most of the time.”

“There are steps on both sides for accessing the sacrificial platform. Which side did your father stand on?” Mu Qingyan continued to challenge her. “And on which step?”

Ignoring him, Cai Zhao continued her train of thought. “My aunt was originally discussing important matters with Hero Chang. She must have come to call my father back for a meal, so he must have been standing here from morning until evening…”

Mu Qingyan interjected, “We’ve already stood on both sets of steps. They can only accommodate two people side by side, and we didn’t feel any unusual heat.”

Cai Zhao glared at him. “You’re interrupting.”

Mu Qingyan smiled. “I’m just trying to help.”

“I don’t need your help,” Cai Zhao replied confidently. “I’ll go down the mountain later and ask Senior Fan to find me a hundred or so disciples. We’ll fill the entire graveyard and stay in the sun for a whole day. Then we’ll know where the anomaly is.”

Mu Qingyan considered this. “That’s not a bad idea, but what if your father remembered incorrectly? What if he was sitting instead?”

“Then we’ll come back the next day and have everyone sit in the graveyard for a whole day.”

Mu Qingyan added, “That could work. But it would be best to find people with similar heights to your father. If they’re too tall or short, even if they’re in the right position, they might not feel the heat on their face, head, or chest.”

Cai Zhao tried to maintain her composure. “Fine, I’ll ask my seniors to find people close to my father’s height.”

Mu Qingyan wasn’t finished. “We should also write to your father to ask how tall he was back then. Young men often grow until they’re twenty. Your father was only in his teens, right? He might not have reached his full height yet.”

Cai Zhao exploded, “Why is this so complicated!”

Mu Qingyan laughed brightly. “I’m just trying to be thorough. As they say, ‘A small error can lead to a great disaster’…”

“I don’t care!” Cai Zhao took a deep breath, composing herself. “Alright, we’re done for today. Why don’t we leave?”

Mu Qingyan asked, “Why should I leave?”

Cai Zhao stomped her foot. “When my senior disciples come up here and see you, won’t that be… won’t that be…”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes darkened. “Miss Cai, isn’t this a bit too much like discarding a tool after using it?”

“Are you leaving or not?”

“No.”

Cai Zhao, frustrated, spread her fingers and made a grabbing motion toward the ground using her Dragon-Capturing Technique. She then thrust her palm forward, sending a rock the size of a child’s head flying towards Mu Qingyan.

She expected him to deflect it with his palm, shattering the rock instantly. Instead, Mu Qingyan simply sidestepped, letting the rock fly past him.

With a loud ‘bang’, the rock struck the bluestone table behind Mu Qingyan. As the dust settled, a long crack was visible in the stone table.

A bead of sweat formed on Cai Zhao’s temple.

Mu Qingyan feigned surprise, exclaiming loudly, “Oh my, Zhao Zhao, you’ve broken the sacrificial table of these righteous heroes!”

“You… you… you demon!” Cai Zhao was on the verge of tears, lunging at him in anger.

Mu Qingyan laughed, spinning away and up the stone steps. He then opened his arms wide and caught the fuming young woman, holding her soft form against him. He paused for a moment, realizing that in the months since he’d last seen her, the young miss seemed to have grown a bit.

Before he could entertain any other thoughts, Cai Zhao suddenly cried out, “Look! Look!”

Mu Qingyan looked down to see the young woman in his arms staring intently past him. Following her gaze, he saw she was looking at the easternmost part of the stone wall behind him.

He frowned. “What’s wrong with this stone wall?”

Cai Zhao shook her head and quickly walked to the westernmost part of the wall, bending down to examine it closely.

Mu Qingyan followed her. “We checked this area earlier and found no mechanisms. What do you see?”

Cai Zhao pointed at seven or eight strands of green vines crawling up the stone wall. “Look at these.”

Mu Qingyan chuckled, “It’s just ivy.”

Then, with a hint of sadness, he added, “The old days are gone, and all we see now is desolation. When the Chang family was still here, how could Hero Chang have allowed such things to grow on the stone wall?”

“Fortunately, we have these,” Cai Zhao said gravely, pointing at the ivy. “Look closely. Do you notice anything unusual about these vines?”

It was early summer, and the vines on the stone wall were lush and abundant, likely to cover the entire front of the wall in a few months. However, the leaves of the ivy Cai Zhao pointed to were somewhat shriveled.

Mu Qingyan leaned in to examine them carefully. The leaves above and below this spot were thriving, but in an area about the size of a fist, centered where Cai Zhao pointed, the vines were withered and the leaves curled to varying degrees.

Cai Zhao explained, “This is the result of prolonged sun exposure.” Having learned about drying and processing herbs from her parents due to her father’s long-term medication, she was familiar with this appearance in plants.

Mu Qingyan started, and they both turned to look behind them. They were near the westernmost end of the stone wall. In front were several medium-height tombstones, with a denser cluster to the east. To the west, at the edge of the cemetery, stood a group of jagged rocks, one of which was particularly striking.

While the other rocks were low and sharp, this one stood out like a curved stone pillar, tall and slender, reaching over two zhang in height.

Mu and Cai circled the pillar, examining it closely. Without discussion, Mu Qingyan focused on the upper half while Cai Zhao inspected the lower portion.

Moments later, Cai Zhao exclaimed, “Look here!”

The pillar was rugged and oddly shaped, with bumps and hollows all over it. However, at about the height of Cai Zhao’s chest, there was a large, extremely smooth, and flat surface that curved slightly inward, resembling a concave mirror.

This mirror-like surface of the rock-faced directly toward the stone steps and stele.

“So that’s how it works,” Mu Qingyan marveled at nature’s coincidence. “The back of the mountain is shaded, with sparse sunlight. Normally, it would be impossible to heat up. But with this concave mirror surface, it can concentrate the weak sunlight many times over and reflect it to the opposite side.”

“My father must have been standing right here when the concentrated sunlight hit his face from the side,” Cai Zhao said, positioning herself on the opposite stone steps. “Since it was early spring, even sunlight concentrated dozens of times wasn’t too intense. Lost in thought, he stood here for most of the day, unaware that his face had been sunburned. It wasn’t until my aunt noticed and told him to wash his face with cold water.”

“No, the position isn’t right,” Mu Qingyan suddenly said.

He quickly retrieved a thin hemp rope from the bamboo basket, pressing one end to the mirror-like surface of the stone pillar and tossing the other end to Cai Zhao.

Cai Zhao took the rope to the sun-exposed ivy, pulling it taut to form a straight line.

Their gazes met as they observed that the midpoint of the rope, where it crossed the stone steps, was neither high nor low—lower than a man’s face when standing, but slightly higher than if one were sitting on the top step.

“The sunlight reflected from this stone pillar’s surface to reach that spot on the ivy couldn’t possibly have hit your father’s face,” Mu Qingyan concluded. Then, hesitating, he added, “Unless your father was short at the time…”

Cai Zhao looked perplexed. “That’s not the case. My aunt said my father often kept his head down as a child because he was tall for his age and felt self-conscious among his peers.”

“Then, something must have changed over these past ten years or so,” Mu Qingyan deduced calmly.

He turned his gaze to the sacrificial platform. “This platform covers a large area, with a foundation built of massive blue stones. If it had sunk, it wouldn’t have done so evenly—there would be slopes in various directions. Yet it appears level now.”

He then looked at the stone pillar beside them. “So, the change must have occurred here.”

Cai Zhao hurried over to look. They saw that the base of the stone pillar was deeply embedded in the soil.

Mountain soil is typically harder than lowland soil, but it couldn’t withstand the weight of this massive, upright stone pillar. The ground around its base had slightly sunken towards the center.

“How did this stone pillar sink?” Cai Zhao asked, astonished.

Mu Qingyan focused his gaze downward. “Mount Wu’an has endured wind and rain for centuries, forming these rugged rocks. The foundation should be solid and wouldn’t collapse without reason, unless…”

“Unless someone hollowed out the ground beneath!” Cai Zhao interjected.

Mu Qingyan gave her an amused glance before rummaging through the bamboo basket again. “Now that we’ve confirmed the location, the rest is simple. We’ll just blast it open.”

He walked over with two familiar black objects in each hand—the non-poisonous version of the thunderbolt fire bombs. “If these don’t work, we can always call for diggers.”

Cai Zhao looked somewhat dazed. “What… what do you think is under this stone pillar?”

Mu Qingyan paused, puzzled. “What do you mean? We won’t know until we blast it open, right?”

Cai Zhao tilted her head slightly and said softly, “According to what you’ve said, there should be the hidden remains of someone buried here, and Hero Chang, despite his grief, would remember to come to pay respects during Qingming Festival. So, this person probably wasn’t bad. But if they were good, why couldn’t they have an open burial with a tombstone?”

Mu Qingyan scoffed, “Don’t tell me you won’t let me dig here either. If you’re so kindhearted, why did you break that bully’s arm by the Qingluojiang River and scare off Zhou Yuqi?”

“That’s not…” Cai Zhao was too tired to argue with him. “What I mean is, we should blast in that direction. South to the north, six to the northwest, and southwest represents yin, following the cycle of life and death… Yes, over there!”

She walked straight in that direction for about fifty or sixty feet, then stopped. “Let’s blast here.”

Mu Qingyan narrowed his eyes slightly, not moving. “Would Miss Cai care to explain?”

Cai Zhao sighed, “Alright, fine. Remember those Shi brothers my aunt befriended…”

“I remember,” Mu Qingyan nodded. “Shi Er was also infected by the Netherworld Cold Qi and lost all his martial arts skills. Your aunt later cured him. That’s why Song Yuzhi kept going on about finding some Purple Jade Golden Mallow.”

Cai Zhao looked at him speechlessly before continuing, “After Nie Hengcheng died, the brothers retired from the martial world. Even my master and father don’t know where. It was my aunt’s idea. Elder Shi had too many enemies and a complicated family situation with wives and concubines. Younger Shi had been severely injured multiple times and needed long-term rest…”

“The sun is setting. Let’s be quick about this,” Mu Qingyan said with a smile. “Were the Shi brothers originally grave robbers?”

Cai Zhao vehemently objected, “How can you say that?! They were righteous heroes who happened to learn some excavation techniques due to their family background. How can you call that grave robbing?”

Mu Qingyan didn’t let her double standard slide. “Tell me, did they ever rob any graves?”

Cai Zhao deflated, “Who hasn’t robbed a couple of graves in their youth? They stopped after meeting my aunt.”

“I think many people haven’t robbed graves, but never mind…” Mu Qingyan suppressed a laugh. “What happened next?”

Cai Zhao pouted, “Before retiring, Elder Shi gave my aunt several family heirlooms. I browsed through one of them a few times when I was little…”

“Oh, was it ‘A Hands-on Guide to Grave Robbing’?” Mu Qingyan struggled to keep a straight face.

“It wasn’t grave robbing!” The young girl insisted. “It contained many techniques for constructing underground tombs! Later, when my Uncle Scar passed away, you know, the one who…”

“One Palm Decides Heaven and Earth, Purple-faced Scar Guest Sun Dingzhou,” Mu Qingyan supplied.

“Yes, him!” Cai Zhao continued, “He felt guilty about those who died tragically, so he didn’t want a tombstone and asked my father to bury him simply. Later, my aunt decided to build a small underground tomb for him following Elder Shi’s manual.”

Mu Qingyan nodded, “So you think the tomb under our feet was also built by the Shi brothers?”

“Chang didn’t have those skills,” Cai Zhao explained. “Don’t think building an underground tomb is easy. You need to prevent water seepage, keep out rodents and insects… and leave no trace on the surface after sealing the entrance. There are many tricks to it.”

“Miss Cai is right,” Mu Qingyan said, his eyes twinkling with amusement as he watched the girl’s flustered, blushing face. “We’ll do as you say.”

They dug half a chi deep at the spot Cai Zhao had indicated, buried the firebombs, and lit the fuse.

With a thunderous boom, a dark hole appeared beneath them.
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Before entering the underground chamber, Mu Qingyan tied thin hemp ropes to a wild rabbit and a bird, lowering them to test if the air below was safe. Both animals returned lively and unharmed.

Lighting torches, they descended the sloping passage, walking no more than thirty or forty feet before reaching a small, unremarkable underground tomb. There were no traps, no hidden weapons, not even the most common falling rock mechanisms.

Upon entering, Cai Zhao felt somewhat disappointed. “There’s no danger at all…”

Mu Qingyan held up his torch, examining the surroundings. “It seems this underground tomb was built rather hastily.”

The tomb was square, fifty feet long, forty feet wide, and over a man’s height. One wall had a small door leading to the short passage they had just come through.

The four walls were built with ordinary blue stones, slightly uneven, while the floor was smooth, covered with tightly fitted stone slabs and a thin layer of soil. The room was cold and stuffy, but relatively dry.

A simple, dignified blue stone coffin lay east to west in the center of the tomb. The lid was inscribed with common blessings for rulers. The right side reads, “Sun rises, moon sets; Your Excellency was always both heroic and outstanding.” The left side said, “Mountains high, waters long; Divine Lord, may your journey be without obstacles.”

Cai Zhao read it twice. “This sounds like something my aunt would write. It’s quite free-spirited.”

At the foot of the stone coffin was a simple blue stone altar with three jade boxes for offerings, an incense burner, candlesticks, and a wooden spirit tablet in the center, clearly inscribed with “Spirit Tablet of Li Jiao Lu Chengnan.”

Having faced numerous challenges and traps in their adventures, both Mu and Cai were momentarily stunned by how straightforward this discovery was.

“Lu Chengnan? This is Lu Chengnan’s grave?” Cai Zhao was astonished. “So he died over a decade ago. The jianghu world thought he had just disappeared.”

Mu Qingyan remained silent, taking out two pairs of sealed deerskin gloves from his waist pouch. He handed the smaller pair to Cai Zhao. “Let’s search the place.”

They put on the gloves and began exploring—nothing on the walls, floor, altar, or spirit tablet…

Cai Zhao even opened the three jade boxes, revealing dried-up, petrified food: a plate of meat jerky, dried fish, and persimmons. As she examined them, her hand suddenly paused. Noticing that Mu Qingyan seemed unaware, she continued her inspection as if nothing had happened.

“Zhao Zhao, stand back!” Mu Qingyan commanded from beside the stone coffin.

Covering his mouth and nose with a silk cloth, he tied a thin hemp rope to the coffin lid. Stepping back, he pulled hard, causing the lid, sealed for over a decade, to emit a low, scraping sound.

As the dust settled, a strong smell of lime powder emerged. Still, there were no traps.

The moisture-proofing measures inside the coffin had been effective, leaving the body as a pale, bluish mummy skeleton. Judging by the bones, Lu Chengnan had been quite tall in life. His arms were crossed over his chest, the burial clothes neat but crumbling at the touch.

Cai Zhao had stepped back after a glance, but Mu Qingyan carefully examined the skeleton, his brow furrowing. Curious, Cai Zhao looked again. Under Lu Chengnan’s open clothes, at the heart, the breastbone was shattered, with cracks spreading like a spider web to surrounding bones, even breaking the ribs under the armpits.

“What a powerful technique,” Cai Zhao gasped.

“This is Nie Hengcheng’s signature move, the Flying Cloud Heart-Crushing Palm,” Mu Qingyan explained, slowly closing the coffin lid. “The strike is incredibly fast, crushing the victim’s heart and liver. Initially, it only breaks the breastbone, but within a month, the entire rib cage shatters—it seems Elder Yan was right. Nie Hengcheng intended to kill Lu Chengnan.”

Cai Zhao asked, “Wasn’t Lu Chengnan supposed to be Nie Hengcheng’s most treasured and beloved fourth disciple? Why such a brutal attack?”

Mu Qingyan didn’t answer. Instead, he picked up Lu Chengnan’s spirit tablet and asked, “Zhao Zhao, what do you plan to do next?”

The young man’s demeanor suddenly became distant, his dark eyes coldly fixed on the girl.

Confused by his sudden change, Cai Zhao stammered, “Whatever needs to be done…”

Mu Qingyan raised an eyebrow mockingly. “Miss Cai, stop always talking about your aunt this and that. At least try to emulate Cai Pingshi’s straightforwardness. Do you think I can’t guess your intentions behind all this secrecy?”

Cai Zhao almost slammed the stone table in anger but remembered she had just cracked the altar table at the Chang family tomb. She withdrew her hand but not her spirit.

Raising her voice, she declared, “Fine! I do want to part ways with you again. Now that we’ve uncovered the truth, we no longer need to be associated. Master Mu, if you’re smart, you’ll stop pestering me! My Luoying Valley may not be as powerful as your sect, but the Six Northern Chen Sects are not to be trifled with!”

“Why would I pester you? You’re constantly cold towards me, so why should I demean myself by constantly pursuing you?” Mu Qingyan’s tone was sharp. “Miss Cai, you don’t think you’re the most beautiful woman in the world, do you? To be frank, even I look more handsome when I look in a mirror!”

“You…” Cai Zhao trembled with anger at this unexpected critique of her appearance. “Fine! Well said! Let’s part ways here and never meet again!” She thought to herself, “I knew this guy was mentally ill. He can’t be judged by normal standards!”

Mu Qingyan said, “If we’re parting, so be it. But don’t regret it later.” He turned to leave through the passage leading to the surface.

Cai Zhao was about to leave too, but suddenly had a thought—his last words about regret reminded her of something.

In a way, the Painted Skin Demon was a man of his word.

When he said he’d dismember Nie Zhe, he found a skilled butcher to chop Nie Zhe’s corpse into ten thousand pieces and feed them to wild dogs. When he said he’d grind Nie Hengcheng’s bones to dust, he dug up Nie Hengcheng’s remains and ground them in a mill. When he said he’d take revenge on those who bullied him at Qingque Sect, he risked being exposed just to get his revenge first.

Now, if he said he’d make her regret it, he would most certainly do so.

“Wait! Hold on!” Cai Zhao rushed to grab his sleeve. “What are you planning to do when you leave?”

Mu Qingyan glanced at her sideways. “Since we’re parting ways, what I do is none of your business.”

With his beautifully structured face and tall, straight figure, even his irritating expression made it seem like others had wronged him.

Cai Zhao closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and repeatedly chanted the mantra “peace brings prosperity” in her mind. She summoned all the good temper she had accumulated over fifteen years to deal with this infuriating demon.

After a moment, she confessed, “We can’t leave Hero Chang’s death unavenged. It seems now that the massacre of the Chang family wasn’t your doing, but rather because Hero Chang learned something he shouldn’t have, possibly related to Lu Chengnan buried here. But among those who knew about this back then, my aunt and Hero Chang are both dead. We can only find the Shi brothers to learn the truth. When I return, I’ll tell my father everything, find a way to locate the Shi brothers, uncover the mystery behind the Chang family massacre, and then seek revenge.”

She finished in one breath and sincerely asked, “That’s my plan. May I ask what Master Mu intends to do now?”

Mu Qingyan’s expression remained haughty as he sneered, “When I treat you well, you barely acknowledge me. Now that I’ve turned cold, you’re willing to talk properly. Tell me, aren’t you bringing this suffering upon yourself?”

“You might as well call me a glutton for punishment. It doesn’t matter,” Cai Zhao suppressed her anger, putting on an air of nonchalance. “Just tell me what you’re going to do.”

Mu Qingyan let out a brief, cold laugh. “I’m also looking for the Shi brothers.”

Cai Zhao’s face lit up with joy. “So we’re after the same goal! I know you still feel indebted to Hero Chang, but at this point, why not step aside and let my master and father handle the Chang family’s affairs…”

“You know my father was murdered, right?” Mu Qingyan suddenly interrupted.

Cai Zhao nodded quickly.

“Sun Ruoshui was the direct perpetrator, and Nie Zhe learned about it afterward,” Mu Qingyan’s eyes flashed with a fierce light. “But neither of them is the true culprit. The person who ordered Sun Ruoshui to kill my father is likely the same mastermind behind the massacre of the Chang family. My father lived a humble and kind life, yet met such a tragic end. If I don’t avenge him, I’m unworthy of being his son.”

He glanced down, his voice cold, “What? Are you saying the Six Northern Zhen Sects will avenge my father’s murder for me too?”

Cai Zhao was speechless, feeling guilty for not considering the cause of Mu Zhengming’s death. After a moment, she asked, “So, how do you plan to find the Shi brothers?”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes darkened as he stared at her silently. “I know you’ve already found a clue, but you’re unwilling to tell me…”

Cai Zhao felt uneasy, resisting the urge to touch the object she had secretly hidden in her waist pouch.

“I’m not going to ask you about it,” Mu Qingyan said, his expression cold and arrogant. “My Divine Cult has followers all over the world. As long as the Shi brothers are alive, I’ll turn the world upside down and search every village and city until I find them and get answers!”

“That’s not a good idea,” Cai Zhao said, alarmed. “First, the Shi brothers have just retired. If you cause such a commotion, everyone will know their whereabouts. Second, your actions might alert the real mastermind, who could then harm the Shi brothers.”

“How is that my concern?” Mu Qingyan sneered. “Well, let’s both go about our business. Farewell.”

“Wait, wait! Hold on a moment!” Cai Zhao had no choice but to grab his arm again.

Mu Qingyan looked down at her, raising an eyebrow. “What do you want?”

Cai Zhao’s mind raced. Arguing about jianghu ethics with him would be pointless; he considered himself the embodiment of righteousness. Persuading him to empathize and not disturb the retired righteous elders would only lead him to say he never planned to retire, and that empathy should compel the Shi brothers to return to jianghu. If she appealed to him based on their relationship, he’d likely make inappropriate demands, which she wasn’t willing to accept…

As she struggled with this dilemma, Cai Zhao looked up to see the man staring at her with a chilling gaze.

Their eyes met, and Mu Qingyan leaned slightly forward. Cai Zhao immediately sensed his intention to kiss her and quickly turned her face away. Before she could pride herself on her quick reflexes, a sharp pain shot through her shoulder and neck.

In the early summer, the girl’s clothing was light. Her pale blue collar, embroidered with yellow crickets, was slightly pulled open, revealing fair, delicate skin. Mu Qingyan suddenly felt a surge of resentment, both for her apparent lack of loyalty – hesitating over the Shi brothers whom she’d never met while treating him with indifference – and for his lack of ruthlessness, constantly holding back out of consideration for her feelings.

He abruptly pushed Cai Zhao against the wall, his long, strong fingers gripping her neck tightly. His teeth sank into the tender skin of her shoulder like a wild beast, and soon tiny beads of blood appeared on her soft, sweet skin.

Cai Zhao endured the pain and pushed him away, immediately slapping him across the face.

With a loud smack, Mu Qingyan’s head turned slightly, his left cheek reddening.

He remained composed, a smile playing at the corner of his eyes. “I brought some excellent wound ointment. Would you like to apply some, Zhao-Zhao?”

…

The mountain air was crisp, and the star-studded sky seemed close enough to touch.

A warm fire burned on the altar, surrounded by various foods and a flask of light wine. Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao sat facing each other.

The entrance to the underground passage had been sealed off again. To prevent others from disturbing Lu Chengnan’s resting place, they blasted rocks from the other side of the mountain and pushed the debris into the passage entrance, not only blocking it but also concealing the presence of the underground tomb.

“Let’s discuss things one by one, starting with Lu Chengnan,” Mu Qingyan said, slowly turning the cooling roast chicken over the fire. “Was he your aunt’s love interest?”

“At first, I thought so too,” Cai Zhao replied, hugging her knees to her chest. Her collar was slightly open, revealing her pale, slender shoulders. A semicircular red mark was visible, covered with a layer of translucent ointment that emitted a faint herbal fragrance. “My master and parents have told me that my aunt indeed loved someone else. I thought then that the person’s identity must have been controversial; otherwise, given my aunt’s straightforward nature, why would she have kept it a secret until her death?”

“Your aunt moved in jianghu circles and befriended heroes without regard for their backgrounds, valuing only their character. After all, even the Shi brothers came from a grave-robbing background, yet became her close friends,” Mu Qingyan observed. “It seems your aunt’s love interest was a member of our cult.”

“Yes. That’s why I became suspicious when I saw Lu Chengnan’s name on the spirit tablet,” Cai Zhao said, smiling slightly as she recalled something. “I had secretly asked Uncle Lei about it before. He said Zhao Tianba looked like a bandit, Chen Shu had a cunning face, and Han Yisu had a pig kidney-shaped face. Among Nie Hengcheng’s four disciples, only Lu Chengnan was described as decent-looking.”

Lei Xiuming’s exact words were: “That pretty boy was alright, just a tiny bit less handsome than I was back then.”

Given Lei Xiuming’s narcissistic view of his youthful good looks, this was high praise indeed.

Mu Qingyan laughed. “I’ve also asked the elders in our cult. They all said Lu Chengnan was dignified and extraordinary in appearance. To be your aunt’s love interest, he’d have to be at least somewhat good-looking, right?”

“But after entering the underground tomb, I started to doubt,” Cai Zhao said, gazing into the fire. “Outsiders see my aunt as bold and decisive, always in motion, but I know she was quite delicate and gentle at heart.”

Lost in memories, she continued, “The small wooden sword Grandfather made for her, the tiger-head shoes Grandmother embroidered, the seashells she collected when she first saw the ocean… My aunt carefully preserved them all, even attaching dated tags to each item. Among her belongings, I found several swords she had used in her youth. Even when they were old, broken, or chipped, she had kept them all safe.”

“If Lu Chengnan was truly her beloved, separated by death, my aunt would never have left him buried alone here, given her nature. She would have brought him back to Luoying Valley and buried him with her under the big peach blossom tree on the back hill.”

“But if Lu Chengnan approached my aunt with ulterior motives and they later became enemies – which seems to be what my master was implying – then given my aunt’s strong sense of justice, leaving Lu Chengnan’s body intact would have been generous enough. She wouldn’t have gone to the trouble of building an underground tomb for him.”

Cai Zhao poked at the fire aimlessly with a twig. “So, Lu Chengnan doesn’t seem to fit either scenario?”

“Exactly,” Cai Zhao said, looking towards the large stone pillar to the west, beneath which lay Lu Chengnan’s tomb. “My aunt and the others expended considerable effort to build this underground tomb for Lu Chengnan, protecting his remains from Nie’s followers. Yet they didn’t seem to put their utmost care into it – otherwise, how could they have overlooked such a large stone pillar above the tomb, causing it to slowly sink over the past decade or so?”

“This approach makes me think my aunt and the others treated him as…” She carefully chose her words.

“A respectable, admirable, and appreciated hero, but not someone they were close to,” Mu Qingyan finished for her.

Cai Zhao clapped her hands. “Exactly!”

The roasted chicken sizzled with oil, its aroma tantalizing. Mu Qingyan handed it to the girl and poured himself a cup of wine. “This explanation both makes sense and doesn’t.”

“What do you mean?” Cai Zhao carefully tore off pieces of the glossy, fragrant roast chicken, stuffing them into soft, warm flatbreads. She distributed them between herself and Mu Qingyan.

Frowning as he held the flatbread, Mu Qingyan said, “At first, I also thought Lu Chengnan was your aunt’s love interest. That would explain the subsequent events – after Shi Er was afflicted by the Netherworld Chill, Lu Chengnan stole the Purple Jade Golden Mallow to give to your aunt. Later, to avoid putting Lu Chengnan in a difficult position, your aunt returned it.”

“The Divine Cult’s treasury has expanded countless times over two hundred years. For an outsider to find a specific item in this vast collection without inside help would be impossible. But if Lu Chengnan and your aunt weren’t close, who told her where to find the Purple Jade Golden Mallow?”

Cai Zhao, her cheeks full of food, paused. “So, there was another person in the Demonic Cult guiding my aunt?”

“That’s the first question,” Mu Qingyan said. “The second is this: everyone says Nie Hengcheng valued his fourth disciple, Lu Chengnan, the most. So what did Lu Chengnan do to make Nie Hengcheng want to kill him?”

“Judging from Lu Chengnan’s remains, he died from Nie Hengcheng’s Flying Cloud Heart-Crushing Palm. Combined with Elder Yan’s account, it seems Lu Chengnan received the fatal injury the night he was discovered stealing the Purple Jade Golden Mallow, after which he fled the cult. Does this mean Nie Hengcheng killed his beloved disciple just for stealing the Purple Jade Golden Mallow?”

Cai Zhao looked puzzled. “But everyone says the Purple Jade Golden Mallow is useless except for treating injuries from the Netherworld Chill.”

“If it truly had no other use, Lu Chengnan wouldn’t have risked so much to steal it, and Nie Hengcheng wouldn’t have killed his favorite disciple over something so trivial. The Purple Jade Golden Mallow must have another purpose,” Mu Qingyan said, using a branch to gather the fire Cai Zhao had scattered.

“After escaping Nie Hengcheng, Lu Chengnan went straight to your aunt – this suggests the secret hidden in the Purple Jade Golden Mallow was beyond anyone else in the Divine Cult to resolve.”

“This secret was known to Lu Chengnan, Hero Chang, your aunt, and likely the Shi brothers, who are the only ones left alive. That’s why we must find them.”

The night wind blew gently, and animal cries echoed through the mountains. Cai Zhao unconsciously tightened her collar, feeling a bit uneasy.

She imagined Lu Chengnan’s lonely, injured flight, entrusting a world-shaking secret to Cai Pingsu before his death. To honor his noble act, Chang Haosheng and the Shi brothers hurriedly built this underground tomb to house his remains, despite the circumstances.

Mu Qingyan looked up at the girl. “Now, tell me about what you took from the jade box on Lu Chengnan’s spirit tablet.”

After a moment’s silence, Cai Zhao said, “I do have a clue about the Shi brothers’ whereabouts.”

She took out a flat, round object wrapped in a handkerchief from her waist pouch. Opening it revealed a black, hard substance, which she held up to the fire for Mu Qingyan to see.

“A dried persimmon?” Mu Qingyan frowned.

Cai Zhao asked, “Don’t you think its shape is unusual?”

Upon closer inspection, Mu Qingyan noted, “It seems to have been pressed into a hexagonal shape. Quite peculiar.”

Cai Zhao set down the petrified persimmon with a sigh. “I ate this kind of dried persimmon when I was very young. It was sweet and fragrant, with an especially wonderful flavor.”

In the firelight, she seemed to see Cai Pingsu’s smiling face:

“Auntie, the dried persimmons are so delicious. Can we buy more next time?” The young child smacked her lips, savoring the taste.

“Glad you like them, but these weren’t bought. They were sent by your aunt’s old friends.”

“Then let’s ask them to send more!”

“But your aunt doesn’t know where they live now. Whether they’ll send more depends on luck.” Cai Pingsu’s face showed a wistful expression.

Little Cai Zhao felt sorry for her aunt. “Oh, what if you miss your old friends?”

Cai Pingsu hugged her, rocking gently. “Our little Zhao is so sweet, worrying about her aunt. Don’t worry, knowing they’re safe and drinking water from the same river as your Uncle Chang is enough. It doesn’t matter if we meet again.”

The child clumsily turned her plump little body. “When I grow up, I’ll visit them for you.”

“Haha, that would be nice, but I’m afraid you won’t be able to find ‘Seven Cherry Village’…”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes flashed. “Seven Cherry Village? The ‘seven’ of seven-eight and the ‘cherry’ of cherry blossom?”

Cai Zhao rubbed her face in frustration. “It’s been so long, I can’t be sure if that’s the exact name or those exact characters – it might have been ‘eagle’ instead of ‘cherry’.”

She continued, “My mother said that because many of my aunt’s companions died or were injured, and some families were destroyed, the Shi brothers had already chosen a place to retire and sent their families there early. If not for their concern about my aunt’s final battle with Nie Hengcheng, they would have disappeared long ago.”

Mu Qingyan pondered, “Drinking water from the same river as Hero Chang?”

“Yes,” Cai Zhao sighed. “I should remember that correctly. It’s a clue, at least.”

Mu Qingyan gave her an odd look. “Do you know how long the river below Wuan Mountain is?”

Cai Zhao replied sheepishly, “It seems… quite long.”

“How many towns and villages are along this river?”

“Probably… quite a few.” Cai Zhao’s voice grew quieter.

She then raised her voice, “I don’t care. I’ve told you everything I know. You absolutely cannot cause chaos outside and put the Shi brothers in danger.”

Mu Qingyan lowered his thick lashes. “Then you’d better keep an eye on me, or else…”

Cai Zhao had anticipated this and sighed wearily, “Fine.”
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They returned to the elegant residence at the foot of Wuan Mountain late at night and slept until midday. They slept separately.

In the main hall of the residence, Mu Qingyan sat listening to You Guanyue and Shangguan Haonan’s report on the situation in the Hanhai Mountain Range.

You Guanyue spoke rapidly: “…The damaged areas of Jile Palace have been repaired. The auxiliary halls built by Nie Zhe were demolished, but the water pavilion on the east side of the Heavenly Hall is connected to two main beams of the hall. Wang Tianfeng asks what should be done about it?”

Mu Qingyan frowned slightly and sighed, “I was too angry before. The buildings are innocent; why must we destroy them all? The licentious Nie Zhe is gone, so why not keep the new structures for other uses? Tell Wang Tianfeng not to demolish it. Zhao-zhao, don’t you agree?”

Internally, he thought: “That bastard’s den of depravity makes me sick just looking at it. To hell with keeping it, tear it all down!”

Cai Zhao sat at a nearby desk, biting her pen and hunched over a blank sheet of paper. Her expression was solemn, and she ignored the demon’s words completely.

Shangguan Haonan stuttered as he read from a booklet, “Nie Zhe’s jealousy drove away many key members of the cult over the past decade. Some fled, some died, and some even started their small factions in the jianghu. Yu Huiyin suggests we humbly seek them out, as they’re old brothers, and it would be best if they returned. Elder Hu says if they refuse to return willingly, we should beat them severely to establish our authority.”

Mu Qingyan’s face showed compassion, “We’re all brothers of the same cult who once swore to live and die together. How can we turn our blades against each other now?”

Internally: “Yu Huiyin is truly a troublemaker. It’s fortunate Nie Hengcheng died early before being ruined by this adopted son. The old cult members forced out by the Nie uncle and nephew are now old. Even if we bring them back, they’ll all have high seniority and big egos. We’d be too busy catering to them to put them to use! Have they forgotten what leaving the cult means? A group of tyrants who only respect power – no need for words, just beat them into submission, and they’ll return to the cult obediently.”

Shangguan Haonan anxiously said, “Master, our Divine Cult isn’t a tavern or teahouse where people can come and go as they please. Is the oath of ‘never betraying the cult’ taken upon joining just a joke? It’s bad enough they left, but they’ve even established their factions. Nie Zhe was weak before, but if we let this slide too, aren’t we living up to the name ‘Demonic Cult’ for nothing?”

Resisting the urge to curse, Mu Qingyan sighed and covered his face, “How can you say that, Shangguan? The term ‘demonic’ refers to those who commit evil acts. If you don’t commit evil acts, you’re not demonic, you’re… you’re… what are you, Zhao-Zhao?”

He turned to ask, but Cai Zhao was writing furiously on the paper, seemingly oblivious.

Shangguan Haonan looked dejected, “Isn’t that too soft?”

Mu Qingyan glared at him, “Have you ever heard of gentleness, respect, frugality, humility, benevolence, righteousness, propriety, wisdom, and trust? Go read more books!”

Shangguan Haonan looked dumbfounded, while You Guanyue behind him stifled a laugh and tugged at his sleeve.

Finally, Mu Qingyan said, “If you’ve reported everything, you can return to the cult. The great work of restoration should proceed slowly; there’s no need to rush. Elder Hu and Yu Huiyin are managing daily affairs in the Hanhai Mountains. They’re always short-handed, so go back and assist them. I won’t need you to follow me anymore. Right, Zhao-zhao?”

This time, Cai Zhao finally looked up, raising an eyebrow, “Right. No one else should follow. This trip will just be me and your cult master.” She didn’t want others to know about the Shi brothers’ retirement place.

Mu Qingyan strolled to the desk, “A simple letter assuring your safety would suffice. Why is Zhao-Zhao still writing? If you’re not going to finish, we might as well return to the inn so you can explain everything to your senior disciples in person.”

Cai Zhao slammed her pen on the table, “I’d like to return to the inn, but now rumors of my broken engagement have spread not only throughout the inn but the entire Wuan City!”

“Really?” Mu Qingyan feigned surprise, “Who would have thought the disciples of Northern Zhen were such gossip? In just one day and night, news of the broken engagement has spread across the entire city?”

Cai Zhao laughed coldly, “Who knows who spread it? Let’s say this – whoever spread the rumor is a bastard!”

You Guanyue and Shangguan Haonan both shrank their necks.

Mu Qingyan thought for a moment, “Bastard sounds harsh. How about just ‘turtle egg’?”

This time, You Guanyue and Shangguan Haonan hunched their shoulders as well.

Cai Zhao’s mood sank. She had initially wanted to return to the inn, but as soon as she entered the city, she heard widespread rumors about her broken engagement – how she was jilted, how Zhou Yuqi wept and begged on his knees, and how she used her superior martial arts to force the agreement when persuasion failed. The stories were so elaborate they might as well have been turned into a play.

Cai Zhao could almost imagine the scene if she returned to the inn – a cacophony of chatter, some filled with righteous indignation, some offering comfort and concern, and inevitably, some mockery and ridicule.

So, she turned back to the residence.

She had wanted to leave immediately, but Mu Qingyan chose this moment to put on an act, persuading her to at least leave a letter assuring her safety to avoid worrying her fellow disciples. “What if they think you’ve done something rash in a moment of despair?”

“I wouldn’t do anything rash even if you did.”

“What if they take out their anger on Zhou Yuqi?”

“You’re so concerned about him now? Didn’t you want to flay him alive before?”

Mu Qingyan sighed softly, “Only now do I realize how precious it is for true love to prevail. Zhou Yuqi may seem weak, but I truly admire his willingness to stand against oppression for the sake of being with his beloved.”

Cai Zhao narrowed her eyes, “Speak clearly. Who’s the oppressor?”

Mu Qingyan lowered his head, “Don’t blame him, Zhao-zhao. To clear your name of these rumors, Zhou Yuqi has already sent a letter home asking Min Xinrou to come. He plans to publicly announce his relationship with Min Xinrou and take full responsibility for breaking the engagement.”

Cai Zhao’s anger flared upon hearing this. Before she could speak, Shangguan Haonan cautiously interjected from the side, “Isn’t this going too far? They’ve just broken off the engagement, and he’s already bringing in a new lover. It’s disrespectful to Miss Zhao.”

Mu Qingyan immediately rebuked him, “Get lost! This talented young man and beautiful lady are a perfect match. What business is it of you monsters?” He then turned to Zhao with a smile, “Right, Zhao?”

Cai Zhao opened her mouth but said nothing.

In the end, her letter of reassurance contained only three sentences:

First, she was fine and had no intention of taking her own life or becoming a nun.

Second, she had discovered traces of the Evil Sect’s misdeeds and was now investigating, asking everyone not to worry.

Third, the broken engagement was a mutual decision between her and Zhou Yuqi. She asked her fellow disciples not to trouble the Zhou family, emphasizing that Northern Chen’s six sects should remain united and vigilant against the Evil Sect’s schemes.

Having prepared everything, they left the elegant residence simultaneously, setting off in two different directions.

The Suchuan River was the largest in the Wuan Mountain region and even in the surrounding areas. Its upstream tributaries converged near Chuguan, forming a great river that later branched out, flowing through several regions and Wuan Mountain before extending downstream.

Since ancient times, people have settled near water sources. The vast Suchuan River had numerous villages and towns along both banks of its upper and lower reaches.

While searching along the river was certain, Mu and Cai had to decide whether to go upstream or downstream.

“I think it’s downstream,” Cai Zhao said after studying the map for a while. “If it were upstream, the Shi twins’ retreat would be closer to Chuguan than Wuan Mountain. My aunt would have said ‘drinking from the same river as our Northern Chen disciples’ instead of ‘drinking from the same river as Master Chang.'”

Mu Qingyan agreed.

So, they set out to explore downstream from Wuan Mountain. This journey ended up taking over half a month.

The upstream Suchuan was rapid and full of hidden currents and whirlpools, making it difficult for ordinary rafts and small boats to navigate. However, past Wuan Mountain, the river suddenly became calm and gentle. Rich in fish, shrimp, and shellfish, it was also less prone to drowning, making the villages along its banks more prosperous.

To avoid missing any hidden clues, they didn’t dare use their golden-winged birds. Instead, they patiently rode donkeys, inquiring at each location they passed. However, this part of their journey was filled with mishaps.

Cai Zhao disguised herself as a man, referring to Mu Qingyan as her brother. But when a small inn’s proprietress suggested they share a room, saying “What’s the problem for brothers?” Cai Zhao reverted to women’s clothing, and they posed as siblings. This led to villagers covering their mouths and giggling, giving knowing looks that seemed to say, “We understand. No need to hide it. All eloping couples claim to be siblings.”

“What should real siblings do then?” Cai Zhao couldn’t help but ask while sitting in front of a blacksmith’s shop.

The blacksmith’s plump wife, cracking melon seeds, chatted idly, “Nowadays, which young people travel with their siblings? Did your elders travel with their siblings when they were young and roaming the jianghu?”

Cai Zhao fell silent. Although Cai Pingzhu and Cai Pingchun were close siblings who relied on each other, they had never traveled the jianghu together.

Giving up on clarifying her relationship with Mu Qingyan, Cai Zhao refocused on their mission. She inquired about “Seven Eagle Village,” but everyone shook their heads, saying they’d never heard of it. However, they did find a Three Sheep Village and a Five Pig Village.

Cai Zhao then decided to search based on the persimmon cake clue. The villages on both banks of one river segment didn’t grow persimmon trees at all. The next segment had plenty of persimmon trees on the hillsides, but the local villagers made round persimmon cakes.

Further down, Cai Zhao finally encountered bright red, hexagonal persimmon cakes hanging outside, but to her dismay, the local villagers said every village in that area liked to press their persimmon cakes into hexagonal shapes.

Sighing, Cai Zhao had no choice but to taste the cakes from each village.

The villager wasn’t lying; the taste of persimmon cakes indeed varied from village to village. Yang Flower Village’s cakes were slightly sweet, Li Flower Village’s were bland, Tao Flower Village’s were dry and hard, and Mei Flower Village’s were soft. After eating persimmon cakes for half a month straight, even Cai Zhao couldn’t take it anymore.

“Zhao, your face is now the same color as a persimmon cake,” Mu Qingyan said concernedly, leaning close to her shoulder.

Cai Zhao wanted to punch him. “… I know. You don’t have to tell me.”

“Have you found any cakes that taste similar to the ones from back then?”

“… Getting close.”

“Is Zhao tired? Why don’t we try more during lunch? Today’s local specialty is sweet persimmon glutinous rice, even more famous than yesterday’s crystal persimmon cake.”

Cai Zhao felt utterly dispirited.

Her orange-tinted face seemed to exude bitterness, contrasting sharply with the fair and beautiful young man beside her, who exuded grace and charm.

During this time, Mu Qingyan had abandoned his previous dark and flamboyant attire, suddenly adopting the appearance of a refined scholar. His jet-black hair was neatly tied with a scholar’s headband, and he carried a square woven bamboo box on his back. His whole demeanor was clean, elegant, and harmless.

Throughout this period, he refrained from sharp comments. Far from sarcasm or ridicule, he constantly showered Cai Zhao with warm words. However, whether due to lack of practice or intentional mischief, his “comforting” words often stung more than arrows—Cai Zhao was convinced he did it on purpose.

While Cai Zhao spent each day frowning and tasting persimmon cakes, Mu Qingyan made friends wherever they went, eagerly helping villagers solve their problems. He acted more righteous than even the orthodox sects.

When Yang Flower Village and Li Flower Village fought over a ditch, he offered silver for them to build a new one. In Tao Flower Village, he sprinkled some mysterious powder around an old, crooked tree used for praying that hadn’t bloomed in five or six years, quickly driving out the wood-boring insects. In Chrysanthemum Village, he shattered a huge boulder blocking the path between two villages, allowing a widower and a widow to unite.

At the widower and widow’s wedding, he was moved to tears, asking Zhao if she felt touched by their love story. Cai Zhao said she was very moved.

Mu Qingyan wondered why Zhao didn’t smile if she was so touched. Cai Zhao’s lips twitched in response.

As they neared the end of visiting all the “Flower Villages” along this river segment, they arrived at the foot of a strange, rugged little mountain. As night fell, thunder suddenly rumbled, and heavy rain poured down.

Mu Qingyan held Cai Zhao close as they took shelter in a small pavilion at the base of the mountain, repeatedly regretting not having stayed in Lotus Village that afternoon.

In the pitch-black rainy night, only occasional flashes of chain lightning illuminated their faces for brief moments.

Amidst the terrifying, lonely darkness, a group of black-clad figures suddenly appeared in the rain curtain.

Wordlessly, like ghosts in the night, they slowly surrounded the small pavilion.

Mu Qingyan’s lips curled into a faint smile, revealing his long-absent cold demeanor. He said softly, “They’ve finally shown up. I was beginning to think we couldn’t lure them out.”

Cai Zhao’s eyes were calm as she placed her hand on the clasp at her waist. “After all the effort the Evil Sect put into this act, it would be embarrassing if they didn’t show up.”
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For weeks, both banks of the Suchuan River had been shrouded in continuous rain. After days of oppressive heat, it finally culminated in a torrential downpour.

The night was pitch-black, with flashes of pale lightning intermittently illuminating their faces. Rainwater trickled down Mu Qingyan’s prominent nose bridge as he smiled excitedly. “Once we capture a few alive, Zhao, you won’t have to eat persimmon cakes anymore.”

Cai Zhao swiftly drew her Yanyang Blade, rainwater streaming down her wrist and along the golden-red blade. Her small face was stern as she retorted, “Don’t mention those two words to me!”

In truth, Mu Qingyan had conceived this plan to lure out their enemies when Cai Zhao was tasting cakes in the fifth village. They realized during their search that if they couldn’t conduct a thorough investigation, it would be too easy for the Shi brothers to hide.

The persimmon cake sent to Cai Pingzhu might not have been a local specialty from their retreat. It could have been bought from a neighboring village or even from a distant upstream village. Even if Cai Zhao could identify the taste, the Shi brothers could easily hide in the mountains or nearby villages if they wanted to avoid detection.

Cai Zhao stepped forward, intending to follow the script with a loud challenge, “Who are you to dare…”

“Why are you talking to them? Let’s fight! Remember to capture them alive!” Mu Qingyan pressed on her shoulder, his tall figure soaring into the air like a swift, ferocious bat in the night, instantly pouncing towards the opponents.

Cai Zhao, a beat behind, followed with a grim expression.

The group of black-clad figures, twenty-one in total, included four wielding shields and short swords. As Mu and Cai attacked, they immediately formed a formation.

Mu Qingyan’s palm strike reached before he did, but the lead figures dodged rather than confronting him directly. As soon as he landed, seven men surrounded him, with another seven forming an outer circle.

Despite his youth, Mu Qingyan was experienced in combat. He knew the best way to break a formation was to eliminate one or two members. Without hesitation, he launched two consecutive palm strikes at the figure before him.

Unexpectedly, the black-clad figure retreated steadily, seemingly disregarding the formation. Before Mu Qingyan could rejoice, the other six rushed in, targeting six of his vital points.

Had they been using palm strikes, Mu Qingyan might have risked taking a few hits. However, the short swords in their hands glinted with an eerie green light in the darkness, likely poisoned. Recalling his previous poisoning that had laid him up for over a year, he didn’t dare take chances and focused on self-preservation.

As he withdrew his offensive, the seven black-clad figures retreated in unison like puppets on strings. While he was still airborne, the outer circle of seven suddenly began throwing a continuous stream of flying daggers at him.

It wasn’t just one dagger per person—it was an unending chain. As soon as one hand threw a dagger, the other followed with another, creating a relentless barrage. Each attacker carried seven or eight daggers emitting a faint green glow. When they ran out, they’d retrieve daggers for their companions across from them, maintaining the assault without pause.

Mu Qingyan struggled to land safely. On the ground, he faced the seven-man formation; in the air, he confronted the net of flying daggers.

Cai Zhao watched in horror. She had seen Mu Qingyan break through encirclements before, either by force or by soaring over them, but now both options seemed impossible.

She frowned, feeling a vague familiarity with this formation.

Mu Qingyan dodged repeatedly, avoiding all the daggers. Frustrated, he launched a fierce counterattack.

His powerful palm strikes whistled through the air. With a crack, one black-clad figure’s arm was hit by the force of his strike. Instantly, the other six rushed in, forcing Mu Qingyan to withdraw to defend himself.

The injured attacker immediately retreated from the inner circle, replaced by one from the outer ring. The seven-man formation continued to operate seamlessly, with no apparent weakness.

While Cai Zhao was momentarily stunned, she too found herself trapped in a seven-man formation.

These seven, however, wielded thin yet incredibly resilient golden threads instead of shields and swords. The threads, of unknown material, became rigid as steel whips when lashing out, yet soft and entangling when struck by her Yanyang Blade. Several times, she nearly lost her grip on her weapon as the threads attempted to wrench it away.

Cai Zhao suddenly recalled Cai Pingzhu’s words when she first received permission to use the Yanyang Blade:

“Zhao, don’t believe the Yanyang Blade is invincible or can cut through anything. Remember, in nature, everything has its counterpart, in an endless cycle with no exceptions.”

“Even the most renowned weapons shouldn’t be used too frequently. Once overused, others will find ways to counter them.”

For the first time, Cai Zhao set aside her reliance on the Yanyang Blade. She retreated several steps, holding her blade defensively, and focused on guarding against attacks.

After several exchanges, she suddenly realized something and shouted indignantly, “Why do I have seven people surrounding me but no one throwing daggers?” This disparity in treatment was more insulting than harmful.

Mu Qingyan, who had been contemplating how to break the formation and capture prisoners, couldn’t help but smile at her outburst.

He laughed and called out, “Zhao, Fuyingzao!”

“Got it!” Cai Zhao activated her Feihua Crossing technique to soar upwards. At that moment, several golden threads shot towards her.

In the brief instant, before she rose above the black-clad figures and before the golden threads converged, Cai Zhao’s left hand reached back towards the small pavilion, executing the “Exceptional Strength” move from the fifth form of the Dragon-Catching Hand technique.

Propelled by her palm force, the woven bamboo box in the pavilion suddenly flew up, as if pulled by invisible threads, straight towards the distant Mu Qingyan.

By now, the golden threads had formed a spider-like web in the air, descending upon her. Cai Zhao quickly dropped to the ground to evade it, and the web-like threads abruptly retracted.

Both sides knew that this web was most effective in mid-air. Once it fell below Cai Zhao’s waist level, she could leap through the larger gaps at the edges to escape and launch an aerial attack on the black-clad figures.

Unfortunately, the web had formed too quickly, and Cai Zhao’s Dragon-Catching Hand technique hadn’t fully taken effect. The bamboo box was losing momentum mid-flight. Mu Qingyan let out a clear whistle and struck out with a palm towards the box. With a resounding crack, the box shattered in mid-air, and a gleaming silver light, like a scythe cutting through the night, flew into Mu Qingyan’s hand.

With his sword in hand, Mu Qingyan didn’t hold back. In a series of sharp metallic clashes, he severed the short swords of the seven black-clad figures and even cracked their shields.

Cai Zhao stared in awe for a moment before averting her gaze. Huapi Yao had never boasted about the sharpness of his sword, but now it was clear that ‘Fuyingzao’ was no less formidable than the Yanyang Blade.

She suddenly felt that she had been somewhat frivolous before.

In her brief distraction, Mu Qingyan had already broken through the formation with a flurry of strikes. If not for the need to capture prisoners alive, he would have been on a killing spree. After repelling the black-clad figures on his side, he swiftly moved to Cai Zhao’s encirclement, cutting down several from the outside in. In an instant, the ground was awash with blood, yet his gleaming silver sword remained unstained.

The young man stood with his sword raised in the pouring rain, coldly smiling, “Surrender now.” His stance was proud and severe, yet he hastily pulled Cai Zhao behind him after she finished off the remaining attackers, giving him a somewhat protective air.

“I don’t think our victory was mere luck,” Cai Zhao said, wiping rain from her face.

“Of course not,” Mu Qingyan replied confidently. “If we weren’t trying to capture them alive, I’d have dealt with them already.”

Cai Zhao regained some confidence. “They just caught us off guard. Once we focus, we can find their weakness.”

“Exactly. Their weakness is so obvious, it’s bigger than a persimmon cake.”

“… Don’t mention those words.”

The battered black-clad figures regrouped into formation. This time, they didn’t rush to attack. Instead, each took out a dark metal tube from behind, slowly approaching in a semicircle.

In such an uneven situation, others might have counterattacked immediately. However, both Mu and Cai’s expressions changed upon seeing the metal tubes, and they retreated a few steps.

“These tubes, don’t they look like…” Cai Zhao hesitated.

Mu Qingyan looked closely. “Not just look like. I think they are.”

At that moment, the lead attacker pulled on his metal tube, spraying out a thick liquid. A familiar foul odor immediately filled the valley. Cai Zhao exclaimed, “It’s Bone-Corroding Heavenly Rain!”

The foul-smelling poison and the tubes were identical to those used by Nie Zhe in the Palace of Extreme Pleasure. Bone-Corroding Heavenly Rain was created by Lu Chengnan to help his master Nie Hengcheng dominate the world. Only the Nie clan and their allies knew its exact formula. Even Mu Qingyan didn’t know how to make it, yet here it was in this remote mountain valley, its implications clear.

“So they are indeed in league with Nie Zhe,” Mu Qingyan’s eyes darkened, revealing a chilling coldness.

Cai Zhao slightly raised her left hand, revealing the silver chain around her wrist. She whispered, “I’ll use the chain to pull some of them over as human shields against the poison. You take the chance to capture them.”

“No need for such trouble,” Mu Qingyan stepped forward, making a grasping motion in the air.

One black-clad figure flew straight up as if struck by a heavy hammer, spewing blood before falling into Mu Qingyan’s grasp to be used as a shield.

Cai Zhao shook her head, sheathed her blade, and watched with folded arms.

Suddenly, everyone felt the ground trembling beneath their feet, with a rumbling sound coming from above.

Their extensive experience proved useful. While the black-clad group remained confused, Mu and Cai immediately recalled the incident of rolling snow almost causing an avalanche on Snow Ridge.

But this wasn’t Snow Ridge, and there was no snow. What was rolling towards them?

The sky cracked with a terrifying bolt of lightning, more frightening than before, splitting the night. The downpour intensified as if the heavens had opened up to pour down water.

Mu Qingyan, accustomed to mountain living, suddenly realized, “It’s a mudslide coming!”

In that instant, a flood of massive rocks and mud roared down like a monstrous beast.

Mu Qingyan reacted quickly, running towards a slightly raised slope to the left before the mudslide reached them.

Cai Zhao was even quicker. With her experience from Snow Ridge, she knew that whatever was falling wasn’t good. Looking around, she spotted a slightly raised platform to the left and raced towards it.

The black-clad figures only realized the danger when the mudslide entered their field of vision. They cried out in fear, dropping their tubes and scattering. But they were too slow and didn’t know where to escape. Most didn’t even have time to groan before being swept away by the roaring flood of rocks and mud.

Only the lead attackers, fiercely determined, remembered their mission even as their lives were in danger. One opened his metal tube and threw it towards Mu Qingyan’s back.

Cai Zhao escaped fastest, using her silver chain to hang from protruding rocks and tree trunks on the slope. With a few quick leaps, she landed on a high stone platform. Looking back, she saw Mu Qingyan’s agile form sometimes visible, sometimes lost in the mudslide, occasionally struck by huge rocks. As he neared, Cai Zhao quickly lowered her silver chain to pull him up.

Cai Zhao steadied the staggering man, feeling wetness on her hands. Looking at her palms, she found them covered in blood, unsure where he was injured in the chaos. They supported each other as they climbed to safer, higher ground.

The mudslide continued to roar ahead, truly terrifying. Cai Zhao reflected on how small humans were compared to nature’s power.

They climbed and dragged themselves towards the stable high ground until exhausted and panting, they found a cave jutting out from the mountainside. It was safe from both sudden mudslides from above and the raging flood of rocks below.

Inside the cave, Cai Zhao helped Mu Qingyan sit against the wall and slowly opened his blood-soaked clothes. Seeing the wound on his shoulder and neck, she couldn’t help but cry out.

“Is it the Bone-Corroding Heavenly Rain?” she asked, her voice trembling.

Mu Qingyan smiled bitterly. “I think so.”

In his haste to escape, he hadn’t dodged the poison tube thrown at his shoulder.

He had been ruthless, using Fuyingzao to cut away the entire patch of skin and flesh from his shoulder and back without hesitation. To prevent the poison from spreading, he had even carved three inches deep into his flesh.

This delay had almost caused him to be engulfed by the mudslide. While escaping towards Cai Zhao, he had been repeatedly struck by massive rocks, suffering both internal and external injuries.

Cai Zhao saw his pale face and intermittent breathing, realizing how severely he was injured. She slowly stood up.

Mu Qingyan noticed her movement, his dark eyes fixed on her. After a moment, he smiled and said, “Do you want to kill me?”

“… You figured it out,” Cai Zhao said quietly, her hand resting on the clasp at her waist.
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The damp, cold cave halfway up the mountain couldn’t shake off its chilling atmosphere, even with the recently lit fire. Mu Qingyan raised an eyebrow slightly, his pale face resembling fragile white paper in the dim firelight. Unfazed by Cai Zhao’s words, he calmly inquired, “Why do you want to kill me? Are you afraid I’ll question you about the black-robed man’s formation?”

“You’re perceptive,” Cai Zhao smirked. “Indeed, the black-robed man’s formation seemed familiar, similar to what my senior brothers practiced in the Qingque Sect. However, upon closer inspection, I realized the two formations only appear alike. While both originate from the Big Dipper’s step patterns, their inner workings differ greatly.”

Mu Qingyan replied, “That’s a relief. I thought you might have discovered a connection between the black-robed man and Qingque Sect, fearing I’d uncover your sect’s involvement with Nie Zhe, thus killing me to silence me.”

Cai Zhao coldly retorted, “Even if it were related to the Qingque Sect, that’s for the master and elders to worry about. Why should I burden myself? I’m no righteous hero saving the world.”

“If not for that, then why kill me?” Mu Qingyan pressed.

“For myself,” Cai Zhao answered.

Mu Qingyan blinked, then understood. “You’re trying to get rid of me?”

Without hesitation, Cai Zhao confirmed, “Correct.”

Exhaling deeply, Mu Qingyan mused, “It seems you harbored murderous intent since that night in the elegant dwelling at the foot of Wu’an Mountain…”

“Indeed,” Cai Zhao’s face turned cold, exuding an icy aura. “That night, you said as long as you lived, you’d never let me go. I realized then that killing you was my only escape.”

“True. If I don’t die, I’ll keep haunting you. Eventually, someone would notice,” Mu Qingyan agreed.

Clenching his jaw, Cai Zhao’s gaze grew colder. “You understand. Once you’re dead, I can return to my carefree life without a demonic cult freak bothering me.”

“Half your troubles stem from me. Eliminating the source makes sense,” Mu Qingyan conceded.

Growing angrier, Cai Zhao exploded, “What do I care if Zhou Yuqi and Min Xinrou truly love each other? I just want to live comfortably. I don’t care if he’s happy. Why did you have to meddle?”

Mu Qingyan weakly nodded, “Well said.”

Slowly drawing his Yanyang sword, Cai Zhao advanced. “Your life is unfortunate, filled with half a lifetime of hatred. But I didn’t cause your suffering, so why should I suffer with you?”

“You’re right,” Mu Qingyan responded.

Cai Zhao approached, his expression icy. “Seek your revenge alone. Suffer alone. I want to live my carefree life. If I don’t kill you and someone discovers us, what then?”

“What are you waiting for?” Mu Qingyan challenged.

The damp firewood produced more smoke than flame. Cai Zhao halted three steps from Mu Qingyan, his eyes like cold stars.

As tension filled the cave, Mu Qingyan spoke mournfully, “I always knew you could be heartless…”

Before he could finish, Cai Zhao suddenly slapped himself hard, turned, and shattered a protruding rock at the cave’s entrance with his palm. He then fled like the wind, leaving Mu Qingyan alone in the smoky cave.

Choking on the thickening smoke, Mu Qingyan – who had faced numerous ordeals since youth – found himself genuinely shocked. After a while, he muttered resentfully, “At least stab me once. This is worse than a novel.”

According to the latest “Qinghuanyinyuanlu,” the Immortal Lord’s sword missed by inches, and seeing the Demon State’s young master bleeding, his heart softened. They embraced, crying, their love deepening.

As the cave filled with more smoke, Mu Qingyan struggled to his feet despite his severe injuries. He mumbled, “Today’s writers are increasingly unreliable. What nonsense they write, so inaccurate…”

Suddenly, a faint cry from outside caught his attention – it was Cai Zhao’s voice.

Tensing, Mu Qingyan gritted his teeth, summoned his energy, and rushed out to find her. His barely closed wounds reopened, but he pressed on, leaping through branches and vines until he found Cai Zhao in an odd, immobile position at a cliff’s edge.

Observing closely, Mu Qingyan quickly understood what had happened. An iron-grey cliff pine jutted from the precipice, its farthest branch entwined with a green vine. At the vine’s tip hung an inconspicuous cluster of pale purple flowers.

Cai Zhao had reached for the flowers, half her body suspended in the air. However, recent rains had weakened the cliff’s edge. Just as her right hand nearly grasped the flowers, the rocky soil crumbled, causing her left side to lose its grip.

Fortunately, surrounded by vines, she managed to entangle herself, avoiding a fall. Now, she faced a dilemma: she could either flip back to safety or pluck the trembling purple flowers, but not both. Reaching for the flowers meant releasing the vines, leaving her with nowhere to land. Returning safely would disturb the cliff pine, causing it to fall with the crumbling rocks, putting the flowers out of reach.

Upon understanding the situation, Mu Qingyan shook his head and sighed, as if looking at a troublesome child. He scolded, “Is this all you’re capable of? Trying to act tough and kill someone! What’s so special about this herb that you’d risk your life for it? If I hadn’t come, how long would you have hung there?”

While speaking, he picked up a fallen vine to wrap around Cai Zhao’s waist. The young girl blushed, embarrassed that the “skin demon” had seen her in such a predicament. She had tested the ground before leaning out, and it had seemed solid. Who knew even cliffs were unreliable these days?

With Mu Qingyan’s help, she swiftly plucked the purple flowers and leaped back to safety as the pine crashed down the cliff. Landing, she immediately tossed the flowers to Mu Qingyan.

He examined them curiously. “What are these? Do they grant immortality?”

Cai Zhao huffed, “I forget the name, but they’re rare and can heal wounds and replenish energy. My mother only has a few dried ones from my aunt. With these, you could fight another 300 rounds immediately.”

Mu Qingyan held the flowers, bemused. “Weren’t you just trying to kill me?”

Cai Zhao declared proudly, “My aunt never killed for herself. I can’t tarnish her reputation!”

Mu Qingyan tucked the flowers away. “So, will you still kill me? After all, I’m a demonic cult leader. It wouldn’t be purely for yourself.”

“No, I won’t,” Cai Zhao said dejectedly. “It’s better to live peacefully in this world.”

“Zhao Zhao finally understands,” Mu Qingyan smiled approvingly. “What now?”

“We won’t find the Shi Twins. Let’s go back. I’ll face what I must,” Cai Zhao sighed. “You’re right. Even if Yu Qi is ordinary and Min Xinrou is affected, at least they’re sincere. I shouldn’t interfere. I’ll honor the engagement, despite Qi Lingbo’s mockery.”

Mu Qingyan placed a hand on her shoulder, speaking earnestly: “You’re doing well. I didn’t tell you, but the night Zhou Yu Qi asked you to break the engagement, Qi Lingbo publicly announced her intention to end her betrothal to Song Yuzhi. She said if you can’t treat each other well after engagement, it’s better to end it early.”

“She finally couldn’t take it anymore,” Cai Zhao sighed. “Even someone as vain as Qi Lingbo understands that forced relationships don’t work. I’m no better than her.”

Mu Qingyan stood tall, looking dignified: “Young Master Song is at fault. If he didn’t like her, he shouldn’t have waited until she couldn’t bear it anymore to end things.” In truth, he knew Song Yuzhi had planned to end the engagement before the Wu’an expedition, but he was stirring the pot.

“Ah treasures are easy to find, but true love is rare. If only everyone could understand this,” he added, serving up more emotional advice.

Cai Zhao rolled her eyes: “Hey, that’s enough! Stop with the sighing and preaching! Remember, you’re the demonic cult leader, and I’m the righteous disciple. Don’t be so preachy!”

Mu Qingyan laughed heartily: “No wonder everyone wants to be a hero. Despite the constraints, their words always seem more righteous in an argument.”

“My aunt said that,” Cai Zhao couldn’t help adding. “When she first entered the martial world, she was criticized for being reckless and unruly. But once she became known as a hero, the same actions were praised as righteous and just.”

As Mu Qingyan chuckled, he suddenly felt the ground give way. “Oh no!”

Cai Zhao’s face paled.

They barely grasped hands before the entire cliff collapsed with a thunderous roar. They plummeted, engulfed by a landslide of earth and stone.

…

Cai Zhao awoke later, her body aching. She opened her eyes to find herself in a simple village house. To her right was a bamboo table with purple flowers and an incense burner. Across from her, Mu Qingyan lay pale and injured on a bamboo bed.

Seeing her awake, his dark eyes lit up with joy.

As Cai Zhao was about to speak, a bearded uncle entered with two bowls of medicine, followed by his plump, chatty wife.

Cai Zhao recognized them from the village. “Uncle Qiao, Aunt Qiao! Did you save us?”

The man awkwardly scratched his head, unsure how to respond.

His wife sat beside Cai Zhao. “How many times must I say it? Call us brother and sister! I just look mature.”

Cai Zhao smiled sheepishly.

The plump sister continued, “You’re mistaken on two counts. First, my father-in-law saved you, not us. Second, my husband’s surname isn’t Qiao. We lied earlier.”

Confused, Cai Zhao just said, “Oh.”

Mu Qingyan, sensing something amiss, asked, “Not Qiao? May I ask your surname, brother?”

The woman winked. “My husband naturally shares my father-in-law’s surname.”

Patiently, Mu Qingyan pressed, “And what might that be?”

The blacksmith, unable to contain himself, blurted out, “Shi! I’m surnamed Shi, my father is surnamed Shi, my whole family is surnamed Shi!”

Cai Zhao’s eyes lit up, but before she could ask, a burly old man entered the room.

He looked at Cai Zhao affectionately. “Never dreamed I’d see little Zhao in my old age. You look more like Xiaofeng, but your eyes are all Pingshuzhen’s.”

Surprised and delighted, Cai Zhao stammered, “You… you are…”

The old man stroked his beard: “I am Shi Tieqiao.”
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The Suhe River stretched for miles, with numerous valleys lining both banks. Lush vegetation, nourished by abundant rainfall, covered the landscape. Even from a golden-winged bird’s eye view, one would only see patches of green, unable to distinguish between mountains and valleys or spot any human settlements beneath the dense foliage.

“What a perfect place to retreat from the world,” Cai Zhao mused, looking around.

The plump sister-in-law, the eldest daughter-in-law of the Shi family, chuckled. “Father says your aunt found this place. When your uncle was ‘once again’ severely injured, your aunt discovered it while searching for medicinal herbs, following the Handat bell flowers.”

“What?” Cai Zhao exclaimed, surprised. “My aunt found it? But she told me she didn’t know where the Great Hero Shi had retired!”

The daughter-in-law shrugged. “I don’t know about that. The old man always rambles about how our peaceful life here is thanks to your aunt finding this place.”

Confused, Cai Zhao changed the subject. “Handat bell flowers? Are those the purple flower strings?”

“Yes. Without those flowers, your uncle’s old and new wounds wouldn’t have healed so quickly,” the daughter-in-law replied, her round face beaming warmly.

Four days ago, Cai Zhao and Mu Qingyan were brought here, both ill from battle and rain exposure. Mu Qingyan, more severely injured, had developed a fever. While Cai Zhao could now walk around the valley, he still lay in a daze.

Cai Zhao gazed at the distant scene of children playing, men plowing, women weaving, and smoke rising from chimneys. It reminded her of Luoying Valley, making her smile. “It’s nice to see families living happily together.”

“Well, most people can retire with just a few family members, but we’ve always had several branches living together. With uncles, aunts, cousins, and all, we’re over a hundred people. We couldn’t retire without a place like this,” the daughter-in-law sighed.

This unnamed river valley, hidden along the Suhe River, was kept secret by the Shi family. Most clan members lived here, with only a few, like the eldest son’s wife, maintaining shops outside to buy supplies and act as lookouts.

“Why is it called Seven Cherry Village? There aren’t any cherry trees,” Cai Zhao wondered as they passed a new brick kiln.

“Huh? It’s not called that,” the daughter-in-law replied, pulling back vines from a waist-high stone tablet. “Are you mistaken?”

The tablet revealed the name: Qiyin Village (Recluse’s Haven).

Cai Zhao was speechless.

As dusk approached after their walk, the daughter-in-law led Cai Zhao back, muttering, “You should give him his medicine before dinner. That young man looks so gloomy when he’s ill. My husband doesn’t dare approach him. He seemed nice when we first met, but he’s so fierce when injured. It’s terrifying…”

Cai Zhao remained silent. Back at the cottage, they found Mu Qingyan lying on the bed with a dark expression, while Shi’s elder brother stood nervously holding a medicine bowl. The daughter-in-law quickly pulled her husband away. Cai Zhao took the bowl and sat by Mu Qingyan’s bedside, helping him sit up to drink the medicine. “Why are you glaring at Brother Shi? He saved our lives!”

Mu Qingyan sipped the medicine quietly, not complaining about the taste. “If you were injured or ill, I wouldn’t leave your side for a moment.”

Cai Zhao faltered, “I watched over you all night when you had a fever. You’ve been getting better each day, so I thought it was okay to get some fresh air…”

Her voice trailed off under Mu Qingyan’s intense gaze.

“Do you know where we are or who I am? Aren’t you worried they might harm me while you’re away?” Mu Qingyan asked.

Cai Zhao sighed, “Alright, I’ll stay close from now on. If they wanted to harm you, they would have done it already. I understand… I was mainly scouting the area.”

Mu Qingyan frowned, “I’ve had people search both banks of the Suhe River before, and we’ve visited villages ourselves without finding anything. This place is so well hidden, there must be more to it. What could you discover in just two walks?”

Unable to argue, Cai Zhao resorted to her trump card, “If you keep scolding me, I’ll get angry.”

Now it was Mu Qingyan’s turn to give in, finishing his medicine in silence.

Watching his beautiful profile as he drank, Cai Zhao couldn’t help but sigh, “You’re so tough. You didn’t make a sound even when you were burning with fever that night. My mother says I used to cry and babble nonsense when I had fevers as a child.”

“I got used to it before I was five,” Mu Qingyan said flatly. “Crying or fussing doesn’t help if no one’s there. If someone is, there’s no need for it.”

Cai Zhao was stunned, feeling a pang of sadness.

Half an hour after taking the medicine, Shi’s elder brother brought in fragrant dishes: steamed pork, garlic shoots with cured meat, blanched greens, braised eight-treasure duck, and a ginger and tofu soup with an unknown fish. The flavors were exquisite, and the cooking was superb, making Cai Zhao beam with delight.

“The Qingque Sect cooks should be ashamed!” the girl exclaimed, her mouth full. “These people living in the wilderness can produce such delicious meals, while those in the top sect’s kitchen, earning the highest salaries, serve bland, ordinary dishes and still call themselves master chefs!”

“Wipe your mouth first,” Mu Qingyan said, putting down his chopsticks and giving her a reproachful look. He then frowned at the dishes. “Our meals have been mostly light these past few days. I wonder why we’re suddenly having such rich food today.”

“Because you’re leaving tomorrow,” a deep male voice came from behind the door curtain.

Cai Zhao quickly stood up.

Shi Tieqiao stood at the doorway, smiling. “Your injuries and illnesses have mostly healed. It’s time for you to go.”

Cai Zhao was puzzled. “We’ve healed? I have, but he…” She turned to see Mu Qingyan sitting upright, having pushed aside his blanket.

“You!” She immediately realized he had been pretending.

“Forgive me, Great Hero Shi, but we came here with important questions,” Mu Qingyan said, bowing.

“I know,” Shi Tieqiao nodded. “I wanted to talk to you earlier, but one of my brothers has been gravely ill, and I couldn’t leave his side. You can ask your questions tonight.”

Mu Qingyan immediately gave Cai Zhao a look that said, “See how one should stay with an ill person?”

Cai Zhao glared back, silently responding, “You faker, how dare you say that!”

Seeing the young couple’s silent exchange, Shi Tieqiao laughed heartily. “Alright, come with me.”

Shi Tieqiao’s residence was a quiet, comfortable bamboo house, isolated from others.

He lit some incense and brewed wild herb tea as they sat around the table.

“I’ve lived alone since my wife passed,” Shi Tieqiao sighed. “In my youth, I was reckless and inconsiderate, causing her much worry. She developed many ailments from the stress. At least our retirement here gave her some peaceful years. She was at ease when she passed.”

He turned to the young couple. “I know what Zhao Zhao’s aunt knows. What do you want to ask?”

Before Mu Qingyan could speak, Cai Zhao blurted out, “Who was my aunt’s true love? It wasn’t Lu Chengnan, was it?”

Shi Tieqiao laughed, “Is that what you wanted to know?”

Mu Qingyan covered his face, turning away.

“It wasn’t Lu Chengnan,” Shi Tieqiao smiled. “But I don’t know who it was.”

Cai Zhao’s eyes widened in surprise.

“Your aunt wanted to break off the engagement with the Zhou family early on. But everyone close to her was either rough or simple-minded—like your mother, who was even less perceptive than the rough men! Only my brother Haosheng and I, having married early, noticed something was amiss.”

“My father and master knew too,” Cai Zhao said softly.

Shi Tieqiao nodded, “Xiaochun has always been observant, so it’s not surprising. And your master, Yunke, was closest to your aunt, so he probably saw something.”

“I think Uncle Zhou is a good man,” Cai Zhao said sadly, remembering the gentle and refined Zhou Zhizhen.

“He is, but your aunt couldn’t live that life,” Shi Tieqiao said, pouring hot water into the teapot. “Forgive me for speaking ill of Zhou, but despite his impeccable character, talent, and background, and their childhood friendship, he never understood what kind of life your aunt wanted. He’s always been gentle and accommodating, hoping those around him would also step back from conflicts.”

Cai Zhao sighed, “But my aunt isn’t one to swallow her anger.”

“Indeed,” Shi Tieqiao said, lost in thought. “She’s like a clear wind and raging fire—the wind caresses the mountains, while the fire consumes demons.”

“Well said, both apt and elegant,” Mu Qingyan praised.

Shi Tieqiao laughed, “I’m not that eloquent. That’s what Zhao Zhao’s master said.”

Cai Zhao was stunned. “But my master isn’t eloquent either!” Great Master Qi’s literary talent was about as impressive as Great Master Song’s virtue—virtually non-existent.

“I know exactly how much learning Yunke has!” Shi Tieqiao laughed heartily. “We all guessed he must have picked up that phrase somewhere and was just showing off to us.”

Mu Qingyan redirected the conversation, “So, Sir Shi, you don’t know who Heroine Cai’s love interest is?”

“I don’t,” Shi Tieqiao shook his head again. “However, it’s certainly not Lu Chengnan—Sister Pingsu only met him for the first time when he escaped with severe injuries.”

“How disappointing,” Cai Zhao sighed, clearly let down.

Seeing the young girl’s crestfallen expression, Shi Tieqiao spoke kindly, “Did your aunt ever tell you about my place of seclusion?”

“No,” Cai Zhao pursed her lips. “Aunt even lied to me, saying she didn’t know where the Shi family had retreated.”

Shi Tieqiao stroked his beard, “That’s just like your aunt. She appears bold and straightforward, but her mind is quite intricate. When she wants to keep something secret, she can do so without leaving a trace.”

Cai Zhao sighed softly, remembering how her mother, Ning Xiaofeng, once described her husband Cai Pingchun: “Orphaned at a young age and dependent on others, how could he be without guile?” She realized this description probably applied to her aunt Cai Pingsu as well.

Looking up, she asked, “Sir Shi, I have another question—do you know that the Changer family has been massacred?”

“I do,” Shi Tieqiao lifted the teapot lid and peered inside. “Wuan Mountain is only a ten-day journey from here. How could I not know?”

“Ah!” Cai Zhao exclaimed in shock. “Then why didn’t you…”

“You’re wondering why I didn’t intervene?” Shi Tieqiao anticipated her question. “When I left, your aunt repeatedly instructed me, ‘If you’re going to leave, do it cleanly. The worst mistake when retiring from the jianghu is to leave loose ends. From now on, no matter how much bloodshed or chaos occurs in the martial world, it’s no longer your concern.'”

He poured pale green tea into a cup and continued, “Your aunt also advised Brother Haosheng—either operate like a normal sect, teaching martial arts and recruiting disciples to avoid being easily destroyed or seclude yourself completely in the wilderness like me, no longer paying attention to the affairs of the jianghu. The worst option is to be ‘half-hidden’ like Brother Haosheng.”

Mu Qingyan sighed, holding his tea, “Heroine Cai truly has keen insight. In recent years, the Chang family’s older generation of brave warriors have either aged, fallen ill, or passed away, with no new blood to replenish their ranks. The Chang family lost their ability to protect themselves long ago. Yet, Master Chang still kept tabs on the martial world, occasionally descending the mountain to involve himself in jianghu matters…”

He frowned, “Previously, when I observed your eldest daughter-in-law’s lack of martial arts skills, I thought you had overcompensated. Now I realize it was a great sacrifice and wisdom. Back in Taohua Village, if I had detected even a hint of martial arts training in you and your wife, I would have become suspicious.”

Conversely, it was precisely because the Shi couple showed no signs of martial arts training, appearing just like ordinary villagers, that he never suspected them.

“Well, those two have mediocre aptitude. Even if they learned martial arts, they’d be no better than house cats. They’re better off as ordinary people,” Shi Tieqiao waved his hand dismissively. “However, I can tell you something—the maze formation outside the Chang family fortress was set up by me and Zhao’s aunt together. Unless someone guides you through, it’s impossible to break.”

“Could there be a traitor?” Cai Zhao’s gaze drifted towards a certain person on her left.

Mu Qingyan shot her an annoyed glance.

“Whether it was an insider or an outsider, the Chang family’s formation must have been broken from within,” Shi Tieqiao explained. “Because the ‘feng shui eye’ at the center of the formation must be moved every four years, and once it’s moved, all the pathways in the formation change.”

Mu and Cai exchanged surprised glances.

Mu Qingyan bowed again, “Thank you for your guidance, Sir Shi. This narrows down our investigation considerably. Next, I’d like to ask about Lu Chengnan—why did he flee the cult, and why were you and Heroine Cai willing to accept him…”

Shi Tieqiao raised a hand, and Mu Qingyan fell silent immediately.

“This matter indeed requires a thorough explanation,” the old man said gravely.

The story goes back to when Lu Chengnan escaped. It was Cai Pingsu’s first time meeting him, but not Shi Tieqiao’s.

“There are some reasonable people in the demonic cult. For instance, your father Mu Zhengming once saved Brother Haosheng’s life. Similarly, Lu Chengnan once showed me mercy when I was severely injured. Unfortunately, later on, Nie Hengcheng’s actions became increasingly cruel and tyrannical. The righteous sects suffered heavy casualties and could barely resist. I had to keep Lu Chengnan’s life-saving grace a secret.”

As the situation grew more tense, Shi Tieqiao had just secretly relocated his family to a valley Cai Pingsu had found. He then received her urgent message via carrier pigeon, summoning him to the Chang family fortress to discuss important matters. Just two days into his journey, he encountered a blood-covered man.

“Indeed, Lu Chengnan was originally looking for me. When he learned I had left home, he pursued me,” Shi Tieqiao explained.

He initially planned to help his savior recover, but the dying Lu Chengnan kept mumbling about wanting to see Cai Pingsu in his delirium. So, Shi Tieqiao decided to bring him to the Chang family fortress instead.

“During those days, the jianghu was in a state of panic. Nie Hengcheng had sent out all his minions to search for Lu Chengnan, spreading rumors that his fourth brother had been harmed by the Six Sects of the North and was now missing. Fortunately, the demonic cult never suspected Lu Chengnan had any connection to me. I traveled in disguise and managed to bring him safely to the Chang family fortress.”

Shi Tieqiao continued, “Once at the fortress, after Lu Chengnan saw Sister Pingsu, he gave her an object and revealed a shocking secret about Nie Hengcheng.”

Mu Qingyan’s expression darkened, “Was that object the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower?”

“Exactly, it was the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower!” Shi Tieqiao slapped his thigh. “I had seen it before—when Sister Pingsu was treating her second brother’s injuries. At the time, I was surprised to see Lu Chengnan, who was on the brink of death himself, so solemnly entrusting that item to her. Little did I know… Alas, Lu Chengnan was truly a man of great courage!”

On that stormy night, in a secret chamber of the Chang family fortress, a single lamp flickered.

The once-handsome young man, now pale as paper, lay on a bed and smiled bitterly, “My master’s skills had nearly reached their peak years ago. At his age, it should have been difficult for him to make significant progress. But recently, his abilities suddenly skyrocketed. Don’t you find that strange?”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes flashed, “So Nie Hengcheng did indeed cultivate some nefarious demonic technique!”

This matter had been suspected by Yin Dai, by the father of Zhou Zhichen, Old Master Zhou, and by the father of Song Shijun, Old Master Song. However, they all failed in their investigations, with the latter two even suffering severe injuries and passing away one after another.

According to Lu Chengnan, he had noticed something amiss about half a year ago (though Cai Pingsu believed he had discovered it even earlier).

The jianghu world believed that Nie Hengcheng had suddenly gone mad, massacring martial artists across the land. Not only were the righteous sects unable to escape, but even many unsavory underworld bosses fell victim.

However, Lu Chengnan knew that the orders given to those sent out to exterminate clans were not to “kill,” but to “capture.”

It didn’t matter whether distant relatives were killed or not, but those with considerable martial arts skills were to be captured alive if possible—even if they were severely injured, as long as they weren’t dead.

Yet, given Nie Hengcheng’s notorious reputation, many believed their doom had come and fought to the death. Nie’s disciples had no choice but to use lethal force, leading the world to believe Nie Hengcheng was on a killing spree.

Nevertheless, many were still captured and sent to Nie Hengcheng’s residence. Shortly after, withered corpses were discarded. Upon examining these bodies, Lu Chengnan discovered that their meridians were completely shattered, their dantians destroyed, and all their blood essence and energy drained…

“The Spirit Leech Technique!” Mu Qingyan exclaimed.

Shi Tieqiao sighed repeatedly and nodded in agreement.

Cai Zhao looked puzzled, “Um, but… isn’t the Spirit Leech Technique supposed to harm the user as well?”

Using others’ internal energy to increase one’s cultivation was not unheard of in the jianghu, and it could be done either voluntarily or involuntarily.

The voluntary method, like that used by Cangqiong and Qiu Yuanfeng of the Taichu Observatory, involved practitioners of the same school with similar internal energy cultivation methods. The former willingly transferred a large portion of his skills to his nephew without negative consequences.

The involuntary method, the Spirit Leech Technique, involved forcibly draining the victim’s energy while they were restrained, which typically led to severe repercussions for the user.

When Lu Chengnan realized what was happening, he was shocked and immediately went to plead with his master. As an orphan, Nie Hengcheng had not only raised him but also taught him diligently and entrusted him with important tasks. In Lu Chengnan’s heart, Nie Hengcheng was both a father figure and a teacher, to whom he owed an immense debt of gratitude.

He rushed to persuade Nie Hengcheng, pointing out that just in the past two days, the discarded corpses belonged to practitioners of various martial arts styles—some from the Yin-Yang school, some specializing in external strength techniques, and even some from the Western Regions’ poison cult. If Nie Hengcheng absorbed all these different energies at once, the consequences could be dire.

To his surprise, Nie Hengcheng laughed after hearing this and looked at his anxious fourth brother with affectionate eyes.

Lu Chengnan had always been his most beloved disciple, possessing both talent and a steady, capable nature. Unlike the arrogant and domineering eldest brother Zhao Tianba, the opportunistic second brother Chen Shu, or even the loyal but reckless third brother Han Yisu, Lu Chengnan was ideal.

Nie Hengcheng had long planned to pass on the position of cult leader to him after his death.

Nie Hengcheng then revealed a secret to Lu Chengnan: he was cultivating an extraordinary, unparalleled technique that could overcome all the drawbacks of the Spirit Leech Technique. Once mastered, he would achieve a feat unseen for over a century, becoming the foremost expert in the realm, with no equal under heaven.

“But he never completed it,” Cai Zhao stated emphatically. “My aunt said that even on the day of the final battle at Tu Mountain, Nie Hengcheng hadn’t perfected his demonic technique. Otherwise, my aunt couldn’t have defeated him.”

“Correct,” Shi Tieqiao sighed. “And this was precisely what terrified Lu Chengnan.”

With the technique incomplete, Nie Hengcheng had to continue absorbing others’ essence and internal energy.

Months passed, and Nie Hengcheng’s killing spree intensified. When skilled practitioners in the jianghu became scarce and the Six Sects of the North tightened their defenses, he turned his attention to his cult members.

The first to suffer were those aligned with Elder Qiu Baigang of the Tianquan faction, who had long been at odds with Nie.

“So that’s what happened!” Mu Qingyan’s eyes flashed with cold understanding. “I wondered why, after Elder Qiu’s death, all his renowned disciples and key supporters were killed, their bodies never found. It seemed inconsistent with Nie Hengcheng’s usual preference for recruiting talent—but they were all captured for his demonic cultivation!”

Shi Tieqiao sighed, “Although Elder Qiu was from the demonic cult and often our enemy, he was upright, brave, and loyal—a true hero. His tragic end was too cruel, and we deeply regretted it.”

Even this wasn’t enough for Nie Hengcheng. He continued to hunt for skilled practitioners externally while secretly abducting cult members internally. Over time, Lu Chengnan noticed that even some of the powerful leaders from the Tiangang Dishau Army, which he had personally trained, were disappearing mysteriously.

Nie Hengcheng’s dantian seemed like an endless black hole, frantically absorbing the life force of anyone within reach, never satisfied. Lu Chengnan sensed something was wrong with this demonic technique.

Meanwhile, Nie Hengcheng’s physical condition deteriorated—his cheeks hollowed, his eyes turned bloodshot, meridians became chaotic, and he occasionally lost his sanity. Lu Chengnan tried to cover for his master while desperately persuading him to abandon this evil technique, believing that if he dispersed the energy and recuperated soon, there might still be hope.

However, Nie Hengcheng had become irritable and extreme, refusing to listen to reason.

Lu Chengnan knew he could no longer stand by. If this continued, not only would his fellow cult members face slaughter, but his respected master would also be beyond saving. He had long known that Nie Hengcheng required a treasure called the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower to absorb others’ essence and energy.

He thought that without this treasure, his master would be unable to continue absorbing others’ energy and might come to his senses.

Afterward, he planned to help his master disperse the evil energy, restore his meridians, and care for him in his old age.

However, he underestimated the corruption the demonic technique had wrought on Nie Hengcheng.

Upon discovering the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower missing, Nie Hengcheng went berserk, slaughtering servants, maids, and guards in the Palace of Extreme Pleasure. Lu Chengnan had no choice but to admit he had stolen it.

He had hoped that given their father-son-like relationship, he would face severe punishment at worst. But Nie Hengcheng’s mind had already descended into madness, and in his fury, he unleashed a lethal attack.

Outside the bamboo house, raindrops pattered, and grass rustled as people realized a light rain had begun to fall.

“What does this Purple Jade Golden Sunflower look like?” Cai Zhao asked curiously.

Shi Tieqiao took paper and brush from a nearby table. “I’ll sketch it for you.”

As he drew, he continued, “Lu Chengnan entrusted the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower to Sister Pingsu, saying that if this continued, countless people would suffer. By then, Nie Hengcheng was no longer the loving and stern master he once knew, but a madman consumed by evil…”

[The young man’s heart was already shattered, each word seeming to drain his remaining strength, yet his handsome face still smiled like a spring breeze. “Although I’ve never met Heroine Cai before, I’ve long admired her. She acts decisively and uprightly, far surpassing those old fools from the Six Sects who are bound by tradition and self-interest! The future of this world, I leave to Heroine Cai’s discretion.”]

A tear fell on the paper. Shi Tieqiao wiped his eyes and looked up at Mu Qingyan with a smile. “After hearing all this, Brother Haosheng was frantic, worried that your father might also be drained by Nie Hengcheng. However, Lu Chengnan said that not long ago, your father had been attacked by unknown assailants. After being injured, he disappeared, inadvertently escaping this fate.”

Mu Qingyan’s expression tightened. “The ones who attacked my father weren’t Nie Hengcheng’s men?”

Shi Tieqiao replied, “Brother Haosheng asked the same question. Lu Chengnan was certain it wasn’t Nie’s followers. As he managed the Tiangang Dishau Army and handled Nie Hengcheng’s affairs, his word should be reliable. What happened to your father afterward?”

Mu Qingyan lowered his eyes. “He returned a few months later, recovered from his injuries.”

Shi Tieqiao smiled faintly. “Your father is a good man. It’s a pity he wasn’t the cult leader; otherwise, fewer people would have died.”

He sighed, putting down his brush. “It’s finished. Come take a look.”

On the white paper was a black, palm-sized object.

Mu Qingyan frowned. “The Purple Jade Golden Sunflower looks like this? Where’s the gold? The sunflower? It looks like a stone… Zhao, come see… Hm? What’s wrong?” He turned to see the girl’s strange expression.

Zhao stared intently at the paper, then looked up. “Elder, the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower is black, isn’t it?”

“Yes. When Sister Pingsu first brought it to treat my second brother, I also found it strange. How could a black stone be called Purple Jade Golden Sunflower?” Shi Tieqiao found it amusing in retrospect. “But your aunt explained that it was originally a purple jade with a ring of gold inlaid in the shape of a sunflower. Over a hundred years ago, there was a fire in the demonic cult’s treasure vault. The outer gold petals melted, and the purple jade turned black, resulting in its current appearance.”

Mu Qingyan turned back. “Zhao, have you seen this object before?”

“I saw it when I was little, in a small box under my aunt’s pillow,” Cai Zhao said, puzzled. “So this was the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower. I had no idea.”

“What happened then?” Mu Qingyan asked.

The young girl looked somewhat embarrassed. “I thought it was just the right size, so I used it to play with mud balls. When my aunt found out, she took it away and warned me not to tell my parents, or I’d be punished.”

Mu Qingyan didn’t speak, but his expressive gaze conveyed his thoughts.

Cai Zhao felt wronged. “How was I supposed to know it was the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower? Even the pebbles on the ground looked better!”

Mu Qingyan felt both exasperated and amused. “So, is the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower still in your Luoying Valley?”

To their surprise, Cai Zhao shook her head. “It’s not there anymore. After my aunt passed away, I carefully went through all her belongings multiple times. I’m certain that black stone wasn’t among them.”

Mu Qingyan was taken aback.

Cai Zhao, however, remained focused on her earlier question. “Elder Shi, based on what you said earlier, it wasn’t Lu Chengnan who helped my aunt steal the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower to treat Second Brother Shi, was it?”

“Of course not,” Shi Tieqiao replied. “Before your aunt, no one knew the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower could treat injuries from the Netherworld Cold. If I had known, I would have asked Lu Chengnan for help long ago.”

Cai Zhao looked thoughtful. “Then how did my aunt know about this property of the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower?”

Shi Tieqiao shook his head. “Your aunt never said.”

The light rain showed no signs of stopping. Shi’s eldest son hurried over with a large oil-paper umbrella, panting as he spoke before even closing it, “Father, Uncle has woken up and seems to be in good spirits.”

Upon hearing this, Shi Tieqiao’s face darkened. “I see. Tell your wife she can start preparing.”

The eldest son acknowledged and left.

Shi Tieqiao turned to Mu and Cai. “We’ve talked enough. Let’s move to another place. A brother of mine is on his deathbed and wants to see you.”

Cai Zhao asked curiously, “Elder, I thought you and Second Brother Shi were the only siblings. There’s a third brother?”

Shi Tieqiao didn’t answer directly. As he took out a light bamboo umbrella from a cabinet, he said, “I promised Sister Pingsu that after retiring, I would never again involve myself with jianghu people or affairs. If it weren’t for my brother wanting to see you, you would have woken up in some village, believing you had been rescued by villagers.”

Cai Zhao realized they had intruded and felt embarrassed as she stood up.

Mu Qingyan took the largest bamboo umbrella, habitually pulling the girl to his side, intending to share it.

Before opening the umbrella, he asked one last question, “When did Heroine Cai retrieve the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower to treat Second Brother Shi?”

Shi Tieqiao paused. “It should have been about a year and a half before Lu Chengnan’s night escape.”

Mu Qingyan quietly nodded in thanks, then led Cai Zhao into the rain.
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Walking less than a hundred paces east from the bamboo hut, the trio arrived at a two-story building with white walls and dark tiles. Compared to the surrounding thatched cottages and bamboo shelters, this small building was noticeably more elegant.

Cai Zhao couldn’t help but ask, “We haven’t seen Second Brother Shi yet. I wonder if we’ll be able to pay our respects to him soon.”

“Not possible,” Shi Tieqiao firmly rejected.

Worried, Cai Zhao inquired, “Could it be that Second Brother Shi’s injuries from back then were too severe, and he…?”

The young girl’s large eyes filled with concern and sorrow as if a mist had settled over a clear sky.

Shi Tieqiao momentarily lost in thought, mused that those eyes were remarkably similar to Cai Pingshu’s. It was precisely such hopeful eyes that had prevented the martial arts world from descending into complete darkness during those tumultuous years.

He smiled and reassured them, “Don’t worry, he’s fine. Seven or eight years ago, after he recovered from his injuries, he set sail to find his sweetheart. He sent a letter two or three years back, saying he now has children and has been urging me to come back for a visit. I’ve just been refusing.”

Cai Zhao’s eyes lit up. “I know about this! Is it that formidable female pirate?”

Shi Tieqiao chuckled, “That’s the one. My second brother has always been a mischievous spirit. I knew he wouldn’t be able to stay put here, so when I initially came in and later left, I never told him about the entry and exit routes.”

He sighed and added, “Your aunt was right. As long as we know each other is safe, what does it matter if we’re apart?”

As they entered the building, a strong, bitter medicinal smell greeted them. Shi Tieqiao’s daughter-in-law was busy working silently inside.

Seeing the new burial clothes placed nearby, Cai Zhao understood what Shi Tieqiao meant earlier about having his daughter-in-law prepare—they were getting ready for someone’s impending death.

Ascending to the second floor, Shi Tieqiao rushed forward to carefully help the person in bed sit up, then gestured for Cai Zhao and Mu to sit opposite the bed.

The bedridden individual had graying hair and a face lined with wrinkles and sorrow. His once-lively eyes, now dimmed by years of worry, carefully examined Cai Zhao.

His face brightened with joy as he said, “This must be Zhao Zhao. You look just like your mother. Has she been out and about lately? When I heard she married Little Spring, I was so surprised…”

Mu Qingyan suddenly looked up.

Both surprised and amused, Cai Zhao realized this was the first person to mention Ning Xiaofeng rather than Cai Pingshu when seeing her face. She smiled and replied, “My mother is doing well, but she doesn’t go out much anymore. She was taking care of my aunt while she recovered, then had to handle my grandfather’s funeral arrangements. When my grandmother doesn’t need her, she’s busy with my little brother… She has a lot on her plate.”

The sick man sighed, “Little Feng has grown up, and so have all of you. I promised to take my parents sightseeing, but I failed. I said I’d carry Little Feng on my back at her wedding, but I broke that promise too. Ah I’m such a failure!”

He turned to Cai Zhao and Mu, asking, “Do you know who I am?”

Cai Zhao looked puzzled.

Mu Qingyan responded, “You must be Master Yin’s seventh disciple, Guo Zigui, correct?”

Shi Tieqiao was startled. “How did you guess that?”

Mu Qingyan explained, “I heard Master Guo call ‘Little Spring Brother’ and ‘Little Feng Sister’ earlier. Among the well-known disciples of Beichen at that time, only Master Guo was younger than Cai Gu but older than Mrs. Ning.”

He continued, “Back then, Master Yin was wary of Miss Cai’s influence, so his disciples rarely associated with those close to her. Only Master Guo, due to his connections, knew Mrs. Ning from a young age.”

The sick man sighed, “You’re right. I am Guo Zigui.”

Cai Zhao’s mouth fell open, her heart heavy with sadness as she gazed at the terminally ill man before her. In Ning Xiaofeng’s memories, the missing Guo Zigui should have been a dashing young man, always carefree and full of laughter.

“I’m from Jiangdong,” Guo Zigui reminisced, his eyes distant. “Little Feng’s maternal grandfather’s home in Jiangdong was just an alley away from mine. Whenever we met as children, chaos ensued, much to everyone’s dismay…”

Shi Tieqiao suddenly snorted coldly, “You should have joined Peiqiong Manor. If it weren’t for old Yin Dai’s meddling, how could you have ended up like this?”

Guo Zigui spoke softly, “My mother couldn’t bear to let me go too far. My father had already arranged for me to join Peiqiong Manor when I was older, but who knew… who knew that when I was ten, Master suddenly came to Jiangdong and offered to take me as his last disciple.”

Shi Tieqiao’s face showed contempt. “Although the Guo family of Jiangdong wasn’t very famous in the martial arts world, they were one of the wealthiest families in the south, owning countless shops, workshops, and mines. Old Yin Dai was greedy for their wealth and wanted to extend his influence into Jiangnan!”

“Brother Shi, please don’t say that,” Guo Zigui weakly protested.

Cai Zhao had never heard this story before, likely because it was a painful memory Ning Xiaofeng never mentioned.

Mu Qingyan, however, had come across this incident in his meticulous research of past events and knew the details well.

“Old Yin Dai was crafty,” he said bluntly. “He threw a grand banquet, and in front of Jiangdong elders and martial arts veterans, he lavishly praised Master Guo’s parents for their years of support to the Qingque Sect. He then proposed taking Master Guo as his last disciple to strengthen their bond.”

Shi Tieqiao’s face showed anger. “Others chimed in, adding pressure until Guo had no choice but to accept. It was as if refusing would have been ungrateful. Even Old Zhou of Peiqiong Manor couldn’t speak up without offending Yin Dai.”

“I can’t believe Master Yin was so domineering!” Cai Zhao exclaimed, surprised.

She had grown up seeing the Qingque Sect under Xi Yunke’s laid-back leadership become much milder, making it hard to imagine its former aggressive stance.

Mu Qingyan chuckled lightly. “So you can imagine how furious Yin Dai must have been when your aunt suddenly emerged and dominated the martial arts world.”

“Furious doesn’t begin to describe it. He was shocked, enraged, and utterly helpless,” Shi Tieqiao laughed with satisfaction.

As they chatted and laughed, color returned to Guo Zigui’s face, and his eyes regained some life.

Cai Zhao quickly said, “After you disappeared, Master Guo, everyone thought you had met with foul play. How happy they’ll be to know you’re still alive!”

Guo Zigui shook his head. “I didn’t disappear; I fled for my life. If I hadn’t escaped, Master would have immediately expelled me from the sect.”

Cai Zhao was shocked again, wondering what sect rule he could have broken to warrant such severe punishment.

Guo Zigui, not wishing to elaborate, changed the subject. “Zhao Zhao, tell me about the sect. I know Eighth Junior Brother… well, actually your master is older than me. He’s now the sect leader, but what about his senior brothers?”

“Everything has changed except the chef,” Cai Zhao replied, noticing his failing strength. She chose her words carefully. “You know my master’s personality. He’s not only lenient with himself but even more so with others. Nowadays, the Qingque Sect disciples love to gather, chat, and watch the excitement. They sweep up enough sunflower seed shells every day to fill a large basket. It’s thanks to Uncle Li Wenxun that the sect rules haven’t completely fallen apart.”

Guo Zigui seemed wistful. “Oh, that’s quite different indeed. When I joined the Qingque Sect, Master was very strict with us…” His tone turned melancholic as he changed the subject. “So, all six of my senior brothers are gone, aren’t they?”

Recalling Qiu Renjie’s tragic suicide, Cai Zhao hesitated before responding, “…Uncle Lei is still around. He spends his days in the medicine pavilion, grumbling about the quality of pills.”

Guo Zigui laughed. “Sixth Senior Brother always loved looking his best. He’d dress up and go where the crowds were. How could he bear to stay in the medicine pavilion all day? Is it because he’s injured and doesn’t want to be seen?”

Cai Zhao could only lie, “He just has a scar on his face. I think it makes him look more dashing, but he refuses to come out and meet people.”

Guo Zigui shook his head. “If it were just a scar, Sixth Senior Brother would have healed himself long ago. There must be something else wrong.”

Knowing Lei Xiuming’s medical skills and personality, he guessed that his injuries might be too severe to remedy, possibly affecting his limbs or facial features. “But being alive is what matters. If he can still make medicines and talk to people, that’s already quite good.”

Cai Zhao remained silent.

Suddenly, Guo Zigui’s face contorted in pain. His pale face turned purplish-blue, and his emaciated body convulsed. Shi Tieqiao’s hands moved swiftly, expertly pressing various acupoints.

Guo Zigui’s pupils dilated, and he began to ramble incoherently. “Father, why haven’t you come to see me? Take me home quickly! I don’t want to stay here. I don’t want to practice martial arts. It hurts, it hurts so much! Mother, please stop crying. I’m fine. The sect has everything I need, and my senior brothers take good care of me. I’m not suffering, truly…”

His childish fears gradually transformed into the reassurances of a young adult, leaving Cai Zhao feeling heartbroken.

Gasping for air, Guo Zigui became increasingly delirious, as if his parents were right in front of him and he was a returning traveler sharing only good news. He spoke intermittently:

“First and Second Senior Brothers have the worst tempers, but they often sneak me… into town for treats. They’re afraid I’ll cry at night, so at night… they leave a light on. Fourth and Fifth Senior Brothers don’t like people much, but they’ve never bullied me. The third Senior Brother is Master’s future son-in-law. Although he likes to lecture, as long as I’m obedient and respectful, he’s willing to teach me… Mother, next time you come across that shimmering fabric, remember to save some for Sixth Senior Brother. Don’t forget, okay?”

Shi Tieqiao massaged various points on Guo Zigui’s body, finally pressing hard on the Baihui acupoint at the top of his head. A steady stream of internal energy flowed in, and Guo Zigui suddenly regained half his consciousness.

Cai Zhao was inwardly shocked, realizing that Shi Tieqiao was using a dangerous method to temporarily revive the patient at the cost of his vital energy.

Guo Zigui’s eyes widened, staring intently at Cai Zhao. His face flushed unnaturally as he said, “Zhao, Zhao Zhao, please take something out for me. No, no!”

Cai Zhao repeatedly agreed.

Guo Zigui pointed to a somewhat familiar-looking long sword hanging by the bed—Cai Zhao had seen a similar scabbard and hilt on Lei Xiuming’s wall. “This is the treasured sword Master gave me when I joined the sect. Please… help me return it!”

Cai Zhao was slightly surprised. Since their meeting, Guo Zigui had spoken softly and gently, but these last five words were said with unwavering determination.

Guo Zigui spoke deliberately, each word weighted: “I’ve disgraced the sect and am unworthy to be Master’s disciple. Please help me return this sword. Consider it my formal departure from the sect, no longer a disciple from this day forward!”

Cai Zhao seemed to understand and nodded in agreement.

Guo Zigui then pointed to a small box on the opposite table. “That’s for your mother. The Guo family of Jiangdong…” His expression turned pained. “Guo Jing is gone. This is all I have left. Consider it a belated dowry for your mother, to make up for all the mischief we caused together as children.”

Cai Zhao fought back tears and nodded firmly.

Having given these two instructions, Guo Zigui visibly weakened, as if his inner vitality had completely dispersed.

With a barely audible voice, he said, “One last thing… please take my ashes back to Jiangdong and scatter them at my parents’ grave.”

Cai Zhao was shocked. “Master Guo, why say such things? No matter how severe your internal injuries, with proper care, you’ll surely recover.”

Guo Zigui smiled weakly. “I’ve been clinging to life for years now. Living… is worse than dying. Don’t try to persuade me, Zhao Zhao.” He turned, his eyes pleading. “Brother Shi, my wishes are fulfilled. Let me go… please, let me go!”

Shi Tieqiao’s eyes filled with sorrow as he slowly cut off his energy transfer and removed his palm from Guo Zigui’s Baihui acupoint.

Guo Zigui instantly deflated like an empty goatskin raft, collapsing lifelessly. His mumbling became barely audible: “Father, Mother, your unfilial son has arrived. It’s my fault you both died…”

After a faint sob, Guo Zigui breathed his last.

Cai Zhao could no longer hold back, hot tears streaming down her face.

Mu Qingyan sighed softly, rising to help Shi Tieqiao use their internal energy to repeatedly stimulate Guo Zigui’s dantian and meridians.

Once they confirmed he was truly gone, Shi Tieqiao called for his daughter-in-law to begin the funeral preparations.

Martial artists didn’t typically observe elaborate rituals. When Cai Pingshu passed away, her body was only kept for three days before burial to accommodate those rushing to pay their respects. According to Cai Pingshu herself, death was like a candle being extinguished—the sooner buried, the sooner reborn, without unnecessary fuss.

Under the guidance of Shi Tieqiao’s daughter-in-law, the servants efficiently washed Guo Zigui’s body, combed his hair, dressed him, prepared his appearance, filled his mouth with white rice, and finally laid him on a simple iron stretcher covered with fragrant flowers. They then carried him to the brick kiln for cremation.

Watching the smoke slowly rise from the kiln, Shi Tieqiao couldn’t hold back his tears, choking with emotion. “This poor child, not even forty years old, never married or had children, not even a sweetheart!”

Though upset herself, Cai Zhao tried to distract him. “Elder Shi, what sect rule did Uncle Guo break that made Master Yin so determined to take his life?”

Shi Tieqiao angrily replied, “What rule-breaking! He was simply captured by the Demon Cult and surrendered under unbearable torture. You’ve examined Brother Zigui’s body. Ask him why Brother Zigui couldn’t recover from his illness for ten years!”

Mu Qingyan, appreciating the term “examined,” calmly answered, “Master Guo’s meridians throughout his body were forcefully severed one by one, and his dantian appears to have been repeatedly damaged by someone’s internal energy.”

Shi Tieqiao lamented, “Zigui was timid and afraid of pain since childhood. He wasn’t cut out for the front lines. Yet old Yin Dai, for the sake of his pride, insisted on sending out all seven-star disciples to ‘avenge Taichu Temple,’ forcing Zigui to go!”

Mu Qingyan frowned. “What does ‘avenge Taichu Temple’ mean?”

Cai Zhao asked, puzzled, “Where was Uncle Guo captured?”

Shi Tieqiao wiped away his tears and sat heavily on a stone stool. Frustrated, he explained, “Taichu Temple foolishly provoked the Demon Cult. First, the sect leader’s junior brother Canglong Zi died tragically. Then they lost their top disciple Wu Yuanying at Dinglu Mountain. Next, sect leader Canghuan Zi perished along with the Demon Cult’s Elder Yaoguang. Shortly after, the last remaining Cangqiong Zi fell victim to an ambush by Elder Yaoguang’s subordinates, losing the use of his legs.”

“I know about this!” Cai Zhao eagerly raised her hand. “My mother told me. It wasn’t Taichu Temple being reckless—earlier, my aunt had broken Chen Shu’s Five Poison Palm technique, saving many Taichu Temple disciples. Yin Dai felt humiliated and went to provoke Taichu Temple…”

Shi Tieqiao was speechless. “Little Feng, that silly girl, saying what shouldn’t be said and not saying what should! It wasn’t entirely Yin Dai’s provocation. Your aunt had already embarrassed Taichu Temple at the Six Sects Competition, and they’d been holding a grudge.”

Mu Qingyan scoffed. “Then what? Did Yin Dai lead everyone to seek revenge?”

“Exactly!” Shi Tieqiao exclaimed angrily. “After Taichu Temple suffered one setback after another, that old fool Yin Dai couldn’t save face anymore. So he ordered the elite forces of the six sects to attack the Demon Cult’s Youming Huangdao to vent their anger!”

“Starting a war out of anger doesn’t seem wise,” Cai Zhao commented.

Shi Tieqiao shouted, “Who says it wasn’t? Your aunt strongly opposed it at the time, saying Nie Hengcheng would surely be prepared if they attacked Youming Huangdao—but would Yin Dai listen to her?”

“So to set an example, Yin Dai sent out all seven of his disciples?” Cai Zhao asked skeptically.

Shi Tieqiao grunted in affirmation. “That’s right.”

“I see,” Mu Qingyan said, sweeping the dust at his feet with a tree branch. Catching Cai Zhao’s eye, he quickly changed the subject. “Who participated in the attack on Youming Huangdao that year?”

“Almost all of the younger generation went,” Shi Tieqiao replied. “Among the three elders of Qingque, Master Cheng Hao and Master Wang Dingchuan had already died capturing Elder Kaiyang. So, the Qingque Sect sent the most people. Peiqiong Manor and Guangmen also sent many, as both their old sect leaders were severely injured by Nie Hengcheng…”

Cai Zhao interjected, “Were they injured while testing Nie Hengcheng’s demonic skills?”

Shi Tieqiao nodded affirmatively before continuing, “Your aunt led the Luoying Valley group, along with us brothers. Lao Yang Yi from Siqimen sent half his forces, dispatching his son. Wang Yuanjing led the Taichu Temple group. Everyone pitied their heavy losses, so they were deliberately arranged to guard the rear.”

He pondered deeply, “Those who didn’t go… Well, Brother Yunke and Xiaochun were too injured to participate. My second brother was still pursuing his lover and hadn’t returned. Qiu Yuanfeng was wounded in the battle at Yangdinglu Mountain and couldn’t go. As for him… I can’t remember…”

The smoke above the brick kiln turned dark. Knowing they were now burning Guo Zigui’s remains, Cai Zhao feared it would sadden Shi Tieqiao. So, she asked, “Since we stormed their stronghold, Nie Hengcheng must have used all his deadly moves. Did we suffer heavy casualties?”

“We didn’t, because Nie Hengcheng was in seclusion at the time,” Shi Tieqiao smiled. “After breaking into Youming Huangdao, we split up… Well, I don’t know how many ways. My brothers and I followed Sister Pingsu, charging at the forefront. We fought fiercely for a while before returning.”

“Zigui wasn’t so lucky,” he sighed. “His senior brother Feng Yuantu was quite protective, arranging for him to follow the Taichu Temple group at the rear, ready to flee at the first sign of danger. Who knew they’d get lost while fighting and stumble into a pitch-black valley to the west? It was filled with stone pillars, caves, and cliff faces, like a maze. Shi statues of lions and leopards stood everywhere, snarling like infernal demons. Zigui was terrified and got separated from the Taichu Temple group. Feng Yuantu died in that battle; he was an honest man, such a pity.”

“Alas, Zigui would’ve been better off with us. Although we were at the front, when Sister Pingsu brandished her Blazing Sun Blade, standing firm against the wind, her imposing presence made even ghosts and spirits retreat! Unless Nie Hengcheng himself appeared, no one in the demonic sect could match her in combat! We just had to follow her lead and fight. It was exhilarating, truly exhilarating!”

Recalling these passionate events, Shi Tieqiao straightened up, his eyes gleaming. “Lu Chengnan later said he deliberately arranged for Zhao Ba and Han Yisu to avoid our route, fearing his senior brother would lose his life. Ha ha, hahaha!”

As he looked up, Shi Tieqiao noticed the thick black smoke above the kiln, and his mood plummeted.

Weeping, he continued, “Old Guo Er was a good man. When we brothers were young and fleeing from vengeful pursuers, we escaped to Jiangdong where Guo took us in. Although Zigui was carefree, he had a kind heart since childhood. Knowing we were injured, he wanted to buy all the ginseng and tiger gallbladders in the market for us.”

“He was gentle by nature, unsuited for martial arts and disliking violence. He should have been a nominal disciple at Peiqiong Manor, living an easy life. Somehow, he inexplicably became the last closed-door disciple of a major sect, unable to stay out of the limelight.”

“When Sister Pingsu rescued Zigui, he had been tortured beyond recognition. What’s wrong with surrendering or signing a surrender document? He didn’t harm anyone! Not everyone can be a great hero! I guess Yin Dai, knowing Zigui wasn’t dead, deliberately spread the word that ‘any Qingque disciple showing the slightest weakness or surrendering to the enemy would face death’!”

“He was hoping Zigui would quickly end his own life outside, rather than tarnish his reputation! This prevented Zigui from returning. Poor Old Guo Er soon died of a broken heart.”

Shi Tieqiao grew increasingly sorrowful, alternating between cursing Yin Dai and pitying Guo San.

Cai Zhao’s heart ached as she listened, and she cried along with him.

Mu Qingyan, however, knew that Yin Dai’s acceptance of Guo Zigui as a disciple wasn’t simple, but rather a complex internal struggle within the Northern Chen sects.

Yin Dai was indeed shrewd and capable, his cultivation surpassing the six sects. With the Qingque Sect’s dominance, Guangmen’s Song family as his relatives, Taichu Temple’s leader Canghuanzi as his close friend, and Siqimen’s Yang Yi as his subordinate, the six Northern Chen sects showed signs of merging.

He even subtly encouraged his second daughter to approach Zhou Zhizhen, the Zhou family’s only son. However, whenever he hinted at “young love” during banquets, Old Man Zhou would always brush it off.

Later, when the Cai siblings were orphaned, Yin Dai intended to adopt them as the leader of the premier sect. However, Old Man Zhou, armed with a marriage agreement written by Old Cai before his death, took the young siblings away first, foiling Yin Dai’s plans.

But Yin Dai wasn’t one to give up easily. Soon after, he traveled to Jiangdong and made a grand show of accepting Guo Zigui as his closed-door disciple.

Old Man Zhou dared not openly oppose him.

Mu Qingyan suddenly understood Cai’s feelings towards Zhou. If Old Man Zhou hadn’t acted first, who knows how Cai Pingsu, with her talents and temperament, would have been treated growing up in the Qingque Sect.

Of course, he refused to admit that his newfound leniency towards Zhou was due to Zhou Yuqi and Cai Zhao’s marriage falling through.

The fire in the brick kiln burned for two full hours, from dawn until midday.

When the kiln was opened, Shi’s eldest son led people to carry out the iron stretcher. Shi Tieqiao, teary-eyed, personally collected the ashes and placed them in a jade-inlaid purple sandalwood box, which he handed to Mu and Cai.

“Zhaozao, please ask your parents to offer incense to your aunt for me. Tell her we’re living well in Qiyin Village,” Shi Tieqiao said, his tiger-like eyes brimming with tears. “I remember her words: our children and grandchildren will have their fortune. When I pass away in a hundred years, I’ll let them dig up the gold and secret manuals, and they can decide whether to stay or leave. Then, I’ll go find her and my brothers in the underworld to catch up.”

Cai Zhao solemnly agreed.

After drinking a cup of medicinal wine, Cai Zhao and Mu Qingyan both fell into a deep sleep.

When they awoke, they found themselves in the blacksmith shop in Taohua Village. The door was tightly shut, and dinner was laid out on the table. Guo Zigui’s long sword and Ning Xiaofeng’s dowry were neatly placed nearby, along with the bundle containing the ash urn.

Upon opening the door, villagers asked, “Why did the Qiao brothers leave so suddenly? Are you their relatives? Who will take over this shop?”

Mu and Cai realized that the Shi family had once again gone into hiding. They wondered where they would open their next blacksmith shop, or perhaps start a fragrant fried snack shop, leveraging Shi’s eldest daughter-in-law’s skills.
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After dinner, in the fading sunlight, Mu and Cai, dressed in coarse clothes, sat at the doorstep cooling off like ordinary villagers. One waved a smoldering bundle of dried mugwort to repel mosquitoes, while the other fanned themselves with a rattling, tattered leaf fan. With a teapot or some melon seeds, they’d have looked just like an old rural couple.

Mu Qingyan suggested they organize their thoughts and review what they’d learned from Shi Tieqiao over the past day and night. Cai Zhao agreed.

“Let’s use the Purple Jade Golden Mallow as our starting point,” Mu said, using a tree branch to push a palm-sized stone into view, representing the flower.

Cai nodded, “We first heard about the Purple Jade Golden Mallow when Shi Er was afflicted by the Youming cold energy. My aunt somehow learned it could treat this injury and stole it from the demonic sect’s treasure vault.” She moved the stone next to a blue flagstone, representing Shi Er.

“The key questions are,” she continued, “who told my aunt that the Purple Jade Golden Mallow could treat the Youming cold energy? And who could find this supposedly useless item in the vast treasure vault?”

“There’s another crucial point,” Mu added. “Your aunt could steal and return the Purple Jade Golden Mallow undetected, which means Nie Hengcheng hadn’t noticed it yet.”

He moved the stone down a few inches and drew the character for ‘vault’ in the dirt. “At this time, the Purple Jade Golden Mallow was still in our sect’s vault, about a year and a half before Lu Chengnan fled.”

Cai thought for a moment, “I believe Nie Hengcheng had already started practicing his demonic skills by then. Elder Lei told me that shortly after Shi Er consulted him about the Youming cold energy, Yin Dai was forced to retreat by Nie Hengcheng within a hundred moves.”

Mu raised an eyebrow, “Was Yin Dai injured?”

“Barely, just his clothes were torn,” Cai replied.

“The fact that Yin Dai escaped unharmed suggests Nie Hengcheng was still in the early stages of practicing his demonic skills,” Mu said, drawing the characters for ‘Nie,’ ‘early,’ and ‘skill’ next to the stone and ‘vault’ in the dirt.

Cai agreed, “Elder Lei said Yin Dai repeatedly asked him if there were any miraculous medicines that could quickly increase one’s power. Elder Lei said there were, but the drawbacks outweighed the benefits. So Yin Dai suspected Nie Hengcheng had learned a powerful technique.”

“He wasn’t the only one suspicious. Old Man Zhou and Old Master Song also had their doubts and made their moves,” Mu continued. “Yin Dai planned to work with his senior brother Cheng Hao and junior brother Wang Dingchuan to set a trap and capture Nie Hengcheng’s confidant, Elder Kaiyang, for interrogation.”

“But by this time, Nie Hengcheng had already started hunting down martial arts masters, so he hadn’t noticed the Purple Jade Golden Mallow yet,” he added. “After that, Wu Yuanying was captured at Dinglu Mountain, Canghuanzi and Elder Yaoguang died together, Elder Kaiyang died trying to escape, Cangqiongzi lost both legs…”

Cai picked up the thread, “Then Yin Dai, unable to save face, ordered the elite forces of the six sects to attack Youming Huangdao. Little did he know he’d lose his senior disciple Feng Yuantu and his junior disciple Guo Zigui. Now it seems it might not have been about saving face, but rather an attempt to investigate that demonic skill—my aunt was fighting desperately at the front, but Yin Dai was nowhere to be seen. Who knows where he might have been snooping around.”

“Wherever he went, he came back empty-handed,” Mu scoffed. “Let’s get back to the Purple Jade Golden Mallow. When did Nie Hengcheng start noticing it? …Six months ago.”

“Six months ago!” they exclaimed simultaneously, then smiled at each other.

“According to what Lu Chengnan told my aunt and the others,” Cai recalled, “he must have noticed his master’s sudden increase in power earlier, but only realized something was wrong six months ago—because that’s when Nie Hengcheng started absorbing the essence of martial arts masters.”

“By this time, the Purple Jade Golden Mallow had fallen into Nie Hengcheng’s hands,” Mu said, moving the stone down another two inches and writing ‘Nie’ and ‘absorb’ next to it.

He continued, “After that, Nie Hengcheng began extensively hunting and killing martial arts masters, growing more brutal by the day. Everyone cursed him for his cruelty, but in reality, he was doing it to practice his demonic skills.”

“What kind of technique is this? It’s so evil!” Cai frowned in disgust.

“I think I’ve figured it out,” Mu said, poking at the character for ‘Nie’ with his branch. “Zhaozao, do you remember Duan Jiuxiu and Chen Fuguang? What were they going to the Snowy Ridge for?”

Cai’s eyes lit up, “The Purple Micro Heart Sutra? Wait, isn’t that the technique passed down by your Mu family ancestors? Your father said it couldn’t be practiced because it would cause great harm!”

Mu replied calmly, “I guess Nie Hengcheng found a way to practice the Purple Micro Heart Sutra.”

“What kind of method could that be? Absorbing others’ essence and energy only to end up half-mad?” Cai asked incredulously.

Mu pressed his lips together, “At least in the beginning, he didn’t need to absorb others’ essence and energy. The practice might have even gone smoothly at first. All he needed was a small amount of the Snow Kirin Dragon beast’s saliva as a catalyst to greatly increase his power in a short time.”

Cai had a sudden realization, “So that’s why he gave the initial heart method and a small vial of saliva to Chen Shu, to make up for his Five Poisons Palm being countered. Who knew Chen Shu would start practicing it out of love for his brother, only to be killed by the Zhou family disciples.”

This small episode indirectly led to the massacre of Qian Xueshen’s family and sparked a bloody revenge years later.

“Before Nie Hengcheng went mad, he was always a talented and ambitious leader who cared for his disciples and knew how to use people effectively,” Mu said, his expression unchanged. “Lu Chengnan endured for six months before he couldn’t take it anymore. He finally stole the Purple Jade Golden Mallow and fled in the night.”

“Without the Purple Jade Golden Mallow and Lu Chengnan’s support, Nie Hengcheng’s actions became increasingly erratic,” Cai said. “My aunt said the reason she was able to intercept Nie Hengcheng alone at Tushan was because he had become paranoid, trusting no one, and even suspecting his closest disciples—it seems Lu Chengnan’s escape had a significant impact on him.”

“Lu Chengnan was indeed a great hero,” Mu said, rarely praising anyone.

A group of village children ran by, chasing each other and tickling one another with foxtail grass, their laughter ringing out clearly.

Cai furrowed her brow, “There are still many unclear points—who told my aunt about the Purple Jade Golden Mallow?”

Mu pondered, “There must be someone who not only knows the various uses of the Purple Jade Golden Mallow but also understands its origins and history. Many of these intricate details are unknown even to our sect members. Who could this person be?” There was always someone shrouded in mystery, just out of their reach.

“Also, who attacked your father? Who was behind the massacre of the Chang family? Most importantly, who was my aunt’s true love?” Cai added.

Mu laughed, “You’re still hung up on that? Didn’t your master say that person had already been ‘dealt with’ by your aunt? He’s most likely not in this world anymore.”

“But we still need to know who it was,” Cai said, frustrated. Suddenly remembering something, she asked, “Hey, I have a question for you.”

“I’m not ‘hey,'” Mu said sternly.

“Skin-changing demon?”

Mu made it as if to stand up.

Cai quickly pulled him back, smiling sweetly as she leaned in close, “Brother.”

Mu sighed, “Let’s stop pretending to be siblings. Whether it’s Snowy Ridge or Suchuan, no one believes it anyway. What did you want to ask?”

Cai Zhao hesitated, “Has your father ever truly loved anyone?”

Mu Qingyan had anticipated this question. “…Maybe. But I was ill at the time and didn’t see her.”

He hesitated, “It was soon after Father brought me from Huanglao Peak to Busizhai. I had my head shaved, bathed, ate, and sunbathed… Then I fell ill with a persistent high fever.”

Cai Zhao sighed softly. A child accustomed to darkness might struggle when suddenly exposed to light.

“One night, I heard voices outside – Father and an unfamiliar woman. When I hazily woke up, she was gone, but Father was still sitting outside. His expression…” Mu Qingyan furrowed his brow, lost in thought.

Dawn was breaking outside, casting a clear glow across the quiet room. Mu Zhengming sat alone behind a table, facing an empty seat still warm. His expression was wistful, melancholic, both joyful and worried, uneasy.

Mu Qingyan had only recently begun to understand such subtle emotions.

Cai Zhao, half-understanding, asked, “What happened next?”

“Nothing. That woman never came again,” Mu Qingyan said glumly. “Father said it was their first and last meeting. I felt he always wanted to find her, but couldn’t because of me.”

Cai Zhao exclaimed, “Don’t blame everything on yourself! Your father couldn’t leave when you were born either. Besides, his staying had benefits – how else could my aunt have rescued Master Guo?”

Mu Qingyan smiled, “You think it was because of my father’s help that Lady Cai rescued Guo Zigui?”

“If not your father, then Lu Chengnan. Your father seems more likely,” Cai Zhao’s expression suddenly darkened. “Sigh, you were right about one thing – if Taichu Temple had set aside their prejudices and asked my aunt for help, Wu Yuanying might have been saved too.”

Shi Tieqiao and Chang Haosheng were close to Cai Pingsu, but Taichu Temple had always been at odds with her. When rumors spread that Wu Yuanying was dead, Shi and Chang lamented briefly but didn’t ask Lu Chengnan or Mu Zhengming to inquire about Wu’s remains.

Mu Qingyan frowned, feeling something flicker in his mind, but unable to grasp it.

“The Hanhai mountain range is so vast, with its stone pillar maze and tiger-leopard statues everywhere. Who could find anyone there without inside help?” Cai Zhao sighed.

“Those statues aren’t tigers and leopards, they’re eight-clawed bixie,” Mu Qingyan smiled, then suddenly jolted, his expression changing dramatically. “Towering stone pillars, a maze, eight-clawed bixie… That’s… that place!”

Just then, the children across from them became noisy. Two kids held down a chubby boy while a third tickled his belly with foxtail grass. The chubby boy, panicking, broke free and charged at them.

Two girls watching nearby clapped and laughed, one even falling into her sister’s arms.

Mu Qingyan stood up abruptly, scattering sparks from the half-burned mugwort.

Startled, Cai Zhao asked, “What’s wrong?”

“Zhaozao!” Mu Qingyan pulled her up, his eyes bright with excitement. “I know how the Chang family stronghold’s location was leaked. Let’s go!”

The golden-winged roc soared through the twilight sky, its powerful wings carrying them over winding rivers and dense mountains. From above, houses and villages below looked like toys in the cool summer breeze.

An hour later, Mu and Cai arrived in Wu’an City, where locals informed them that the memorial service had ended and the Northern Chen disciples had moved to Taichu Temple.

They mounted the roc again, reaching Taichu Temple upstream of Suchuan in less than half an hour.

The sprawling temple was brightly lit, with figures moving about.

Near a small, dark path outside the western side door, Cai Zhao spotted Fan Xingjia returning with a fragrant oil paper package. She pulled him behind a tree.

“Zhaozao, you’re finally here!” Fan Xingjia’s eyes nearly popped out. “You just left, do you know how chaotic things got afterward?”

Then he noticed Mu Qingyan and almost screamed, “Y-you dare to come here? Don’t you know all six Northern Chen sects are gathered now?”

Mu Qingyan smiled. Cai Zhao asked curiously, “All six sects? Wasn’t it just my father, master, and Uncle Zhou coming to mourn the Chang family? And why are you buying roast chicken so late?”

“After half a month of vegetarian food for the Chang family memorial, then moving into this temple with its bland meals three times a day, can’t I buy some roast chicken to satisfy my cravings?” Fan Xingjia complained, nearly in tears.

“Originally it was just our three families, but Master Song suddenly arrived. Since five sects were present, he invited Master Yang too, saying it wouldn’t be right to leave out just one.”

Mu Qingyan smirked, “Song Yuzhi must have written to his father to come.”

Cai Zhao shifted uneasily, “Did anything major happen after I left?”

“You tell me!” Fan Xingjia almost shouted.

“After your broken engagement became known, Valley Master Cai first questioned Manor Lord Zhou, with Sect Leader Song smiling nearby.”

“Then Manor Lord Zhou questioned Sect Leader Song about his intentions, and Song admitted he had plans.”

“Next, Master confronted Sect Leader Song about the engagement, asking why Junior Sister Lingbo had to suffer.”

“Master Yang immediately brought up his daughter Yang Xiaolan, but Sect Leader Song said he’d recently had their horoscopes read, and the fortune-teller said his first daughter-in-law should be surnamed Cai, the second could wait, and the first son’s wife could be surnamed Yang.”

“Master Yang’s face darkened then, asking Sect Leader Song what he meant. Manor Lord Zhou also yelled, ‘Song Shijun, you said you had plans!'”

“Everyone argued, and Sect Leader Wang had to come from Taichu Temple to mediate.”

Mu Qingyan smiled at Cai Zhao, “The six Northern Chen sects are truly as close as family.”

“A little squabble is nothing serious,” Cai Zhao said calmly. “Senior Brother Fan, do you know where Sect Leader Wang Yuanjing is staying?”

“Yes, in the Sanqing Chamber on the far west side of Taichu Temple,” Fan Xingjia replied. “I’ve run errands there for Master several times.”

“Could you show us the way? We need to…”

Before Cai Zhao could finish, Mu Qingyan interrupted, “Let’s not bother. He can come with us as a witness.”

Cai Zhao hesitated, “Should we call Third Senior Brother too? More witnesses might be better.”

“Why not invite all six Northern Chen sects for a grand tribunal?” Mu Qingyan retorted sarcastically.

“Never mind, Senior Brother Fan is enough,” Cai Zhao conceded. “He’s eloquent and has a good memory. Seems suitable.”

“What are you planning? What are you dragging me into?” Fan Xingjia looked at them anxiously. “I still want to eat my chicken before it gets cold!”
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Wang Yuanjing sat alone in his room, carefully coiling incense. Despite the noisy rain outside, his hands remained steady. His movements were more delicate and gentle than a young lady applying makeup, and his breathing was so soft and distant that not a single speck of incense powder stirred. Such refinement was expected of a man from a noble family.

After preparing the incense burner, Wang Yuanjing rose to pour himself a cup of tea. No servants attended him inside or outside this dwelling. He had always enjoyed solitude, even as a child, to the point where he could no longer distinguish whether he truly loved tranquility or the status and honor it brought. In a large family teeming with children and grandchildren, having a quiet, elegant courtyard to oneself signified the family’s recognition and esteem—his wet nurse had often encouraged him with these words when complaining about the crowded environment.

Thus, after joining the Taichu Temple, Wang Yuanjing always chose the most secluded place as his residence whenever possible. This habit led Wu Yuanying, who loved lively atmospheres, to tease him for living like a hermit.

Suddenly, Wang Yuanjing felt a sharp pain in his hand. Looking down, he saw that the teacup had cracked, leaving a thin line of blood on his pale palm. He carefully arranged the ceramic shards on the table before going to the inner room to fetch some medicine.

For Wu Yuanying, such a minor flesh wound would have been dismissed with a quick lick. However, Wang Yuanjing treated his body with the utmost respect, believing it was a gift from his parents. This attitude extended to his martial arts practice. Despite his superior skills, he always fell short of his junior, Qiu Yuanfeng, in actual combat.

Master Cang Huanzhi had once sighed, worried that his good-natured disciple might be at a disadvantage. After all, in the martial world, where danger lurked at every turn, only the bold survived. Ironically, Wang Yuanjing ended up outliving both his fellow disciples.

As he emerged from the inner room, lost in thought, Wang Yuanjing suddenly froze. A young, handsome man in black sat quietly in his former seat, smiling at him. It was Mu Qingyan, the new leader of the demonic cult!

Wang Yuanjing’s pupils contracted sharply as he instinctively reached for the sword on the wall. Mu Qingyan casually flicked his left hand, sending an empty teacup flying towards him. Wang Yuanjing had to dodge quickly.

“Please calm down, Sect Leader Wang,” Mu Qingyan said with a smile. “If I wanted to ambush you, I wouldn’t be sitting here waiting. To be honest, I have some questions I’d like to ask you.”

In the long history of conflict between the Six Orthodox Sects of Beichen and the demonic cult, there were occasional moments of calm amidst the usual life-and-death struggles.

Wang Yuanjing suppressed his alarm and replied politely, “Cult Leader Mu, you’re too kind. I hardly deserve such respect from one so accomplished at a young age.”

Aware of the two eavesdroppers under the eaves outside, Mu Qingyan exchanged pleasantries with Wang Yuanjing before asking, “It’s simple. Who’s the person pulling your strings behind the scenes?”

The summer rain was abundant, and Taichu Temple was surrounded by grass, trees, and bamboo groves. The sound of raindrops on leaves and bamboo, combined with the croaking of frogs and chirping of insects, conveniently masked the breathing of Cai Zhao and Fan Xingjia hiding outside.

Wang Yuanjing felt as if he’d been hit in the face with a handful of incense ash, unsure how to react. “I… I’m not sure I understand your meaning, Cult Leader Mu.”

“No? Then let me be clearer,” Mu Qingyan said. “Who ordered you to explore the layout of the Chang family fortress’s formation?”

Wang Yuanjing suddenly lunged for the sword on the wall, his movement so fierce that he momentarily left his back exposed.

Hidden under the eaves, Cai Zhao observed this reaction and became more convinced of Mu Qingyan’s deduction. He exchanged a knowing glance with Fan Xingjia, who broke out in a cold sweat. As a clever person, Fan Xingjia recognized that this was exactly how someone would react when falsely accused.

In the brief moment, the junior disciples exchanged looks, the two men inside had already exchanged seven or eight blows.

Wang Yuanjing managed to grab his sword but was struck on the left shoulder, stumbling back several steps before regaining his balance. However, his opponent didn’t press the advantage to finish him off.

Breathing heavily, Wang Yuanjing shouted angrily, “Mu, what do you want? I may be your enemy, but I don’t fear you! Even if you kill me today, you won’t tarnish the name of our Taichu Temple!”

“You’re going to deny it until the end? Fine, let’s lay it all out,” Mu Qingyan said, standing with his hands behind his back. “I was there the night the Chang family fortress was massacred. It was indeed Nie Zhe’s Tiangang Dishā troops who carried out the attack, but someone else led them to the fortress.”

He continued, “The Chang family’s maze formation requires changing its core every four years, rendering all previous paths useless. This means that the guide must have deciphered the maze within the last four years. However, since Lady Cai Pingshu’s death three years ago, Master Chang has rarely left the mountain, with all food and water sourced locally. So how did this guide manage to decipher the maze?”

Wang Yuanjing replied coldly, “What about you? You spent a year recovering in the Chang family fortress. Surely you had time to figure out the formation.”

Mu Qingyan smiled, “Over a year ago when I escaped injured from the Youming Bamboo Path, I didn’t stumble into the Chang family fortress. Instead, I left a message at a secret location agreed upon by my father and Master Chang, waiting for him to see the signal and bring me up the mountain. I was unconscious when I ascended, so I couldn’t have learned about the maze formation.”

Wang Yuanjing retorted, “Master Chang is dead now. You can say whatever you want.”

Mu Qingyan smiled faintly, “I know very well that I’m not the ‘guide,’ and deep down, you know it too. It’s just the two of us here, so there’s no need to deny it.”

Wang Yuanjing exploded in anger, “Deny what? I’ve never even been to the Chang family fortress! How could I possibly guide the demonic cult there?”

“You didn’t need to go up the mountain to guide them,” Mu Qingyan said calmly. “While it’s true that Master Chang rarely left the mountain in the three years following Lady Cai’s death, he did bring one outsider to the fortress several months before her passing—Luo Yuanrong!”

Wang Yuanjing’s expression changed dramatically, his face freezing.

“At the memorial ceremony for the Beichen ancestors, Luo Yuanrong clearly stated that over three years ago, she was severely injured in another argument with Qiu Yuanfeng about Wu Yuanying’s whereabouts. Master Chang saved her. However, given that Master Chang and Taichu Temple weren’t particularly close, it seems too coincidental that he happened to be passing by to save Luo Yuanrong.”

Mu Qingyan stared intently at Wang Yuanjing’s changing expression. “It must have been you, Sect Leader Wang, who brought the injured Luo Yuanrong to the foot of Wuan Mountain. We can easily verify this by asking the disciples who saw you to take the injured Luo Yuanrong away.”

Wang Yuanjing’s face turned pale.

Mu Qingyan continued, “The Luoying Valley has a unique medicine called ‘Tracking Incense.’ If the person who takes it resists with their inner power, they’ll emit a special scent for two hours that can be tracked by hounds. Zhao Zhao also told me that Taichu Temple is the most skilled in medicine and alchemy among the Six Orthodox Sects. If Lady Ning could accidentally obtain ‘Tracking Incense,’ Taichu Temple should be capable of producing it as well.”

“You gave the injured Luo Yuanrong something like ‘Tracking Incense,’ then reluctantly brought her to Wuan City. Master Chang, being kindhearted, took Luo Yuanrong up the mountain for treatment. I even suspect that you secretly instigated the argument between Luo Yuanrong and Qiu Yuanfeng!”

Wang Yuanjing maintained a facade of composure, forcing a smile as he said, “That’s all hearsay and nonsense! If I had figured out the Chang family’s maze formation over three years ago, why would I wait until now to massacre them?”

“Because of the wide stream surrounding the fortress,” Mu Qingyan said slowly. “The Tracking Incense from Luoying Valley becomes undetectable to hounds once it crosses the water. I imagine the scent on Luo Yuanrong’s body would be affected similarly.”

“When Luo Yuanrong was injured, you only discovered the general location of the Chang family fortress upstream of that stream. To ensure a successful strike without alerting anyone, the mastermind didn’t act rashly. Instead, they sent people disguised as woodcutters and mountain dwellers to secretly scout the area. After three years of effort, they finally mapped out the terrain and layout of the fortress before leading the attackers up the mountain,” Mu Qingyan said, staring at the middle-aged man opposite him. “Am I wrong, Sect Leader Wang?”

Wang Yuanjing suddenly burst into laughter, almost gasping for air. “You’re killing me! Ha ha! What a joke! Me, killing Chang Hao? Massacring the entire Chang family? Ha ha ha! I have no grudge against the Changs. Go ahead, tell everyone, and see how many people believe the nonsense of a demonic cult member like you!”

Outside the window, Fan Xingjia turned his head, mouthing “He’s wrong” to Cai Zhao. Cai Zhao pinched him in response, silently mouthing back, “Shut up and listen carefully.”

“You did have a reason to kill Master Chang,” Mu Qingyan shook his head. “But it wasn’t your idea. The person behind the scenes was blackmailing you.”

Wang Yuanjing laughed even harder, almost doubling over—a very impolite gesture for someone usually so refined. “Blackmail? Ha ha ha ha ha! I come from a respectable orthodox sect. I’m above reproach. What could be used to blackmail me?”

“Of course, it’s about Wu Yuanying.”

The laughter stopped abruptly. Wang Yuanjing looked like a chicken with its neck in a vise, terror flooding his face as he recalled Wu Yuanying’s gruesome state—limbs severed, nose cut off, tongue removed, and eyes gouged out.

He mumbled, “No, it was me who went to Dinglu Mountain. It was Qiu Yuanfeng who captured our senior brother. It was him…”

Mu Qingyan calmly replied, “I’m not talking about the Dinglu Mountain incident, but the later attack by the Six Sects on the Youming Bamboo Path.”

A lightning bolt lit up the sky, followed by a deafening thunderclap. The light rain suddenly turned into a downpour, masking any sounds Cai Zhao and Fan Xingjia might make.

Wang Yuanjing staggered back several steps until his back hit the wall. He stammered, “You, you, you’re trying to trick me!”

Mu Qingyan stepped closer, hands behind his back. “The maze formation changes every four years. For the past three years, hardly any outsiders entered the Chang family fortress. Even those making purchases had to undergo multiple checks. The only exception was Luo Yuanrong, who recovered there for half a month.”

“I couldn’t understand why the peace-loving Sect Leader Wang would harm the Chang family. Then, a friend’s words enlightened me—Sect Leader Wang, someone has leverage over you.”

Wang Yuanjing trembled against the wall, his face ashen.

Mu Qingyan softened his tone, speaking gently, “That year, when Yin Dai ordered the Six Sects’ elites to attack the Youming Bamboo Path, your Taichu Temple was assigned to the rear. Soon, everyone got separated. You found yourself lost in a valley filled with towering stone pillars, surrounded by fierce beast statues. In your confusion, you stumbled into one of the caves…”

Outside, the wind and rain howled. Wang Yuanjing seemed to be reliving that nightmarish evening.

Towering stone pillars cast heavy shadows, with stone walls obstructing vision at every turn. Countless cave entrances loomed, each guarded by a grotesque stone statue—it felt like being in hell.

He had been terrified, frantically searching for a way out.

“Sect Leader Wang, those fierce beast statues at each cave entrance were Bixie,” Mu Qingyan’s voice continued. “The eight-clawed Bixie, capable of traversing heaven and earth, leaving nowhere to hide… Yes, that place was one of our cult’s outer prisons. Each cave had iron bars and cells inside, used to imprison enemies we weren’t sure how to deal with yet.”

“That night, to fend off the Six Sects’ attack, most of the jailers had been reassigned to the south. The Eight-Claw Sky Prison happened to be unguarded. Your luck was better than Guo Gui’s—he entered the wrong cave and was captured by the remaining cult members. But you, Sect Leader Wang, had clear passage with no one to stop you.”

“You stumbled through the pitch-black cave, with iron cells on both sides—some empty, others containing rotting corpses. As you walked, you suddenly heard the violent clanging of chains. You rushed to the iron door where the sound came from and, peering through the narrow window, you saw a familiar face—someone you all thought was dead…”

“Don’t say it! Don’t say it!” Wang Yuanjing screamed in anguish.

Outside, Fan Xingjia seemed to guess what was coming. He turned to Cai Zhao, his eyes filled with fear and horror.

Cai Zhao patted his shoulder reassuringly.

“It was Wu Yuanying,” Mu Qingyan said flatly. “I’ve checked the records. Wu Yuanying was tortured into a human-pig during Nie Zhe’s chaotic reign when bored subordinates amused themselves with cruelty. When Nie Hengcheng was still around, he should have been fine.”

Wang Yuanjing collapsed to the ground, trembling. The fear of exposure gripped him tightly.

“You must have been overjoyed to see your senior brother alive, eager to rescue him,” Mu Qingyan’s tone was slow and gentle, yet deeply malicious. “Oh, right. At the Northern Chen Ancestor’s memorial ceremony months ago, everyone saw Wu Yuanying—tortured for over a decade into barely human form.”

“The Eight-Claw Sky Prison used ordinary iron chains. Wu Yuanying was severely injured, his acupoints sealed, unable to break free. But you, Sect Leader Wang, were unharmed with your sword. You could have easily rescued him.”

“Sect Leader Wang, why didn’t you save Wu Yuanying then?”

Mu Qingyan’s expression suddenly darkened. “Because you wanted to become the Taichu Temple’s leader.”

Wang Yuanjing curled up in the corner, his face contorted with pain.

In that dark, damp cave prison, he had initially been overjoyed to see Wu Yuanying chained and gagged. But the next moment, an evil thought gripped him, like a demon whispering in his ear—

“You joined Taichu Temple first, yet he became the senior disciple when you formally accepted the master.”

‘He’s been suppressing you for half your life. Do you want that to continue?’

‘With the master dead, the uncle-master crippled, and junior brother Qiu Yuanfeng’s qualifications and skills inferior to yours, you’re guaranteed to be the next leader as long as he’s gone!’

‘Man for himself, heaven and earth destroy.’

‘Don’t you want to bring glory to your ancestors, return home in splendor, and make those who looked down on you see your worth?’

“You don’t need to do anything. Just quietly walk away…”

As he stepped back, moving away from the iron door, the wild joy in Wu Yuanying’s eyes gradually faded, replaced by disappointment and anger.

Wang Yuanjing thought his senior brother must have understood.

Amidst the frantic, desperate clanging of chains, he fled from the cave without looking back, abandoning the senior brother who had treated him like family since childhood, as well as his conscience. In the end, he successfully found his way out.

Outside the window, Fan Xingjia was stunned by this terrible history, his entire body cold and stiff as a wooden statue.

Cai Zhao kept a straight face, silently vowing to kill Wang Yuanjing, this despicable man, to uphold justice—even if Mu Qingyan revealed the mastermind behind it all.

“What a pity…” Mu Qingyan said mockingly. “When you returned to Taichu Temple, your uncle-master and junior brother had already conspired together. Cang Qiong secretly passed on most of his skills to Qiu Yuanfeng. In the subsequent leadership duel, Qiu Yuanfeng defeated you like a dog, snatching the position of sect leader. You gained nothing, yet someone held leverage over you. Talk about a loss disguised as a gain! Ha ha, ha ha ha ha ha!”

Wang Yuanjing frantically tried to explain, “I… I didn’t mean to. I was just confused for a moment…”

“No need to explain to me. I have no interest in judging the character of you Northern Chen disciples,” Mu Qingyan waved dismissively. “Master Chang showed me great kindness. I must avenge the Chang family! The person blackmailing you has been colluding with Nie Zhe for years and surely has their power base. You’ve been wary of Qiu Yuanfeng in Taichu Temple for over a decade, which shows it’s not him.”

“Now, tell me who that person is. I’ll kill them to avenge the Chang family and remove the one holding leverage over you. Isn’t that a win-win situation?”

A glimmer of hope appeared on Wang Yuanjing’s pale, ashen face. “R-really?”

“Of course! I have no connection to Wu Yuanying, let alone any interest in the petty squabbles of your Taichu Temple,” Mu Qingyan helped Wang Yuanjing slowly stand up, persuading him word by word. “Tell me who it is, Sect Leader Wang, and you’ll be free…”

“Alright, alright, that person is… Ah!”

Wang Yuanjing’s eyes suddenly bulged, his face frozen, a trickle of blood appearing at the corner of his mouth.

Mu Qingyan looked down to see a sharp sword tip protruding from Wang Yuanjing’s chest—a long sword had pierced through the wall, impaling Wang Yuanjing.

“Someone’s outside!” he shouted.
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A gust of wind blew outside as a dark figure seemed to melt through the room like a shadow. Before Mu Qingyan could finish his shout, Cai Zhao had already leaped into action, pursuing the figure through the chaotic curtain of rain. However, she quickly realized she wouldn’t be able to catch up.

The mysterious figure moved with an eerily fluid grace, their steps light and ghostlike. Their profound martial arts skills, combined with the initial head start, made them nearly impossible to catch. Moreover, Cai Zhao was unfamiliar with the terrain of Taichu Temple.

As if to confirm her fears, the chase led them to a garden filled with rock formations. The dark figure weaved left and right, vanishing among the pitch-black stones. Before disappearing completely, they smashed a large section of a man-high rockery.

The sound of falling rocks was deafening even in the heavy rain.

Cai Zhao hesitated for a moment before realizing the figure’s intent – to alert the Taichu Temple disciples. In any normal sect, an intruder in the middle of the night would prompt immediate notification of the sect leader. But now, the Taichu Temple leader was nothing more than a corpse.

When Cai Zhao returned empty-handed, Mu Qingyan expressed surprise: “You couldn’t catch up?” He wasn’t reproaching her; given Cai Zhao’s lightness skills, there were perhaps only a handful of people in the world who could escape her.

“Enough talk!” Cai Zhao said, taking a towel from Fan Xingjia to wipe her face. “How did Wang Yuanjing die?”

“Someone thrust a long sword through the wall, piercing his heart,” Fan Xingjia replied dejectedly. “There was no distinct technique, just raw power born of deep cultivation.”

Cai Zhao asked curiously, “What were you two doing in the room for so long?”

Mu Qingyan emerged from the room carrying a stack of opened letters. “Searching for hidden chambers or secret passages, and looking for any information Wang Yuanjing might have left about the mastermind.”

“Did you find anything?” Cai Zhao asked hopefully.

Mu Qingyan replied irritably, “Nothing at all.”

Cai Zhao sighed, “In that case, you’d better leave quickly. The Taichu Temple disciples will be here soon.” As she spoke, she sensed a crowd approaching from the distance.

“Me, leave?” Mu Qingyan frowned. “You two should go first. Whether I’m here or not, they’ll blame Wang Yuanjing’s death on our cult. It makes little difference if I stay or go.”

“So what, I’m supposed to stand by and watch you fight?” Cai Zhao had already considered this. “Should I side with family or with justice?”

Fan Xingjia sighed softly, thinking that they were truly caught between a rock and a hard place.

To their surprise, Mu Qingyan exclaimed, “What do you mean, family or justice? Am I not on both sides?”

Fan Xingjia: …

Just then, footsteps sounded outside. The people outside must have heard the voices inside. Li Yuanmin and several disciples anxiously burst through the door: “Master, brother, tonight someone…”

His voice cut off abruptly. Wang Yuanjing’s corpse was still pinned to the wall, eyes open, in a standing position.

And there were three people in the room.

“You… you!” Li Yuanmin’s eyes bulged with fury.

Despite knowing he was innocent, Fan Xingjia broke into a cold sweat under Li Yuanmin’s vengeful glare. He hurriedly said, “Uncle-master Li, fellow disciples, please hear me out. This isn’t what you think…”

“Oh, Fifth Senior Brother, even the cheapest novels on the market don’t explain things like that anymore. Readers would demand refunds!” Cai Zhao said disdainfully, pulling Fan Xingjia aside.

Mu Qingyan stepped forward, speaking solemnly: “I didn’t kill Wang Yuanjing. My presence here tonight has deep reasons. As for what those reasons are, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you, so I won’t bother.”

He turned to Cai Zhao and said, “If you can explain clearly, do so. If not, just blame it on me. What’s the big deal?”

As he spoke, he swept his long sleeve to the side, flinging open a nearby window. Before Li Yuanmin and the others could pounce, he had already leaped out like a bat into the night, vanishing into the darkness.

“Such incredible lightness skill,” Fan Xingjia marveled, his gaze filled with admiration. Catching the glares of the Taichu Temple disciples, he quickly added, “But no matter how good his skills are, he’s still an evil cultist!”

One disciple shouted, “Then why were you with this evil cultist?!”

Fan Xingjia stammered in panic, “Who says I was with him? I was originally out buying roast chicken!”

“Then where’s the chicken?!” a younger disciple cried out.

Fan Xingjia burst into tears, “That damned cultist threw it away in the forest!” Wailing, he thought to himself how unfair this all was…

Li Yuanmin returned from his failed pursuit with his men, sword in hand. He pointed his blade at Cai Zhao, “Our innocent sect leader has been brutally murdered. What do you have to say for yourself, Miss Cai?” He had dropped the respectful title of “niece,” clearly now regarding Cai Zhao in the same light as Mu Qingyan.

Cai Zhao stepped forward boldly: “With the leaders of the five sects gathered at Taichu Temple, I will explain everything that happened tonight!”

In the brightly lit Zhengyuan Hall of Taichu Temple, the sudden rain had stopped.

Wang Yuanjing’s body had been brought in, laid out on a stretcher to one side of the hall.

Ning Xiaofeng cradled Guo Zikui’s urn of ashes, weeping: “I always suspected he was dead. Even as a child, he was like this – whenever he got into trouble, he’d hide instead of coming home. I waited and waited, always hoping that even if he didn’t show his face, he might be living peacefully somewhere in the countryside. To think, to think…”

Although Juexing Chanshi was her blood brother, their age difference was so great it was almost like they were from different generations. In her heart, it was Guo Zikui, who had led her in mischief everywhere, who felt like her true brother.

She pulled out a note from her dowry box and read it, weeping. “What’s this about having both a son and a daughter? About being content? As a child, you drove away half a dozen tutors. Now you’re barely literate, yet you’re trying to be poetic? Why don’t you muster up the strength to see me one last time?”

Tears fell heavily onto the glossy surface of the urn.

Song Shijun paced restlessly, stroking his beard. “Stop crying. Didn’t they say he passed peacefully? He’s done what he needed to do. We only live one life, and he lived his.”

Ning Xiaofeng angrily retorted, “Are you deaf? Didn’t you hear Zhaozao say Nie Hengcheng’s men tortured him beyond recognition? He struggled on his deathbed for over a decade before passing—you call that peaceful?”

Cai Pingchun sighed softly, gently comforting his wife.

Zhou Zhizhen held Guo Zigui’s sword, lost in thought. “If only Father had insisted back then…”

Yang Heying scoffed, “Surrendering to the demonic cult was foolish, but hiding for an extra decade was lucky. Otherwise, Elder Master Yin would’ve dealt with him according to sect rules long ago. We wouldn’t be having this discussion!”

Cai Pingchun abruptly stood and strode towards him.

Yang Heying instinctively backed away. “What are you doing?”

Cai Pingchun spoke gravely, “I’ve dabbled in the Demonic Sect’s Heart-Piercing Technique. I’m not sure if I’ve mastered it, so I’d like Sect Leader Yang to give me some pointers.”

Yang Heying declared, “Cai Pingchun, have you gone mad? If you want to spar, bring it on! I’m not afraid of you!”

“Sect Leader Yang, you boast so confidently. Surely you won’t even whimper under the Heart-Piercing Technique. Shall we begin?” Cai Pingchun reached out.

“Stop this at once!” Qi Yunke shouted, his voice resonating through the hall.

He lowered his voice, exasperated. “What are you doing? This isn’t the time for petty arguments. Elder Brother Yuanjing’s body is right here. As elders, do you want to make a spectacle for the juniors outside?”

Li Yuanmin bowed tearfully, “Thank you, Sect Leader Qi, for remembering my poor fellow disciple. I’m powerless, so I beg you to seek justice for him and punish the true culprit. Explain to all the Taichu Temple disciples outside!” He glared at Cai Zhao.

Cai Zhao glared back defiantly, “Master, don’t worry about Taichu Temple bullying us. I’ve done nothing wrong!”

“Enough!” Qi Yunke rubbed his temples.

“Yuanmin, don’t rush,” Song Shijun gently supported Li Yuanmin. “I know Yuanjing practically raised you, being both a brother and a father. Your bond was deep. But we’re keeping the other disciples out and everything confidential for Yuanjing’s sake.”

Li Yuanmin looked up, puzzled. “What do you mean, Sect Leader Song?”

Song Shijun wore a mysterious expression. “You heard what Zhaozao said earlier. What if Yuanjing did save—”

Li Yuanmin shot up. “Such slander! It’s all baseless accusations from that demonic cult’s witch. Who would believe it?”

Song Yuzi suddenly spoke up, “Guangtian Gate’s records mention a cavern with towering stone pillars and an eight-clawed beast statue on the west side of Youming Huang. It was built as a prison during Mu Song’s sudden death a century ago, specifically for enemy captives, separate from those arrested during the demonic cult’s internal strife. If Master Wang entered that place back then, he might have seen the imprisoned Hero Wu Yuanying…”

“Nonsense!” Li Yuanmin shouted. “How dare you slander my fellow disciple! Everyone knows he was kind and generous throughout his life. How can you… how can you…” He broke down crying.

“Calm down, Yuanmin,” Song Shijun quickly consoled him. “Yuzi may be blunt, but he’s looking out for Taichu Temple. The demonic cult’s Eight-Clawed Sky Prison isn’t just recorded by Guangtian Gate. Changchun Temple and Xuankong Monastery likely have records too. If we make a big fuss, even if people don’t speak up, they’ll harbor doubts about Yuanjing.”

“Peiqiong Manor has records too,” Zhou Zhizhen suddenly added. “A century ago, the demonic cult leader Mu Song died suddenly in his prime. His four sons fought for succession. The second son, Mu Yinong, won and purged dissenters. He built the Eight-Clawed Sky Prison. If Guo Zigui is right about getting separated from Master Wang near there, then… it’s hard to say.”

Li Yuanmin wept, his heart filled with sorrow and anger. “How… how can you all…”

Yang Heying, always at odds with the Cai family, interjected, “Could it be that the demonic cult is setting us up? They might have fabricated a fake Guo Zigui or Shi Tieqiao to tell a misleading story, first framing Master Wang, then causing us six sects to fight among ourselves. After all, the Cai girl has never met Shi Tieqiao or Guo Zigui, so it’d be easy to fool her.”

Song Shijun paused. “Well…”

“Well, what?” Ning Xiaofeng snapped. “This is Guo Zigui’s sword and his jade pendant he always wore. How could they be fake?” She pointed at the sword and took out a lustrous jade pendant from the dowry box.

Yang Heying sneered, “If Guo Zigui fell into the demonic cult’s hands, naturally his sword and pendant would be with them too.”

Ning Xiaofeng pulled out a farewell note from the jade box. “So Guo Zigui’s handwriting is fake too? Let me tell you, the flower seal at the end was our childhood play agreement. No one else knows about it!”

Yang Heying was at a loss for words.

“Enough arguing,” Zhou Zhizhen carefully placed Guo Zigui’s sword on the nearby table. “Let’s sort this out step by step.”

His usual gentle demeanor now carried an air of authority, silencing Song Shijun and Yang Heying.

“Zhaozao, come sit,” Zhou Zhizhen rested a hand on the tea table and spoke softly to the girl. “Whether your marriage to Yuqi happens or not isn’t the main issue. But Yuqi’s behavior was inappropriate and hurt you. I’ve sent him back for punishment…”

“No, please don’t,” Cai Zhao sat down carefully. “Yuqi and I were never a good match. Fortunately, he spoke up; otherwise, it would have been a bigger problem if we had married. He and Xinrou are truly meant for each other.”

“Let’s not discuss that now,” Zhou Zhizhen waved his hand. “Zhaozao, did you go with Mu Qingyan because you were upset?”

Here it comes, Cai Zhao thought, her internal alarms ringing.

“Partly,” she quickly replied. “He said he had news about Hero Shi, so I followed him. Truly, it was all to find Hero Shi and uncover the secrets of Lu Chengnan’s path.”

Zhou Zhizhen gave the girl a slightly reproachful look but said diplomatically, “I thought as much. Zhaozao, you’ve endured a lot for the greater good, trying to find the true culprit behind the Chang family massacre. It couldn’t have been easy.”

Cai Zhao lowered her head guiltily, knowing his questions were more formidable than Yang Heying’s.

“So, when Mu Qingyan heard Guo Zigui’s story, did he immediately suspect Wang Yuanjing might have encountered Wu Yuanying?” Zhou Zhizhen inquired.

“Not exactly,” Cai Zhao hesitated. “Actually, he felt something was off during the Northern Chen Ancestor’s memorial ceremony. The way Wu fell into Master Wang’s arms was strange. When a person without strength in their limbs falls into another’s arms, which part of their body goes first?”

Everyone in the hall was taken aback.

Surprisingly, Song Shijun spoke first. “Indeed, it’s not right. Falling face-first, the chest would lead; falling backward, the back goes first; from the side, the shoulder leads.”

Song, a frequent visitor to brothels, was all too familiar with various ways courtesans fell into his arms.

“But Wu’s head lunged into Master Wang’s embrace first—anyone who’s seen children fight knows this is an attacking posture,” Cai Zhao said uncertainly. “That’s how it seemed, though a pillar partially blocked my view.”

Those present at the ceremony began to recall the scene.

Song Yuzi, who had been closest, confirmed, “Yes, Wu definitely led with his head.”

He concentrated, recollecting, “Wu was blind then. He tilted his head to locate Master Wang’s voice, then lunged forward, raised his head, straightened his body, and opened his mouth. That’s when Master Wang forcefully embraced him, and Wu bit down on his sleeve, weeping…”

Guided by Song Yuzi’s recollection, everyone visualized the scene in Chaoyang Hall.

“Ah!” Yang Heying suddenly exclaimed, “Wu Yuanying wasn’t trying to fall into Wang Yuanjing’s arms, he was… he was…”

“He was attempting to bite Wang Yuanjing’s throat,” Zhou Zhizhen said slowly.

Li Yuanmin collapsed, his face filled with dismay.

“There’s more,” Cai Pingchun added. “Nephew Xing Jia, tell us what Wang Yuanjing said when Mu Qingyan confronted him.”

Fan Xingjia stuttered, “Master Wang said, ‘I didn’t mean to, I was just confused for a moment.'”

Cai Pingchun looked around, his gaze finally resting on Li Yuanmin. “Isn’t it clear now?”

“Clear what?” Li Yuanmin stood up, gritting his teeth. “You’re condemning my fellow disciple based on a few words?”

Yang Heying, eager to stir up trouble, chimed in, “Exactly! There are still many questions. Maybe there are secrets we don’t know. Or perhaps the Cai girl is making up stories to escape punishment for colluding with the demonic cult, and her master is covering for her…”

Zhou Zhizhen frowned. “What nonsense are you spouting?”

“Lao Yang, stop causing trouble,” Song Shijun pressed down on Yang Heying’s shoulder.

Li Yuanmin laughed bitterly, “Fine, fine. So the demonic cult leader is now the good guy seeking the truth, while my fellow disciple becomes the villain. You’re all… you’re just bullying Taichu Temple because we’re weak now!”

“Li Yuanmin, don’t be so damn ungrateful! You were in Chaoyang Hall that day too. You saw Wu Yuanying’s behavior. Are you blind in both eyes and heart?” Li Wenxun, who had been quiet in the corner, suddenly spoke up.

“Years ago, right after the Kaiyang and Yaoguang Elders died, their subordinates tried to assassinate your uncle Cangqiong. He was severely injured and stepped back from the demonic cult’s affairs to raise the two elders’ orphans. They didn’t have the means to deal with Wu Yuanying, who barely survived. Where else could they have imprisoned him but the Eight-Clawed Sky Prison?”

Li Wenxun’s voice was firm and sharp. “Not to mention Xingjia’s testimony that Wang Yuanjing admitted it himself! Why would Fan Xingjia, with nothing to gain, falsely accuse a sect leader? What benefit would it bring him or the Qingque Sect?”

Li Yuanmin stubbornly persisted, “Even if my fellow disciple made a mistake, it should be handled by Taichu Temple’s rules, not… not resulting in such a tragic death!”

Li Wenxun stood up coldly, “Do you really want to reveal everything and announce it to the world for disciplinary action? As they say, family disgrace should not be made public. First Qiu Yuanfeng, now Wang Yuanjing—isn’t that enough shame for Taichu Temple?”

Li Yuanmin was at a loss for words.

“Wang Yuanjing should be dead,” Li Wenxun said disdainfully. “Although the Six Northern Chen Sects operate independently, we share the same roots. Wu Yuanying might have been a bit showy, but he was undoubtedly righteous and cared deeply for our disciples. Wang Yuanjing’s actions were unconscionable and despicable. Even if he hadn’t died today, I would have dealt with him myself!”

He sat back down quietly. “Let’s report this as a ‘sudden death.’ No need to give the demonic cult something to laugh about.”

Known as the iron-blooded disciplinarian of the Qingque Sect, no one dared to interject.

Li Yuanmin stumbled back to his seat, his face ashen.

“Let’s set aside Wang Yuanjing’s matter for now,” Li Wenxun looked up. “Let’s discuss the true culprit. If there are still dregs among our six sects, we certainly can’t let them off.”
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After Li Wenxun spoke, he closed his eyes to doze in the corner as usual. As the disciplinary elder of the world’s foremost sect, his main concern was whether there were truly traitors among the six sects.

Song Shijun suddenly realized, “Right, someone must have been backing Wang Yuanjing.”

Cai Zhao quickly added, “Yes, the Tiangang Disha Camp leader said that while they attacked the Chang family, someone else led them there. They didn’t know who it was because the person hid their identity well.”

Qi Yunke abruptly asked, “Did Mu tell you this?”

Cai Zhao hesitated, “Yes.”

Song Yuzi said, “That person conspired with Nie Zhe for years. Elder Qiu Yuanfeng was deeply suspicious of Master Wang, and many of the six sects’ actions were unknown to him. So the person colluding with Nie Zhe probably wasn’t Master Wang.”

Cai Zhao supplemented, “Also when searching for the Shi brothers, we were ambushed downstream of Suchuan. Those black-clad attackers must have trained for years. Master Wang, being under control for so long, couldn’t have had his forces.”

Qi Yunke frowned, “Did Mu tell you this too?”

Cai Zhao stammered, “Um, yes.”

Cai Pingchun analyzed, “So, someone must have seen Wang Yuanjing near the Eight-Clawed Sky Prison, then learned through Nie Zhe that Wu Yuanying had been held there. They used this to blackmail Wang Yuanjing.”

Cai Zhao praised, “Father, you’re right! That’s exactly what we guessed. Then Mu Qingyan suggested confronting Wang Yuanjing to lure out the true culprit. Since he’s from the demonic cult, Wang Yuanjing might deny everything to six sect disciples but reveal the truth to a demonic cult member.”

Qi Yunke looked at Cai Zhao with concern.

Cai Pingchun surveyed the room, “Who was involved in the attack on Youming Huang Path? I wasn’t there, nor was Brother Yunke. What about the others?”

Zhou Zhizhen frowned, “Many were there, but we were in front. Taichu Temple disciples were in the rear. How could we have seen Wang Yuanjing’s movements?”

“Someone must have seen him,” Song Shijun said coldly. “We’ll investigate slowly and find the one who fell behind.”

Zhou Zhizhen turned to Cai Zhao, “Zhaozao, couldn’t you recognize the fighting style of the black shadow that killed Wang Yuanjing?”

At the mention of Wang Yuanjing’s killer, Li Yuanmin looked up.

Cai Zhao had been waiting for this topic. “Uncle Zhou, that’s a good question. The person was incredibly skilled with an eerie fighting style. I couldn’t identify their background. I chased them for a while but lost them at the rockery. However…”

She carefully chose her words, “I think there aren’t many people who know Taichu Temple’s layout well enough to outrun me tonight.”

The girl looked at everyone with a suggestive gaze.

Yang Heying, slow to catch on, said irritably, “Are you suspecting us?”

Cai Zhao replied, “I’m not suspecting you.”

Zhou Zhizhen spoke first, “You little schemer!”

Song Shijun calmed Yang Heying, “Hey, the child has a point. Don’t scare her, old Yang. Yuzi told me about Zhaozao’s lightness skills. Not to brag but in all of Taichu Temple…”

Qi Yunke finally interrupted, “What are you bragging about? You’re not her master, nor her aunt or parents. What connection do you have to her lightness skills?”

“Brother Yunke, don’t interrupt,” Song Shijun’s thick skin was unfazed. “From Brother Yuanjing’s quarters to the rockery is quite a distance. If Zhaozao couldn’t keep up, how many in Taichu Temple tonight could? We’re the elders here. Finding the traitor is paramount, so let’s set aside our status. I’ll start—after dinner tonight, I was lecturing Yuzi.”

Zhou Zhizhen asked curiously, “Lecturing about what?”

Song Shijun declared righteously, “A man’s responsibility!” In reality, it was about ‘steps to please young ladies.’

Ning Xiaofeng scoffed.

Qi Yunke turned, “Yuzi, is that true?”

Song Yuzi coughed lightly, lowering his head to hide his blush, “…Yes.”

Qi Yunke said, “After dinner tonight, I was discussing something with Zhaozao’s parents.”

Song Shijun inquired, “Discussing what?”

“Never mind that,” Ning Xiaofeng said, glaring at Qi Yunke. “We were talking until the warning whistle sounded.”

Cai Pingchun suddenly sighed deeply.

They had been discussing Cai Zhao’s future marriage. Qi Yunke’s new candidate was fine, but his mother was troublesome, and his father was an unreliable frequent brothel visitor. The thought of their daughter bowing to Yin Qinglian’s memorial tablet and calling a brothel’s top client ‘father’ nearly drove the Cai couple mad.

Song Shijun seemed to guess something and retreated, touching his nose.

The remaining three—Yang Heying had gone to bed early, Zhou Zhizhen was reading alone by candlelight, and Li Wenxun was polishing his sword—had no one to corroborate their alibis.

Li Yuanmin suddenly spoke up, “Elder Li was checking the rooms. He came to ask me some questions.”

Fan Xingjia immediately shrank back. After breaking off his engagement with Song Yuzi, Qi Lingbo cried every night. Dai Fengchi inevitably went to comfort her. Song Yuzi was called away by his father. Ding Zhuo had pulled aside some Taichu Temple disciples to ask about techniques. Seeing his seniors gone, Fan Xingjia had snuck out to sell roast chicken.

In short, not one of them had stayed properly in their rooms. Li Wenxun initially thought he had gone to the wrong place. After clarifying with Li Yuanmin, he was quite angry.

Song Shijun seemed to guess something and retreated, touching his nose. The remaining three—Yang Heying, who had gone to bed early, Zhou Zhizhen, who was reading by candlelight, and Li Wenxun, who was polishing his sword—had no one to corroborate their whereabouts.

Suddenly, Li Yuanmin raised his head and reminded them, “Elder Li was checking the rooms and asked me some questions.”

Fan Xingjia immediately ducked his head. After breaking off his engagement with Song Yuzi, Qi Lingbo cried every night. Dai Fengchi, unsurprisingly, went to comfort her. Song Yuzi was called away by his father, while Ding Zhuo had gone to seek guidance on techniques from some Taichu Observatory disciples. Seeing his senior brothers absent, Fan Xingjia had slipped out to sell roast chicken.

In short, no one had stayed in their room to sleep properly. Li Wenxun initially thought he had gone to the wrong place, but after clarifying with Li Yuanmin, he was quite angry.

“Elder,” Fan Xingjia wanted to explain that he hadn’t even gotten to eat the roast chicken.

“Shut up,” Li Wenxun glanced at him, including Cai Zhao in his stern look. He then half-closed his eyes and said, “We’ll discuss this later.”

These four words were filled with power, sending chills down Fan Xingjia and Cai Zhao’s spines.

“What about this?” Yang Heying, sensing danger, was the first to defend himself. “Could my brother Zhou possibly be the one who killed Sect Leader Wang?”

Cai Zhao also found herself in a difficult position.

At this moment, Qi Yunke suddenly spoke up.

“Zhaozao, come here,” he beckoned to Cai Zhao, reminiscent of countless times in her childhood when she was called over to share snacks. “Sit in front of your master.”

Cai Zhao obediently sat on the small stool in front of Qi Yunke, placing her hands on her knees.

“Zhaozao, what I’m about to say might be hard for you to hear,” Qi Yunke’s eyes grew more worried, “but you must listen and take it to heart.”

Cai Zhao nodded vigorously, feeling confused.

The usually gentle Qi Yunke was uncharacteristically solemn, and everyone in the hall fell silent to listen.

Qi Yunke sighed and began, “Zhaozao, have you considered that there might not be a mysterious mastermind behind all this?”

Cai Zhao was puzzled.

Qi Yunke continued, “Who massacred the Chang family fortress? The Tiangang Dishacamps of the Demonic Sect.”

“Who told you there was an inside man? The Demonic Sect leader, Mu Qingyan.”

“Who informed you about someone colluding with Nie Zhe for years? It was Mu Qingyan.”

“But how do you know he’s telling the truth? What if all he said were lies? What if he’s trying to sow discord among the Six Sects, making us suspicious of each other and causing internal strife?”

With each sentence, Cai Zhao’s expression fell further.

“Well said!” Yang Heying cheered loudly. “I’ve thought of this too, but I didn’t want to seem petty by mentioning it. Those Demonic Sect fiends may appear decent, but they’re the most cunning and despicable!”

Song Yuzi disapproved and was about to speak up when Song Shijun held him back, shaking his head slightly to indicate he shouldn’t intervene.

“But, but…” Cai Zhao stammered, “Sect Leader Wang…”

“The hardest deception to discern isn’t one that’s entirely false, but one that’s half-true or even nine-tenths true,” Qi Yunke said gravely. “Indeed, Wang Yuanxing didn’t save Wu Yuanying, but who says it must have been a disciple from the Six Sects who saw it and then blackmailed Wang Yuanxing?”

“Exactly, it doesn’t have to be one of our people who saw it,” Song Shijun added. “It could have been a hidden jailer. Nie Zhe was a good-for-nothing who never looked into it. But Mu Qingyan is different. He came out to challenge Nie Zhe’s authority over four years ago. He might have discovered something to threaten Wang Yuanxing then!”

“That’s right!” Yang Heying said through gritted teeth. “He took advantage of Master Chang’s kindness and hid in the Chang family fortress to recover for a whole year. Maybe Master Chang noticed something was amiss. That scoundrel decided to go all in and led the Tiangang Dishacamps to annihilate the Chang family!”

“The black-clad attackers at the lower reaches of Suchuan and the shadow that killed Sect Leader Wang could have been Demonic Sect members in disguise,” Zhou Zhizhen chimed in.

“Indeed, the Demonic Sect has plenty of skilled fighters to spare for such tasks,” even Cai Chunqiu agreed this time.

Li Yuanmin suddenly stood up, as if he had found a direction for his anger: “Even if my elder brother, the Sect Leader, made mistakes, it was the Demonic Sect that caused his downfall! I swear I won’t rest until this vendetta is settled!”

Qi Yunke ignored the others and kept his gaze fixed on Cai Zhao. “Mu Qingyan didn’t even need to act personally. He could have sent someone to threaten Wang Yuanxing, then pretend to interrogate him, clearing himself of suspicion and making you believe there was a traitor within the Six Sects. In reality, all the talk about a ‘true culprit behind the scenes’ comes from Mu Qingyan’s one-sided account.”

Cai Zhao had never considered this perspective before, but as she followed her master’s reasoning, everything seemed to fall into place.

She hadn’t personally heard Nie Zhe’s confession about his collusion, nor had she witnessed the destruction of the Chang family. She didn’t know who had seen Wang Yuanxing mistakenly enter the Eight-Clawed Heavenly Prison years ago. As for the black-clad attackers and the shadow that killed Wang Yuanxing, there was no way to investigate them.

All her speculations about the entire incident were built on her trust in Mu Qingyan.

“Your master doesn’t deny that there are honorable individuals in the Demonic Sect, like Lu Chengnan,” Qi Yunke’s voice became exceptionally stern. “Lu Chengnan proved his words with his life. But what about Mu Qingyan? This ambitious new leader of the Demonic Sect wants us to doubt each other based solely on his word, allowing the Demonic Sect to reap the benefits of our discord!”

His words made everyone’s expression turn grave.

Zhou Zhizhen sighed, “The world has been at peace for over a decade. Not just the younger generation, but even the older ones have almost forgotten the bloody battles with the Demonic Sect. Whether it’s Nie or Mu, the Demonic Sect remains what it always was.”

Song Shijun added emotionally, “Brother Qi’s words today show the responsibility befitting the leader of the world’s premier sect.”

Qi Yunke grasped the young girl’s arm, repeatedly emphasizing, “Zhaozao, remember the ‘human skin demon’ story your master told you? Before being exposed, it can laugh, get angry, and scold just like a real person. It might even be more likable and trustworthy than a real person—but it’s not human! It will deceive you, harm you, and by the time you realize it, it will be too late.”

“Zhaozao, remember your master’s words. Don’t trust the human skin demon! Don’t trust him!”

Qi Yunke’s eyes were filled with the pain of past experiences. Cai Zhao felt as if he was looking through her, speaking to someone else.
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A sudden change occurred at midnight, and Taichu Observatory lost another sect leader. Li Yuanmin was devastated and confused, while Qi Yunke and others took on the responsibility of handling Wang Yuanxing’s funeral and other subsequent matters.

While the observatory staff were preparing Cai Zhao’s room, Mr. and Mrs. Cai took her back to their quarters to talk. After closing the doors and windows tightly, with her husband guarding the door, Ning Xiaofeng pulled Cai Zhao to sit at the table.

“Explain clearly, what’s your relationship with that Mu fellow? Don’t try to deceive us!” Ning Xiaofeng demanded.

Cai Zhao stared at the jade lamp stand and sighed softly, “Actually, we had already agreed to part ways.”

Ning Xiaofeng, quick to catch the key points, narrowed her eyes, “To part ways, you must have been together before. And what do you mean by ‘had’? Has the situation changed now?”

Cai Zhao sighed again, “Mother, you’re so perceptive. Why ask so directly? It’s not good for harmony.”

Ning Xiaofeng poked her forehead forcefully, “Forget about harmony! The second biggest regret of my life is not thoroughly investigating your aunt’s relationship with that wild man she met. If I had, many tragedies might have been avoided! Now, don’t try to evade. Speak clearly!”

Cai Zhao rubbed her forehead, “What’s there to explain? You already know! We met when he was impersonating Chang Ning. He helped when Father and Master were in trouble, and I went to assist him when he returned to the Demonic Sect to confront Nie Zhe. Although I wasn’t much help, we agreed to settle our debts and have no future together.”

“Half a month ago, I came with my senior brothers to prepare for Master Chang’s memorial. Unexpectedly, he showed up too, claiming to look for clues about the true culprit… Later, when Zhou Yuqi made a fuss about breaking off the engagement, I ended up following him to search for clues.”

Cai Zhao felt she was being considerate by omitting the “human skin demon’s” manipulation of Zhou Yuqi’s decision to break the engagement, to avoid making her parents dislike him even more.

Suddenly, Cai Chunqiu, guarding the door, asked, “Zhaozao, do you like that person? How much?”

Caught off guard, Cai Zhao blushed deeply. As she stammered, trying to deflect, her father spoke gently, “Zhaozao, don’t be afraid. Tell us what’s in your heart. We’re your parents.”

Ning Xiaofeng stroked her hair, adding softly, “Your father is right. Our Luoying Valley doesn’t care about those vague distinctions between orthodox and evil. Haven’t there been plenty of scoundrels among the Northern Chen Six Sects?”

Filled with courage, Cai Zhao said quietly, “I do like him. I’m not sure how much.”

Ning Xiaofeng asked curiously, “How does he compare to Zhou Yuqi? You seemed quite excited about the engagement initially.”

Cai Zhao sighed helplessly, “Mother, it’s in comparison to Brother Yuqi that I understand what it means to like someone. I wasn’t even that upset about his entanglement with Min Xinrou all these years. I just thought I’d drive her away after we married to get even.”

“But if it were him…” the young girl became pensive, “If he dared to show the same care and concern for another girl… I’d never see him again in this lifetime!”

She spoke with unwavering determination, “I would never forgive him!”

This was something she had turned over in her mind many times. She’d rather eat dumplings without green onions for the rest of her life than tolerate the “human skin demon” having an inseparable cousin. However, once she understood this, it made her even more dejected.

Ning Xiaofeng and Cai Chunqiu exchanged glances, understanding these subtle feelings as experienced adults.

“What about that Mu fellow? Does he treat you the same way?” Cai Chunqiu asked calmly.

Cai Zhao replied bitterly, “He’s wanted to kill Brother Yuqi and my senior brother for a long time.”

Ning Xiaofeng snorted, “Earlier this evening, your master was still enthusiastically recommending your senior brother to us.”

“Oh, Master is…” Cai Zhao felt a bit frustrated, “At least Brother Yuqi knows what I like to eat and wear. As for the senior brother, he’s so handsome, but he still doesn’t know how to love someone. Forget it!”

“We can’t blame your master for being so anxious to find you a future husband. Your father and I only learned these past two days how deeply that person hurt your aunt,” Ning Xiaofeng said, biting her lower jaw with hatred in her eyes. “Your aunt didn’t have to die.”

Cai Zhao was shocked, “What do you mean?”

Ning Xiaofeng explained, “This matter is unfavorable to your aunt’s reputation. If you weren’t facing a similar situation now, your master wouldn’t have told us even on his deathbed. Back then, seeing Nie Hengcheng capturing and killing martial arts experts, your aunt couldn’t be without countermeasures. She, your master, and five other martial arts heroes secretly practiced a formation derived from the Big Dipper constellation.”

Cai Chunqiu continued, “The seven of them cultivated complementary martial arts. Once the formation was complete, even Nie Hengcheng would have struggled to resist it. But unfortunately…”

Ning Xiaofeng added bitterly, “Unfortunately, except for your aunt and your master, the other five were killed one by one before the decisive battle. We were puzzled at the time. They were all well-hidden, yet they were either ambushed in their hiding places by Demonic Sect minions or mysteriously lured out and killed.”

Cai Zhao felt as if she had swallowed ice water, trembling as she asked, “Is that why Aunt had to confront Nie Hengcheng alone?”

“Exactly,” Ning Xiaofeng gritted her teeth. “Your aunt said that since the formation couldn’t be completed, there was no point in risking your master’s life too. So she went to fight the demon alone.”

“Who… who betrayed those five heroes?!” Cai Zhao exclaimed.

Cai Chunqiu glanced at his wife and slowly said, “We suspected many people back then, even your Master Qi Yunke. However, your aunt said it wasn’t him because she never told him where those five heroes were hiding.”

Ning Xiaofeng snorted, “By then, your master had already been chosen as Yin Dai’s son-in-law. Your aunt was very cautious, fearing that your foolish master might let something slip to his future wife or father-in-law, so she simply didn’t tell him.”

“The matter was left unresolved at the time,” Cai Chunqiu looked towards the distant candlelight. “It was only a couple of days ago that your master told us your aunt had discovered who betrayed the five heroes and dealt with him.”

Cai Zhao asked with difficulty, “…Was it Aunt’s… that man she loved?”

Cai Chunqiu nodded slowly, “Your master had met that person. After the five heroes died, your master, in his naivety, wanted to seek that man’s help. Your aunt then told him that the man was already dead.”

“Who exactly was that person?” Cai Zhao asked indignantly.

Ning Xiaofeng sighed, “Your foolish master doesn’t know. He doesn’t know the name or background, just that he met him twice, that he was highly skilled in martial arts and seemed decent—bAh what decent person? Qi Yunke has been blind his whole life!”

As she spoke, tears welled up in her eyes, “Now we understand why your Aunt Pingxu left without looking back to kill Nie Hengcheng. That scoundrel had killed her sworn brothers. How heartbroken she must have been!”

Cai Chunqiu also sighed, “Brother Yunke has been remorseful ever since. He knew that man had connections with the Demonic Sect, but because of your aunt’s request, he didn’t tell anyone.”

Ning Xiaofeng wept softly, “Those two—one naive and foolish, the other blinded by first love—failed to see through that traitor’s true nature! If only they had told someone, or if your uncle or others could have warned them, they might not have been so terribly deceived!”

Cai Zhao hugged her mother’s shoulders, holding back tears, “Mother, let it go. If that person could fool Aunt, what could you and Father have seen through?”

Ning Xiaofeng wiped her tears and lamented, “How could we not have seen it? Your father and I are observant and attentive, unlike your aunt… Ah but then again, those with great skills often overlook minor schemes. They believe that strength overcomes all, and any underhanded tricks crumble before them. She knew Yin Qinglian was plotting against her, making her take the lead against the Demonic Sect, but she didn’t care.”

She sighed again, “It’s us weaker ones who know to be cautious everywhere. Back then, Yin Qinglian’s reputation for kindness spread far and wide, but she was never swayed by her sweet words.”

Cai Chunqiu looked at her steadily, “Zhaozao, pay attention. Your father isn’t asking about Mu Qingyan’s character. I’m reminding you to learn from the past and be extremely careful not to follow in your aunt’s footsteps.”

Cai Zhao felt bewildered.

She tossed and turned half the night, finally falling into a fitful sleep in the morning. After waking up in the afternoon, she went to town in the light rain to buy freshly roasted chicken for Fan Xingjia as compensation.

Fan Xingjia, munching on the chicken, mumbled, “You… and that person, you should give up. Whether he’s good or bad, Master and your parents won’t agree… It’s too difficult.”

Cai Zhao lowered her head in silence.

Ding Zhuo, polishing his sword nearby, added, “Senior brother seems quite good. Since both your engagements have been called off, you might as well marry him. Everyone would be happy with that.”

“What do you know about marriage? Go spend your life with your sword!” Cai Zhao threw a chicken bone at him.

Ding Zhuo’s wrist flicked, and his sword split the bone.

He said seriously, “I’m speaking reasonably. It’s like practicing martial arts – going with the flow makes things easier, while going against the current leads to difficulties and can even drive you mad. If you end up with Sect Leader Mu, what about Master and your parents? If the two sides fight in the future, how will we, as fellow disciples, even speak to each other?”

Cai Zhao dragged him out by his collar, “It’s such a beautiful day. Let’s have a duel!”

“Fine, I’ll accept a beating from you,” Ding Zhuo stood up, stretching his neck. “But let me finish first – if you marry senior brother, not only will the Northern Chen Six Sects – at least four of them – stand together in unity, but it will also resolve the grudges of our predecessors. Isn’t that wonderful?”

Cai Zhao released Ding Zhuo dejectedly and walked away with her head down. After a few steps, she encountered Qi Lingbo, radiant with joy, walking with Dai Fengchi.

Seeing Cai Zhao, Qi Lingbo stopped and deliberately spoke slowly, “Now that I’ve broken off the engagement with my senior brother, I’m not afraid to say anything. As for you, don’t tell me you’re planning to go with that Demonic Sect fiend? Who would have thought? Cai Pingxu fought against the Demonic Sect’s atrocities, but in the end, her niece wanted to collude with them. Haha, she must be rolling in her grave!”

Cai Zhao looked at her for a moment, imagining a hundred ways to teach this foul-mouthed senior sister a lesson.

In the end, she said nothing and quietly walked around them.

Dai Fengchi’s cautiousness was for naught as he and Qi Lingbo were left standing there, staring at each other in bewilderment.

As she crossed the courtyard, Song Yuzi stood tall, quietly waiting for her.

Cai Zhao said wearily, “What advice does a senior brother have now?”

Song Yuzi pondered for a moment, “…I think what Mu Qingyan said might not be false.”

Cai Zhao looked at him for a while, patted his shoulder, and walked away with a sigh.

As the rainy days continued, Cai Zhao’s mood grew increasingly low. She hid in her room, not even wanting to eat dinner.

The night watch had barely struck once when someone skillfully climbed through the window. His tall figure slid into the room like a swimming dragon, without making a sound.

He looked dazzling, his tightly bound waist belt accentuating his slender, beautiful waist. “Want some supper?”

Cai Zhao frowned, “No, take it back!”

Mu Qingyan lifted the bundle in his hand, “It’s what you like.”

Cai Zhao said proudly, “Tonight, Sect Leader Song ordered the best feast in town, but I still didn’t want to eat anything!”

Mu Qingyan smiled slightly, “It’s crab roe soup dumplings and chicken porridge.”

Cai Zhao: …

“Fresh June blue crabs with golden roe, tender chicken, and young ginger porridge.”

Cai Zhao: (?^?)

Mu Qingyan watched the young girl eating eagerly, resting his long elbow on the table edge.

“You’re making such an ugly face. Did your master say bad things again?” he asked casually. “Last time it was the human skin demon, what is it this time?”

Cai Zhao finished the last dumpling and started on the porridge, “Master said it was that human skin demon from back then who caused my aunt to face Nie Hengcheng alone on Tushan Mountain.” She briefly explained the situation.

“Not just those five heroes, but several of my aunt’s brothers who were previously captured and killed by Nie Hengcheng were also secretly betrayed by that human-skin demon,” she sighed. “Imagine how heartbroken and remorseful my aunt must have been when she discovered her loved one had harmed her brothers…”

“What does this have to do with me?” Mu Qingyan narrowed his eyes. “I’ve made it clear to you, if you dare to misdirect your anger at me, I’ll find someone else to vent on – with those surnamed Song and Zhou at the top of the list.”

Cai Zhao was speechless, “Can’t you speak without threatening? Don’t you know how to win people over with virtue?!” She poked at her porridge bowl, “Of course, you’re lacking in virtue, so I guess there’s no helping it.”

Mu Qingyan picked up the empty porridge bowl, snorting coldly, “Aren’t you turning on me a bit too quickly?”

Cai Zhao glared at him sideways.

Mu Qingyan became alert, “Why are you looking at me like that? You haven’t believed those ghost stories your master made up, have you?”

Cai Zhao grumbled, “That human skin demon from back then also risked his life several times to help my aunt. Turns out he invested heavily upfront to reap more benefits later. If you’ve deceived me and made up some story about a mastermind behind the scenes, I really wouldn’t be able to tell.”

Mu Qingyan said coldly, “Should I cut out my heart and liver for you to see?”

“That won’t be necessary,” Cai Zhao looked troubled. “It’s all because of that bastard who hurt my aunt back then. Now whenever I mention you to my parents or master, their faces turn more bitter than yellow gentian. My poor aunt, she spent her life as a righteous hero, invincible in all directions, only to encounter a heartless person whose ancestors must have accumulated no virtue for eight generations…”

Mu Qingyan was about to make a sarcastic remark when his expression suddenly changed, “Someone’s coming!”

Before Cai Zhao could react, the sound of torches and heavy footsteps filled the air outside.

Qi Yunke’s stern voice came from outside, “Sect Leader Mu, since you’ve graced us with your presence, why not come out and meet us?”

Cai Zhao’s mouth fell open, “Oh no, they knew you were coming and set a trap for you!”

Mu Qingyan, seemingly unconcerned about his safety, grabbed the girl’s ear and kept instructing her, “Remember this well, if they force you to choose sides later, you must not betray me!”

Cai Zhao was exasperated, “Are you being reasonable? Do you expect me to betray my parents and master?”

A hint of cruelty flashed in Mu Qingyan’s eyes, “In any case, if you betray me, don’t blame me for being ruthless and breaking the rules later!”

Cai Zhao angrily shook off his hand and went to open the door.

Outside, the courtyard was lit up like daylight by fifty or sixty torches. Disciples from various sects surrounded the area, with Qingque Sect disciples forming the inner circle, Peiqiong Manor disciples on the outer layer, and Guangmen disciples stationed in trees or on rocks with bows and arrows at the ready. Everyone had their weapons drawn, vigilantly on guard.

Cai Zhao stood at the doorway, apologizing, “Master, why have you come?”

Qi Yunke’s face was as stern as water, not saying a word.

Beside him stood Zhou Zhizhen, stroking his beard and shaking his head with sighs, along with Mr. and Mrs. Cai, who looked very uncomfortable.

Song Shijun stepped forward, speaking in a tone of deep concern, “Zhaozao, you’re young and don’t understand how treacherous the Demonic Sect is. We can’t let you continue with this foolishness. Step aside and let the adults handle this matter.”

He then raised his voice, “Sect Leader Mu, aren’t you coming out yet? Don’t worry, we won’t turn you into a porcupine before we’ve cleared things up, haha…”

As he was laughing heartily, a cold voice suddenly sounded from behind him – “Sect Leader Song, be careful not to bite your tongue in this strong wind!”

Cai Zhao was startled – it was You Guanyue’s voice!

The disciples quickly turned around to see dozens of black shadows that had quietly climbed onto the wall tops, each holding several dark, round iron eggs. Zhou Zhizhen said gravely, “They’re holding Rainstorm Thunder. Be careful to avoid the poison needles!”

The Guangmen disciples immediately turned their bows and arrows, facing off against the black-clad figures on the wall. Half of the Qingque Sect and Peiqiong Manor disciples continued to focus on the door, while the other half guarded against the black-clad intruders.

At that moment, the door opened again, and Mu Qingyan appeared nonchalantly.

With a cold expression, he stood with one hand behind his back. “What guidance do the esteemed sect leaders have for me?”

Qi Yunke, seething with anger, shoved Song Shijun aside and stepped forward. “Mu, you and Zhao—”

But after uttering six words, his voice abruptly stopped.

Everyone found this strange and turned to look at him. They saw an expression of extreme shock on Qi Yunke’s face, his eyes staring fixedly ahead.

In the bright lamplight, Mu Qingyan stood tall and slender, his demeanor cool and aloof, as proud and beautiful as the moon above.

From any angle, he was an exceptionally handsome man. Cai Pingchun and Ning Xiaofeng looked at him particularly closely, understanding after a few glances why someone might be captivated by him.

However, Qi Yunke looked as if he had seen a ghost. His eyes filled with disbelief, his throat making choking sounds as he struggled to speak, seemingly frozen in place.

“Master, Master, what’s wrong?!” Song Yuzhi called out anxiously.

“You… it’s you…” Qi Yunke pointed a trembling finger at Mu Qingyan. “Your father is Mu Zhengming? So it’s Mu Zhengming?”

“Master, what are you saying?” Song Yuzhi asked, confused.

A sense of unease rose in Cai Zhao’s heart.

“So it was your father, Mu Zhengming!” Qi Yunke suddenly roared. “It was him who killed Zhuge Zhengming and the other four, as well as our brothers before!”

These words, while others might not have understood, the Cai family and Mu Qingyan immediately grasped their meaning.

“What did you say?!” Ning Xiaofeng shrieked. “You’re saying that man is this youngster’s father?”

Cai Pingchun’s voice trembled, “Brother Yunke, what are you saying?”

Qi Yunke’s eyes were bloodshot, glaring at Mu Qingyan like a predator. “It’s him, that face, the same face and figure! I’d never forget it, not even in death or the next life! The Mu family, father and son, who else could it have been twenty years ago if not him?!”

Song Shijun still didn’t understand.

Zhou Zhichen, however, turned pale, having guessed something.

Cai Zhao suddenly turned her head, looking helplessly at the person beside her.

Mu Qingyan, seeing the hatred and fear in the child’s eyes, felt a surge of shock and anger. He shouted, “Nonsense! My father would never be such a vile and treacherous person! He’s always been upright and honest, never even leaving the Hanhai mountain range. How could he have gone out to deceive and harm people?!”

“No more talking with him!” Qi Yunke, now completely unhinged, leaped forward with his palm outstretched. “Capture this scoundrel!”

Mu Qingyan stepped forward to meet him, about to counter with both palms when he caught sight of the pale and trembling child from the corner of his eye. He diverted his palm strike away from Qi Yunke and instead grabbed a pair of giant stone locks from the ground, hurling them into the air.

Qi Yunke, midair, had to shift his position to avoid the stone locks.

You Guanyue, seeing the situation turning dire, shouted, “Cult Master, retreat for now!”

Mu Qingyan nodded slightly.

In an instant, dozens of thunderbolt darts rained down. The small courtyard was engulfed in smoke, rocks shattered, and countless fine needles scattered among them. The disciples scrambled to dodge, cursing loudly.

When the smoke cleared, the cult members had all fled.

The four sect leaders could have pursued Mu Qingyan, but the thunderbolt darts posed a lethal threat to the many disciples in the courtyard.

Cai Pingchun first protected his wife, while Qi Yunke, Zhou Zhichen, and Song Shijun had no choice but to use their palm techniques to deflect the rain of fine poisoned needles, striving to protect their disciples.

Despite their efforts, groans of pain filled the courtyard. Many disciples who weren’t quick enough to dodge were struck by the needles. Fortunately, after extracting the needles with magnets, they found them to be non-poisonous, much to everyone’s relief.

Before Mu Qingyan fled, he pushed the stunned and helpless Cai Zhao into the room with a backward palm strike, ensuring her safety.

Navigating through the groaning crowd, she approached Qi Yunke in the corner like a lost soul and knelt beside him. “Master, please tell me, that man… was that his father, Mu Zhengming?”

Qi Yunke looked at the young girl kneeling by his legs, pale and frail, as delicate as a mayfly, seeming as if a single breath could wither her.

Tears welled up in his tiger-like eyes. “About your aunt’s matter, how could I lie? It was that face, I’ve seen it twice.”

“The first time was our initial encounter. My skills were still shallow then. While pursuing Zhao Ba’s henchmen, we fell into a trap. Your aunt came to our rescue. As we were struggling in battle, that man appeared and lent us a hand.”

It was also a summer night, the moon bright, its clear light filling the valley.

A tall, handsome young man descended from above, his moves graceful, dispatching the remaining henchmen as easily as cutting melons. Though it was his first meeting with Cai Pingzhu, they coordinated as if they were old friends.

Young Qi Yunke, nursing his injured arm, watched in amazement.

His rough appearance aside, even his sworn sister Cai Pingzhu was merely pretty. But this man before him was extraordinary. Qi Yunke hated his crudeness and lack of words to properly describe this man who was as captivating as the bright moon. Even the aggressive arrogance on his face seemed exceptionally noble.

After the battle, Cai Pingzhu, sword in hand, went about stabbing the injured and immobile cult members one by one, showing no mercy even to those kneeling and begging for their lives.

When she looked up, she found the young man staring at her. She straightened her neck and asked, “What? Think I’m too cruel?”

Qi Yunke, of course, knew that the cruel ones weren’t his sworn sister, but Zhao Ba’s henchmen.

Merely to recapture a few escaped slaves, they had massacred an entire village, not sparing even nursing infants. When Cai Pingzhu learned of this, her eyes had turned red with anger. She immediately led her brothers to retaliate, vowing to leave none alive.

That battle nearly wiped out Zhao Ba’s trusted generals, after which he no longer dared to act so recklessly.

However, even if all the villains were killed, it couldn’t bring back the villagers.

Cai Pingzhu, still a young girl then, felt deeply troubled.

The handsome young man replied to her question: “No, young lady, you’re not cruel at all. On the contrary, I’d like to offer you four words—”]

“Qingfeng liehumo,” Qi Yunke spat these four words through gritted teeth, clutching his chest as his qi and blood surged.

Cai Zhao felt her heart stop.

[“Qingfeng liehumo,” the handsome young man said, his tone both gentle and sincere, his eyes sparkling like stars. “A cool breeze sweeps the mountain ridge, fierce flames consume the demons—it perfectly suits your character.”

The usually carefree and unrestrained girl paused for a moment, then grabbed the injured Qi Yunke and left.

Young Qi Yunke, however, was deeply moved. He knew that many in the jianghu respected and feared his sworn sister, but few truly understood her. He felt this young man who had come to their aid was worth befriending.

Of course, that was just the beginning.]

Qi Yunke leaned against the wall, tears falling. “If I hadn’t been so useless, your aunt might never have met that man. I was blind not to see that he was a demon in human skin!”

He paused, then spoke with determination, “Pingzhu, I won’t let Zhao-Zhao end up like you!”

Cai Zhao knelt motionless on the ground as if the world around her had suddenly fallen silent, leaving her alone.

Volume Five – Gentle River Chapter 114
As Mu Qingyan returned from Taichu Temple, his face was ashen, and he remained silent. His followers dared not speak. Only when Mu Qingyan whistled to summon the golden-winged roc, clearly intending to leave alone, did You Guanyue reluctantly step forward to inquire about the cult leader’s plans.

Mu Qingyan turned back, his eyes full of fury. “Do what needs to be done. Do I need to teach you everything?!”

You Guanyue hastily bowed and acknowledged the order.

Watching the golden-winged roc grow smaller in the sky, You Guanyue had a sudden realization. It was said that he and Shangguan Haonan were the most trusted young lieutenants under Mu Qingyan, yet only he had taken the Seven Insects Seven Flowers Soul-Chasing Pill. Shangguan Haonan hadn’t. Thinking of the young cult leader’s cunning mind and obscure intentions, You Guanyue couldn’t help but shudder.

Mu Qingyan lay on the roc’s back, constantly urging the giant bird to spread its wings and return to the Hanhai mountain range as quickly as possible. The cold, rushing wind felt like blades on his face, but he paid no attention, his mind filled with turbulent thoughts.

For several days, whether on the roc’s back or resting on the ground, he pondered one thing—his father, Mu Zhengming.

His father once said that memory is like an ever-flowing dark river; no matter how large a stone you throw in, the surface eventually becomes calm again.

No matter what sadness, joy, shock, or betrayal one experiences, when recalled later, it all becomes vague. A peaceful and calm state of mind is more important than anything else.

In his youth, father and son often fished by the stream.

Small, dull-witted fish would swim past the young boy’s pale, slender ankles, ticklish and slippery. The stream water was cool and refreshing, his father’s expression gentle and content. At those times, Mu Qingyan thought that spending a lifetime in such tranquility wouldn’t be bad.

But only at such times.

From a young age, Mu Qingyan knew he was different from his father. His father was calm and peaceful, but Mu Qingyan had a fire burning in his heart, a restlessness that wouldn’t subside. He wanted to level the hills blocking his path and break the dense forests obscuring his view. If the rivers and seas didn’t bend to his will, he wouldn’t hesitate to overturn them.

But his father wasn’t like that.

Lying on the smooth floor of the porch in the afternoon sun, eyes half-closed, Mu Qingyan would occasionally hear his father sigh—wishing they weren’t descendants of the Mu family.

Mu Qingyan knew that many secretly criticized his father for being weak and easily manipulated throughout his life, but only he knew that Mu Zhengming had no interest in power. In Mu Zhengming’s heart, the position of the Liejiao cult leader was more of a massive burden than a source of glory and wealth, forcing many unsuitable Mu family members to strain themselves.

Mu Zhengming often said that setting aside family names and bloodlines, Nie Hengcheng was far more suitable to be the cult leader with his great talent, self-discipline, and kindness—a hundred times more so than his sickly and short-tempered father, or himself with his disinterest. Why couldn’t Elder Chou and the others see this?

In his memories, Nie Hengcheng, who had controlled him for half his life, wasn’t entirely cold-blooded and ruthless. He even showed some sentiment.

Out of affection for his brother and sister-in-law, he carefully raised his nephew Nie Zhe, despite the boy being a complete failure. For his childhood sweetheart who died saving him, he remained unmarried and childless until old age. Having suffered the pain of losing his parents early, he treated his four orphaned disciples and his sworn brother’s daughter as his children.

Nie Hengcheng didn’t lack better ways to erase the Mu family’s influence in the Liejiao cult, but he was somewhat restrained out of gratitude for the nurturing he had received, acting with a measure of softness and discretion.

Mu Qingyan reserved judgment on these various perspectives but never argued with his father. If a lifetime of control and repeated suppression hadn’t changed his father one bit, why should he hurt his father with rebuttals?

He deeply respected and loved his father, more than the coveted power of the vast Liejiao cult, more than the accumulated rare treasures and the vast ancient texts in the Nine Provinces Treasure Pavilion. This respect and love even carried a hint of pity and protectiveness.

From the time he first achieved his cultivation at fourteen, he had secretly vowed to wield a long sword and torch, protecting his father as they traveled across the land, living life to the fullest. This time, no force would be able to stop his father from fulfilling his wishes.

However, the outcome was like one of countless submerged stones in the dark river—tragic yet unsurprising.

Could such a father be the treacherous person who deceived Cai Pingzhu and helped Nie Hengcheng harm various heroes?

No, it was impossible.

Mu Qingyan jumped down from the giant roc with a grim expression.

There must be another reason.

As dusk approached, Huanglaofeng Peak was cold and silent, with Busi Zhai empty.

Swiftly moving through the familiar corridors of his childhood, Mu Qingyan walked straight into the study his father had used in life. He urgently began searching through various manuscripts and notes, trying to find any clues.

However, after his father’s death, he had already tidied up the belongings meticulously, handling each item at least three times. If there had been anything suspicious, he would have discovered it long ago.

Mu Qingyan forcefully suppressed his frustration and sat at the desk, closing his eyes in deep thought.

Long ago, he had suspected that Cai Pingzhu had a secret love, otherwise, her attitude would have been too strange.

Even a good-tempered girl like Zhao-zhao (as he perceived her) couldn’t help but be upset when faced with a fiancé entangled with her cousin, even with the entire Zhou family on her side. Twenty years ago, the Zhou family matriarch constantly found fault with Cai Pingzhu, wanting to match her son with a niece from her maiden family. Zhou Zhichen wasn’t someone who could be ruthless towards his childhood sweetheart cousin. Yet, in this situation, Cai Pingzhu showed no resentment towards her fiancé, instead being full of apologies and strongly urging him to marry another…?

Combined with the guesses and fragments from Qi, Cai, and Ning, it was almost certain that Cai Pingzhu had another love.

So, who was this person?

This person who told Cai Pingzhu about the origins of the Purple Jade Golden Mallow, who knew the unique usage of the flower unknown to ordinary cult members, yet secretly caused the deaths of Cai Pingzhu’s brothers, indirectly helping Nie Hengcheng.

Moreover, his appearance was strikingly similar to Mu Qingyan’s own. Could he also be a member of the Mu family?

“Young Master?” Lian Shisan stood at the door, looking surprised. “I just saw Little Golden Wings flying overhead, so I came to check… Why are you back, Young Master?”

Mu Qingyan looked up. “Where’s Uncle Cheng?”

“He left, didn’t you…” Lian Shisan was extremely puzzled.

Mu Qingyan interrupted, “When did he leave?”

“He set off just as it was getting dark, he should be halfway down the mountain by now.”

Mu Qingyan took out an exquisite small golden whistle attached to a fine gold chain from his bosom and handed it to Lian Shisan. “Take my golden roc and find Uncle Cheng. Tell him I have something to discuss. Oh, and where’s Yan Xu? Bring him here too.”

Lian Shisan, accustomed to Mu Qingyan’s unpredictable behavior, immediately obeyed and left.

Silence settled over the study once more. Mu Qingyan picked up his brush and began writing on a sheet of Xuelang paper.

The Mu family line, neither too numerous nor too sparse, stood between the flourishing Song family of Guangmen and the Zhou family of Peiqiong Mountain, and the precarious Yang family of Siqimen.

Although the founding ancestor, Mu Xiujue, married late, he still fathered two sons and two daughters. However, apart from the eldest son Mu Lanyue, the other three children were free-spirited. They either secluded themselves in so-called “immortal mountains” to pursue cultivation or wandered eastward, their subsequent deeds unrecorded.

Mu Lanyue, ambitious to unify the realm, repeatedly attacked Wanshui Qianshan Cliff, forcing the Six Northern Sects to retreat to Jiuli Mountain. Yet, his dedication to governance left him with little time for family, resulting in only one son with his wife.

The third-generation leader, Mu Sheng, was unremarkable in both personality and talent. Lacking grand ambitions or passionate love affairs, he managed not to squander the family’s resources. In his idle time, he fathered numerous children with his wives and concubines. Strangely, these offspring either suffered from chronic illnesses or died young.

Suspicious of foul play within the inner palace, Mu Sheng conducted thorough investigations. However, he found no evidence of wrongdoing among his wives and concubines. It seemed his luck was simply poor when it came to healthy offspring.

His only surviving son, Mu Huaning, was sickly and struggled even to breathe. Consequently, Mu Sheng instituted an adoption system, fortunately finding a relatively honest and reliable adopted son.

Mu Huaning later had two sons: Dongxu and Dongli. After the eldest died unexpectedly and Mu Dongli fled, Mu Dongxu’s son with a concubine, Mu Song, inherited the leadership.

Although short-lived, Mu Song had numerous children from various wives and concubines, including four sons and three daughters, some of whom possessed strong personalities and decisive tactics. Despite not needing to adopt, he took in his deceased friend’s son as his fifth child out of gratitude.

Mu Song was kind-hearted and skilled at maintaining the family’s status. However, in middle age, after a severe illness, he became obsessed with sorcery and mysticism. He secluded himself in the alchemy room, squandering vast resources in pursuit of immortality.

As sect affairs fell into disarray, his four sons and three sons-in-law split into factions, constantly quarreling. Shortly after, Mu Song died suddenly.

With the help of his adopted son, the second son Mu Yinong eliminated all rival factions and ascended to leadership. However, the struggle took its toll on Mu Yinong’s health. He entrusted his young son, Mu Han, to his adopted brother before passing away.

Seven or eight years later, when Mu Han came of age, it’s hard to say if the adopted uncle willingly relinquished power. However, after Mu Han won over his only beloved daughter, the uncle had no choice but to accept the situation and content himself with doting on his grandchild.

This grandchild was Mu Qingyan’s great-grandfather, Mu Lingxiao.

Having benefited from his marriage, Mu Han believed that having a powerful father-in-law within the sect was invaluable. He arranged a similar match for his son, Mu Lingxiao. Although Mu Lingxiao reluctantly complied, he treated his wife coldly after marriage. Only after her death did he feel remorse, subsequently overindulging their only son, Mu Chen.

The subsequent events, involving Nie Hengcheng’s series of successful schemes, filled Mu Qingyan with anger, best left unmentioned.

The white paper was covered with densely written names, many surrounded by curved lines. Mu Qingyan was shocked to realize that his family had already undergone five generations of single inheritance.

Even if Mu Yinong hadn’t eliminated his siblings, even if Mu Lanyue’s younger siblings had living descendants, they would be beyond the fifth degree of kinship with Mu Qingyan. How could their appearance still closely resemble his?

Was Xi Yunke lying then? Did he fabricate the entanglement between Cai Pingshu and Mu Qingyan’s father to separate him from Zhaozao?

No, that didn’t seem right. The shock and disbelief in Xi Yunke’s expression didn’t appear feigned. He might lie about some matters, but he wouldn’t use Cai Pingshu to do so, especially not about such reputation-damaging affairs. He wouldn’t go to such lengths for Cai Zhao.

Mu Qingyan took another sheet of Xuelang paper and began drawing aimlessly. As he drew, he suddenly recalled an incident.

Shortly after learning to paint, he had jokingly offered to paint a portrait of his father, asking Mu Zhengming to sit still. Looking at his son, who appeared to be his replica, Mu Zhengming couldn’t help but tease him, suggesting he could simply paint his face in a mirror instead of troubling his old father.

Mu Qingyan casually remarked that his grandfather, Mu Chen, also looked just like them.

To his surprise, Mu Zhengming paused, then said that Mu Qingyan resembled his mother more—the unforgiving Ouyang Xue.

This implied that even if there were Mu family descendants beyond the fifth degree of kinship, they wouldn’t look so similar to him.

Mu Qingyan stopped writing and turned to the nearby mirror stand. The reflection showed a familiar handsome face with deep-set eyes and sharp features.

Ouyang Xue was undoubtedly a peerless beauty, captivating enough to enter the young sect leader Mu Chen at first sight. However, her temperament matched her extreme beauty—cold, proud, and ruthless.

Upon becoming the sect leader’s wife, she executed her stepmother who had caused her birth mother’s death, imprisoned her father who had allowed his first wife to die tragically, and stood by as her young half-siblings perished from shock.

Thus, the Ouyang family line also ended.

Mu Qingyan drew a small circle on the Xuelang paper, containing only three names—Ouyang Xue, Mu Zhengming, and himself. Where exactly had the discrepancy occurred?

He pondered deeply, sifting through memories and exploring every detail of past events, but to no avail.

Slamming down his jade brush in frustration, he considered visiting his grandparents’ residence again. Suddenly, he froze as if a subtle thought had flitted across his mind, stirring hidden memories.

His grandparents’ home was grand and imposing, with every decoration exquisite and luxurious. Only one place stood out—the nursery where Ouyang Xue had stayed after giving birth. The spacious bed is suitable for a baby to roll around, the soft and cozy corners, the intentionally lowered ceiling to maintain warmth…

Mu Qingyan’s eyes suddenly widened as he realized what had been amiss. He had vaguely sensed something odd about it at first glance.

At that moment, Jade Pendulum Elder Yan Xu and Uncle Cheng arrived one after another.

Yan Xu had been drinking and reading when he received the summons, so he hurried over. Although he was closer to the Busi Pavilion, he came on foot. Uncle Cheng, who had already reached halfway up the mountain, arrived on a golden-winged giant eagle, beating Yan Xu by two steps.

Without exchanging pleasantries, Mu Qingyan directly asked, “Elder Yan, Uncle Cheng, I have an old matter to inquire about. Did my great-grandfather and great-grandmother Ouyang only have my father as their son?”

As soon as the words left his mouth, both the slightly tipsy Yan Xu and the respectful, kindly Uncle Cheng visibly changed their expressions.

Knowing he had hit upon something, Mu Qingyan narrowed his eyes and continued slowly, enunciating each word, “Or should I ask, didn’t my father have a twin brother?”
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Silence filled the study. Mu Qingyan, without pressing for answers, continued speaking: “The first time I entered great-grandmother Ouyang’s nursery, I found it strange. The ceiling had numerous rings for hanging cradles, arranged in groups of four. At every location—by the window, bedside, and table—there were eight rings in parallel. This suggests there were two cradles.”

Unable to withstand Mu Qingyan’s cold gaze, Yan Xu glanced at Uncle Cheng, who kept his head lowered. Reluctantly, Yan Xu spoke first, “Young Master, your guess is correct. It’s not a secret; most of the elders know…”

“Few elders remain now,” Mu Qingyan said coolly.

Nervously stroking his beard, Yan Xu stammered, “It was the previous master… uh, Nie Hengcheng, who forbade mentioning the second young master. I didn’t intend to conceal anything.”

“The Mu family doesn’t taboo twins. Why did Nie Hengcheng prohibit mentioning this?” Mu Qingyan asked, puzzled.

“It’s all because of your grandmother, Lady Ouyang!” Yan Xu exclaimed, accidentally pulling out some of his beard hairs in frustration.

Wincing at the lost whiskers, the old man continued, “The second young master was named Mu Yang, born half an hour after the first. All the elders attended their one-month celebration… Ah only myself and that old tortoise Lu Fengchun remain from that banquet. Alas, an unwise marriage brings misfortune to the family!”

“Skip the nonsense. Focus on the important details,” Mu Qingyan said impatiently.

Yan Xu got to the point: “Your great-grandfather merely wanted to take a second wife. What’s wrong with a man having three wives and four concubines? But Lady Ouyang was relentless. Even after the old master retracted his intention, she still demanded a divorce and wanted to take both sons. This was unacceptable! Lady Ouyang could leave if she wished, but the young masters were Mu family descendants. The old master and Elder Chou wouldn’t allow it!”

“Unexpectedly, Lady Ouyang held a blade to her throat, threatening to spill blood if her demands weren’t met. Sigh, the old master, out of sentiment, compromised and let her take the second young master.”

Mu Qingyan coldly snorted, “Womanly mercy, utterly senseless.”

“Well said, Young Master!” Yan Xu applauded, greatly impressed. “The old master’s actions aren’t for us to judge, but this was truly inappropriate. It’s one thing to yield to a woman’s tantrum in small matters, but using one’s heir and flesh and blood as leverage! Young Master, you must stand firm and not let women lead you by the nose…”

“Enough rambling. Continue with the story,” Mu Qingyan’s face darkened.

Yan Xu cleared his throat and resumed: “Everyone thought Lady Ouyang, with her mediocre martial arts and lack of worldly knowledge, would return after a few days of hardship. Who knew she’d be so stubborn and extreme, hiding in the countryside for three years? When the old master found her, she was critically ill, barely clinging to life.”

“What about Mu Yang?” Mu Qingyan pressed.

“Dead,” Yan Xu sighed.

“Dead?” Mu Qingyan was shocked.

Yan Xu explained: “To welcome Lady Ouyang back, the old master brought Nie Hengcheng and us Seven Star Elders. Despite our pleas and inquiries, Lady Ouyang claimed the second young master had died of plague shortly after leaving Hanhai Mountain Range. We dug up a small coffin under an old crooked tree in the backyard, containing a child’s corpse.”

Mu Qingyan slammed the table: “If she couldn’t care for the child properly, why insist on taking him in the first place?”

“Young Master, you don’t understand. Lady Ouyang did it deliberately,” Yan Xu’s voice filled with resentment. “She blamed the old master for being unfaithful and wanted to punish him severely by making him suffer the pain of losing a child! If not for Elder Chou’s adamant refusal, even the first young master might not have escaped an untimely death. Hmph, such a woman, truly… truly…”

He trailed off, likely holding back unsavory words.

“On her deathbed, Lady Ouyang still bitterly accused the old master, blaming him for the child’s tragic fate due to his unfaithfulness. Sigh, the old master, already frail, couldn’t withstand such a shock and fell gravely ill upon returning.”

While Yan Xu continued lamenting, Mu Qingyan sharply asked, “Did Mu Yang die?”

“We all thought so,” Yan Xu frowned. “But over twenty years ago, just after the first young master’s fifteenth birthday, a youth who looked identical to him burst into Jile Palace, claiming to be Mu Yang. According to him, Lady Ouyang couldn’t bear to let her son die of illness, so she left him with a hunter’s family near Hanhai Mountain Range and buried another child’s corpse in the backyard.”

Mu Qingyan raised an eyebrow but remained silent.

“The first young master was overjoyed, and Nie Hengcheng allowed the youth to stay without objection,” Yan Xu continued. “However, a month later, Nie Hengcheng suddenly summoned the Seven Star Elders and publicly accused the youth of being an impostor.”

“Nie Hengcheng brought forth the hunter’s extended family and neighbors. They all claimed the youth was the hunter couple’s biological son who, upon seeing the first young master’s likeness and hearing about Lady Ouyang’s story while working in a mountain village, conceived the idea of impersonation. To climb the social ladder, he even set fire to his parents’ home.”

“The first young master and Elder Chou were skeptical, given the youth’s uncanny resemblance. Nie Hengcheng had Zhao Tianba bring five or six youths of similar age who somewhat resembled the first young master. He argued that these were just from the Hanhai Mountain Range vicinity, and a wider search might yield even closer lookalikes. Nie Hengcheng emphasized that similar appearances aren’t rare, and even identical looks shouldn’t be the sole basis for recognizing kinship.”

Mu Qingyan commented coolly, “Nie Hengcheng’s actions were indeed meticulous.”

Yan Xu shook his head, sighing: “The youth grew desperate and recounted many childhood memories shared with the first young master. Nie Hengcheng then accused him of being a spy from the Six Northern Sects, aiming to disrupt our sect.”

“At this point, no one dared to affirm the youth’s authenticity. After all, Lady Ouyang had insisted the second young master was dead, and we had even reburied the corpse in the Mu family’s ancestral tomb. Even Elder Chou hesitated, fearing the responsibility of tainting the Mu family bloodline if the youth proved false.”

“Nie Hengcheng insisted on executing the youth as a deterrent against future impostors. The first young master refused, and Elder Chou argued that if genuine, they’d be killing the old master’s flesh and blood. Eventually, they compromised: the first young master would keep the youth under watch, and Nie Hengcheng wouldn’t insist on execution. However, they branded a red-hot iris-shaped iron on the youth’s neck, here…” Yan Xu pointed to the left rear side of his neck, “…to distinguish him from the first young master and prevent future trouble.”

Mu Qingyan coldly remarked, “Why not brand his face? Wouldn’t that make it easier to tell them apart?”

“Nie Hengcheng initially wanted to, but the first young master refused,” Yan Xu explained wearily. “Afterward, I heard nothing more of this youth’s whereabouts. I assume the first young master found a suitable place for him. Nie Hengcheng forbade further mention of this impersonator…”

The old man scratched his head, “But it hardly matters now. Most who knew about this have either died or forgotten—compared to the later turmoil in the sect, this impostor incident seems trivial.”

This was true; until yesterday, Mu Qingyan wouldn’t have considered a twenty-year-old impersonation attempt significant.

“That’s all I know,” Yan Xu said, lowering his voice and furrowing his brow. “Young Master, why do you suddenly ask about this? Is there some development outside?”

Mu Qingyan replied, “There’s someone outside claiming to be my uncle, leaving me a mountain of gold.”

“Really?!” Yan Xu’s eyes lit up with excitement.

“No,” Mu Qingyan said coldly. “Thirteen, fetch two jars of aged wine from the cellar for Elder Yan and see him out.”

Yan Xu, embarrassed, stroked his thinning beard and hurriedly left.

Only Mu Qingyan and Uncle Cheng remained in the study.

Mu Qingyan relaxed back into his chair, his expression impassive. “Uncle Cheng, it’s your turn to speak.”

Uncle Cheng bit his lip, then sighed, “This old servant doesn’t care about Nie’s orders, but Young Master Mu Ming left instructions I can’t ignore.”

“Uncle Cheng should know I wouldn’t press you like this if it weren’t important.”

Uncle Cheng reluctantly began, “As Elder Yan said, after Nie branded the youth, the young master took him away… He was housed here in Busi Pavilion on Huanglao Peak. For the next few years, the youth behaved, practicing martial arts by the stream behind the mountain and reading in the Nine Provinces Scriptures Pavilion…”

Mu Qingyan’s brow furrowed, “Father allowed him into the Nine Provinces Scriptures Pavilion? Could he truly be my uncle?”

“Yes, he was Young Master Yang,” Uncle Cheng confirmed. “Though there was no concrete evidence, the young master said he felt an immediate kinship upon seeing him. Moreover, the youth recounted many old stories only known to the brothers.”

“Then why didn’t Father publicly acknowledge his identity?” Mu Qingyan pressed.

“To protect Young Master Yang’s life,” Uncle Cheng sighed.

Mu Qingyan raised an eyebrow in surprise.

Uncle Cheng explained wearily, “Can’t you see, young master? While Elder Chou was uncertain, Nie Hengcheng would never allow Young Master Yang’s identity to be confirmed, regardless of its truth.”

He continued, “Nie Hengcheng maintained his position because the young master showed no interest in competing. But Young Master Yang was different. During his first month in Jile Palace, Nie Hengcheng had people secretly observing his every move… Put simply, if Young Master Yang’s identity was confirmed, he could have challenged Nie Hengcheng’s authority the moment the young master left for his spiritual journey, using his status as the Mu family’s sole young master.”

Mu Qingyan asked, “It seems Mu Yang was ambitious?”

“Indeed. Stubborn, determined, and intense, as if his very soul burned hot,” Uncle Cheng recalled their first meeting, the scarred youth like a blazing flame, his tattered clothes unable to hide his striking beauty.

Mu Qingyan mused, “Such a person, Nie Hengcheng indeed couldn’t ignore. Especially with one aging and one young, the future was uncertain.”

Uncle Cheng continued, “The young master, having grown up beside Nie Hengcheng, knew him best. Nie was resolved to eliminate any threat to his position, even by force if necessary. With his vast influence, open attacks could be avoided, but hidden dangers were everywhere. Afterward, he could claim to have executed a Northern Six Sects spy. The young master had to secretly agree with Nie not to insist on recognizing Young Master Yang, and in return, Nie wouldn’t kill him.”

Mu Qingyan pondered, then asked softly, “Did my uncle resent Father for not acknowledging him?”

“No, Young Master Yang understood Nie’s murderous intent and the young master’s actions. However…” Uncle Cheng hesitated, “It seems he harbored some resentment, or he wouldn’t have later hurt the young master.”

“What? He hurt Father?” Mu Qingyan became instantly alert.

Uncle Cheng explained, “Shortly after your birth, Young Master Yang suddenly returned from outside—he’d been frequently sneaking out those years.”

Mu Qingyan exclaimed, “So it was that time! It wasn’t Nie Hengcheng’s doing, but his! Hmph, Father kindly sheltered him, and he repaid kindness with enmity!”

“No, no! Young Master Yang didn’t intend to harm the young master, but to snatch you away!” Uncle Cheng blurted out.

Mu Qingyan was stunned, and then a wave of indescribable horror washed over him. “Could it be… am I his…?”

“No, absolutely not!” Uncle Cheng, guessing Mu Qingyan’s thoughts, hastily explained, “Lady Ruoshui grew close to the young master, and her pregnancy lasted over a year. During this time, Young Master Yang wasn’t even in the Hanhai Mountain Range. He returned when Lady Ruoshui was already heavily pregnant—you are indeed the young master’s flesh and blood!”

Mu Qingyan straightened, relieved. “Uncle Cheng, please finish your story in one go next time.”

Uncle Cheng, embarrassed, lowered his voice, “This old servant doesn’t know Young Master Yang’s motives for trying to take you. The brothers were talking peacefully, then suddenly quarreled. When I rushed into the courtyard, I saw your wet nurse and maids injured. Young Master Yang was lunging towards a bundle on the ground, forcing the young master to use all his strength to drive him out of Jile Palace. I chased after them but couldn’t catch up.”

Mu Qingyan asked difficultly, “So Father didn’t leave to recover from injuries, but to pursue Mu Yang?”

“Yes,” Uncle Cheng sighed. “I guess the young master chased Young Master Yang far away and was too severely injured to return immediately. Young Master Yang must have been injured too, or his unyielding nature wouldn’t have allowed him to give up trying to take you.”

Mu Qingyan sank back into his chair, his emotions in turmoil.

“That was the last time this old servant saw Young Master Yang. I heard nothing more of him until years later when the young master brought you back to live in Busi Pavilion. One night, Hero Chang brought a frail young woman to visit.”

Mu Qingyan tensed again, “Was it the night I had a fever? Who was that woman?”

Uncle Cheng confirmed it was, adding, “This old servant didn’t know her. After serving tea, I left, but I overheard her say to the young master, ‘I’ve long heard your name, but only now do we meet.'”

Mu Qingyan stared at Uncle Cheng, “So, that night was their first meeting?”

Uncle Cheng nodded, continuing, “They talked most of the night. Hero Chang and the woman left near dawn. When I asked, the young master said she came to return Young Master Yang’s belongings.”

“So Mu Yang died?”

Uncle Cheng replied, “The young master said so. Afterward, he forbade me from mentioning Young Master Yang again.”

Mu Qingyan, his emotions settling, finally said, “…I thought that woman came for Father, but it seems she was connected to Mu Yang.” He had nearly guessed her identity.

“If only the young master had met her earlier,” Uncle Cheng said regretfully.

Mu Qingyan tilted his head, “What do you mean?”

Uncle Cheng hesitated, then sighed, “I’ve served the young master for decades. He’s always been detached, never overly passionate about people or things… I’ve never seen him look at anyone that way or speak so openly as he did that night.”

He recalled, “When I went in to refill tea and snacks, I saw the woman was only moderately pretty, but her eyes were remarkable. To this day, only Miss Zhaozao’s eyes compare.”

“I overheard them chatting about everything under the sun. Despite her frailty, the woman seemed carefree, and fearless even in her illness. I thought they were well-matched—the young master so detached, unbound by fame or fortune. If only they had met earlier…”

Mu Qingyan sat motionless, like a stone statue—finally understanding why he felt a sense of familiarity upon first seeing Cai Zhao in Meilin Valley, why he so loved the way she looked at him.

The feverish five-year-old boy had crawled over, peering through the lattice. Unable to see the visitor’s face clearly, he only remembered those brilliant, carefree eyes and his father’s hearty laughter.

“Did that woman ever come back?” He heard his strained voice ask.

Uncle Cheng sighed, “I secretly asked the young master. He said she was gravely ill, barely able to leave her bed. This visit had already been a great risk. I urged the young master to go find her, but he sighed, ‘She was once an eagle soaring the skies, now confined to a sickbed. How could I face her?’ After that, he forbade me from mentioning her again.”
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The old man’s voice quavered like seaweed floating on the ocean, filled with regret and sorrow for the deceased.

Mu Qingyan paced restlessly in the dim room, his anger unabated. He suddenly stopped, gripping the table firmly, and said in a low voice, “Why did Father live this way? He never once lived according to his wishes!”

Clenching his fist, he slammed it on the table. “I will never live like him. Never!”

“Young Master, has something happened?” Cheng Bo asked anxiously.

Mu Qingyan didn’t answer. He closed his eyes, deep in thought.

Most of the clues are now aligned. After Mu Yang completed his initial training, he snuck out of the Hanhai Mountain Range. Whether intentionally or not, he met Cai Pingshu. The man who accompanied Cai Pingshu to collect Snow Kirin Dragon’s saliva on the snowy mountain must have been him.

Moreover, Mu Yang had discovered in the Jiuzhou Treasure Pavilion’s records that Purple Jade Golden Sunflower could treat injuries caused by the Netherworld Cold Qi. When Shi Er Xia was injured, he informed Cai Pingshu of this.

Only two things remained unexplained:

First, why did Mu Yang try to snatch Mu Qingyan as an infant?

Second, if Mu Yang hated Nie Hengcheng for preventing him from returning to his ancestral home, why did he help Nie Hengcheng harm Cai Pingshu’s brothers?

Setting these questions aside, the most urgent matter was to prove his father Mu Ming’s innocence.

He had to let Zhaozao know that his father had always been indifferent to fame and fortune, and though he had been wronged, he had never wronged anyone else.

However, mere words wouldn’t convince Qi Yunke, Cai Pingchun, and others. They might not trust the words of someone from the “Demon Sect.”

He needed solid evidence.

Mu Qingyan suddenly opened his eyes and said, “Uncle Cheng, you mentioned earlier that a woman came to deliver Mu Yang’s belongings. Where are those items? I’ve gone through Father’s possessions many times but never saw them.”

Cheng Bo took a moment to respond, “Young Master, there’s a box in the Busi Study. He… he had everything else buried with him.”

“In Father’s grave?” Mu Qingyan hesitated.

Cheng Bo replied, “No, no, in the Master and Mistress’s grave.”

“Ah that’s fine then,” Mu Qingyan said.

He had been reluctant to disturb his father’s resting place, but he had no such qualms about his grandparents’ tomb. If they hadn’t been so caught up in their love and grudges, young Mu Ming wouldn’t have had to rely on Nie Hengcheng for survival. They wouldn’t have buried such great trouble as Mu Yang, leading to all the subsequent regrets.

Parents who failed to raise their children properly deserved to have their graves disturbed.

Arriving at the Mu family’s ancestral graves in the back mountain, they passed through two towering guardian stone beasts and a gloomy forest. Mu Qingyan led Cheng Bo and Lian Shisan to stand before Mu Chen and his wife’s grave.

Cheng Bo muttered, “Young Master, how can you dig up your grandparents’ grave?”

“You’re right, it’s not appropriate for me to dig,” Mu Qingyan said, handing the hoe to Lian Shisan. “Shisan, you do it.”

Cheng Bo was speechless.

Since Mu Yang’s belongings were buried years later, Lian Shisan quickly found a large stone box at the edge of the grave by following the different soil disturbance patterns.

Mu Qingyan split open the stone box with his palm force. Inside lay a purple wooden box about two palms long and three inches thick. He opened the peach blossom-shaped brass latch and carefully examined the contents—Mu Qingyan’s lips curled into a slight smile. He had found the evidence.

As they left the Mu family graveyard, Hu Fengge, Hui Yin, and others led by Lü Fengchun were waiting outside.

Impatient to discuss with them, Mu Qingyan said he had urgent business to attend to and instructed them to maintain their positions and watch over the Hanhai Mountain Range.

Before leaving, Mu Qingyan suddenly turned back and asked, “Where has Shangguan Haonan been recently?”

Hu Fengge bowed and answered, “Reporting to the Sect Leader, Altar Master Shangguan took leave, saying his beloved concubine is pregnant and he wanted to be with her.”

Seeing Mu Qingyan frown, Lü Fengchun smiled apologetically, “The Shangguan family has had only one son for eight generations, so, understandably, Altar Master Shangguan is anxious.”

Mu Qingyan turned and said, “Having children is a joyous occasion. Uncle Cheng, please send a generous gift on my behalf.”

Cheng Bo agreed to do so immediately and left with Lian Shisan.

After dismissing the others, Mu Qingyan summoned the Golden-winged Giant Roc, holding the purple wooden box under one arm, and sped towards Taichu Observatory.

The cold wind whipped his face, but his chest burned with a fire. He longed to step on Qi Yunke’s face for accusing his father and throw a bucket of cold water on Cai Zhao’s head to punish her for that moment of distrust in her eyes.

Several days later, Mu Qingyan arrived at the village near Taichu Observatory.

He dismissed the Golden-winged Giant Roc in the wilderness and traveled by night to populated areas to inquire about the situation of the Six Northern Sects. Everyone he asked said that “Taichu Observatory’s leader Wang Yuanjing was buried a few days ago, and they’re holding a memorial service at the observatory today.”

Mu Qingyan felt a surge of anxiety and infiltrated Taichu Observatory that night.

In the darkness, he quickly subdued a young acolyte and asked where Cai Zhao was staying. The trembling boy pointed to a place and said, “Miss Cai is staying next door to Master Cai and his wife.”

Mu Qingyan was skeptical, so he subdued a servant and a worker, receiving the same answer before believing it. With Cai Pingchun and his wife nearby, it would be difficult to have a detailed conversation with Zhaozao.

Inside the brightly lit room, Ning Xiaofeng was holding up a new piece of indigo silk brocade against her husband, chattering, “Zhaozao, do you think this fabric suits your father? Isn’t it both dignified and impressive? If I start making it now, it’ll be ready for your father to wear by autumn. Should I make a straight-collared robe or a crossed-collar wide-sleeved one?”

As Cai Zhao was about to speak, Cai Pingchun patted his wife’s hand affectionately, “Don’t make it yourself. Let the seamstresses do it. Remember how you pricked your fingers last time? Zhaozao, persuade your mother not to do it.”

As Cai Zhao was about to speak again, Ning Xiaofeng pouted, “But I like making clothes for you.”

Cai Pingchun said gently, “Most women in the world can sew, but how many can create a fragrance that repels snakes, insects, rats, and ants within half a mile? How many can make antidotes for ninety percent of the poisons in the world? You’re different from them. Among the countless women in the world, there’s only one Ning Xiaofeng.”

Cai Zhao rested her face in her hands, watching with little enthusiasm.

“You are unique and irreplaceable”—these were probably the words women loved to hear most. Who would have thought that her usually taciturn and aloof father had such a repertoire for pleasing his wife?

Sure enough, Ning Xiaofeng’s cheeks flushed, and she gazed at her husband with adoration. Cai Pingchun returned her loving gaze.

Cai Zhao stood up languidly. “I think I’ll go to bed. Father, Mother, please rest well.” Being a child was not easy; one needed to know when to make a swift and timely exit.

Mu Qingyan crouched silently outside the western pavilion for a moment. Across a slender corridor were two rooms: the left dark and seemingly vacant, the right dimly lit with shadows of a man and woman visible through the window paper—likely the Cai couple.

Hidden in dense foliage, the young man frowned slightly. Why weren’t the Cais asleep while Zhaozao was awake? This complicated matters.

After brief consideration, he decided to avoid arguing with the girl. He’d explain Mu Yang’s situation, leave the purple box, and depart without disturbing the Cais.

His Qingyun Leap technique had become ethereal and subtle, allowing him to move through the night like a fish in deep water. He gently broke the wooden latch with his palm force, opened the window slightly, and slipped inside.

The familiar scent of the girl’s sweet orange soap filled the room. Mu Qingyan smiled slightly; though he had no intention of stealing, he was quite experienced in sneaking into Cai Zhao’s room. As he took a few steps toward the round table in the dim moonlight, a chilling sensation suddenly washed over him, as if a fierce beast in the jungle had locked onto its prey.

Trouble! It’s a trap!

Mu Qingyan’s body reacted faster than thought. Just as he was about to leap back, a tremendous explosion rocked the room. Debris of stone, brick, tile, and wood showered down. With a series of clangs from above and all sides, five massive iron grilles forged from dark iron instantly closed around him, trapping him inside!

Blood oozed from cuts all over Mu Qingyan’s body. His ears rang, and a searing pain tore through his internal organs. Blood surged to his lips.

The room lay in ruins. Moonlight poured through the gaping hole in the roof. Ignoring his injuries, he quickly looked up. The four iron grilles were each taller than a man, with even larger iron surfaces at the top and bottom, enclosing him along with the table and chairs.

Amid uproarious laughter, a large group of armed men entered the shattered room, led by the various sect leaders.

Song Shijun was particularly gleeful, his laughter revealing even his back molars: “Haha! I knew you’d return! It wasn’t in vain that we posted men at every village entrance, watching day and night to send word by pigeon at first sight of you. Haha! You’re young indeed—in two hundred years, you’re the first Demon Sect leader to fall into our Northern Chen prison. Haha!”

Qi Yunke glared hatefully at the iron cage: “Someone, cripple this villain’s dantian meridians first!”

Song Shijun choked on his laughter, coughing repeatedly: “No, no! Brother Yunke, don’t be rash. Let’s talk this through!”

“Talk? What’s there to discuss? He’s harmed Pingshu and many brothers. What’s wrong with killing him to avenge them?” Qi Yunke’s eyes reddened as he thought of his sworn brothers who had died alongside Cai Pingshu.

“That’s right! Crippling him is too much trouble. Let’s just chop off his hands and feet. Wouldn’t that be quicker?” Yang Heying’s smile was venomous.

Song Yuzi, standing behind them, wore a complex expression. He stepped forward: “Master if you want to kill him to avenge our predecessors, I have nothing to say. But please think of Sister Zhaozao! You can kill him but don’t humiliate him to death. Otherwise, Sister Zhaozao will never forget him for the rest of her life!”

Qi Yunke hesitated.

“We’ve been at odds with the Demon Sect for two hundred years. Are we going to hold back because of one little girl? If you won’t do it, I will!” Yang Heying, thinking of the fame he’d gain by defeating the Demon Sect leader, raised his sword to attack.

Song Shijun grabbed him: “Lao Yang, have you lost your mind? Brother Yunke wants to avenge Cai Pingshu, why are you butting in? Yes, we’ve caught Mu Qingyan, but the Demon Sect is still intact! Have you forgotten how my father-in-law and your old master boasted about Nie Hengcheng’s death, only to face deadly retaliation from the Nie clan? It took three days to piece together your old master’s corpse. Can the Siqimen afford such a loss now?”

Yang Heying stopped in his tracks, his expression flickering.

Li Yuanmin glared at Mu Qingyan with hatred: “My senior brother was tortured into a human pig. Now that my Taichu Observatory is in ruins, this is heaven’s justice! Even if Lady Cai Pingshu were here today, she would agree!”

Song Shijun lost patience with him: “If you’re so capable, go catch people yourself! We carefully set up these traps and mechanisms! Get out of the way and stop babbling!”

Zhou Zhizhen suddenly spoke: “I never heard about what happened back then. Only now do I learn that Pingshu and the others didn’t have to die? With brothers like Zhuge, they could have lived well, married, and enjoyed life. Yet in their prime, they were brutally murdered by a villain, dying with eyes wide open. Such a great grudge cannot go unavenged. I’ll kill him myself, without involving the rest of you.”

He drew his gleaming long sword, his usually gentle face now ashen: “Sect Leader Mu, I bear you no personal grudge, but you must pay for your father’s sins. If you must blame someone, blame your father…”

“Don’t carelessly implicate my father!” Mu Qingyan sat on the round stool, gripping the iron bars. “I came here today to clarify this matter. The person who deceived and killed your comrades wasn’t my father, but someone else.”

Qi Yunke raged: “The man looked exactly like you. If not your father, who else could it be?”

Mu Qingyan’s cold gaze swept over him, “Sect Leader Qi, did the man have a blood-red brand on his neck…”

Qi Yunke’s pupils constricted: “On the left side of his neck, an iris flower!”

Mu Qingyan smiled coldly: “His name was Mu Yang. He and my father were twins.”

“Mu Yang?!” Qi Yunke’s expression was bewildered; Cai Pingshu had never told her the man’s name.

Zhou Zhizhen said coldly: “We’ve never heard of Mu Ming having a brother. You can’t shirk responsibility so easily!”

“Of course, I know no one would believe mere words. See for yourselves.” Mu Qingyan pointed to the purple wooden box on the windowsill. “This contains Mu Yang’s belongings, personally delivered to my father by Lady Cai.”

Though Song Shijun and Yang Heying were curious, they didn’t dare step forward as the matter involved Cai Pingshu’s personal effects.

Qi Yunke and Zhou Zhizhen exchanged glances. Finally, Zhou Zhizhen went to pick up the purple box. Noticing the brass latch in the shape of a peach blossom, commonly used in Luoying Valley, he opened it with trembling hands and looked inside…

He covered his face in anguish, his shaking body leaning against the broken wall, emitting low, painful groans.

Qi Yunke hurried to support him and took the box to look for himself.

The purple wooden box contained various items: a slightly yellowed pearl flower hairpin, a pair of translucent jade bracelets as clear as a calm pond, a bloodstained handkerchief, two different types of hair tied together with a silk ribbon, and a red engagement contract with gold embossing…

Qi Yunke picked up the pearl flower hairpin—for convenience, Cai Pingshu rarely wore accessories, but Qi Yunke had seen her wear this particular hairpin many times. The flower was made of nine thumb-sized pearls, while the pin itself was crafted from pure mutton-fat jade, carved into a twisted flower pattern.

Qi Yunke held the hairpin up to examine it in the moonlight. At the base of the pin was carved the character “Yang” in a flowing, slender style. With a “clink,” the pearl flower jade hairpin fell back into the wooden box. Qi Yunke seemed to have lost all strength, slumping down weakly.

As Cai Zhao was about to leave, she suddenly turned back: “We’ve been staying in the western pavilion all this time. Why did we suddenly move to this guest room tonight?”

Ning Xiaofeng lowered her head, examining the fabric.

Cai Pingchun’s expression remained calm, “You haven’t been eating or sleeping well these past few days. You’ve lost a lot of weight. Zhaozao, this isn’t good. Now that you know it’s a dead end, there’s no use in overthinking it.”

Cai Zhao frowned, looking at her parents suspiciously.

Suddenly, a tremendous explosion came from afar, as if the ground itself had bounced.

Cai Zhao lost her balance, her forehead striking the doorframe with a thud.

“What’s happening…” She rubbed her forehead, looking towards the direction of their former residence in the western wing.

As she turned a questioning gaze to her parents, Cai Pingchun and Ning Xiaofeng remained silent.

Cai Zhao felt a sharp pain in her head as if pricked by a tiny needle. A sense of unease washed over her. “What have you been plotting behind my back?!”

Shocked and anxious, she didn’t wait for her parents to answer. She flung open the bamboo curtain and rushed out!

Her Feihua Crossing technique was graceful; the Taichu Observatory disciples on guard barely glimpsed her before she flashed past.

The closer she got to the western wing, the more disciples she saw hurrying about. Cai Zhao paused to catch her breath by a secluded flowering tree. In her haste, she saw a large group of people approaching, surrounding something…

The moonlight was exceptionally clear that night. Cai Zhao saw eight strong disciples carrying a massive iron cage, surrounded by vigilant disciples with drawn weapons and the various sect leaders.

Why is he in the cage? Why are they treating him like a wild beast?

Why is he covered in blood? Was he badly injured by that massive explosion earlier? Are his internal organs damaged?

Where’s Mother? Where’s Fan Xingjia? Who will treat his wounds?

Cai Zhao covered her mouth, seemingly deaf to all sound except the chilling sight of the dark iron cage before her.

“What are you doing?!” Her voice came out hoarse as she desperately rushed forward, only to be caught from behind by Song Yuzi, who had just arrived.

“You can’t go now!” Song Yuzi frantically lowered his voice, tightly restraining the girl. “Don’t make this worse!”

Fan Xingjia arrived, out of breath. “Zhaozao, listen to me. You can’t act rashly now, with so many people watching! Before, your relationship with him was just rumors. If you rush out now, you’ll confirm the accusations of colluding with the Demon Sect! Don’t forget that Master Li is here too. He carries the Nine Yin Bone-Piercing Whip for executions!”

“Mind your own business! Let me go!” Cai Zhao was in a panic, unable to listen to reason. As she was about to struggle, she suddenly felt a numbness in her neck and collapsed limply.

Song Yuzi quickly caught her. He and Fan Xingjia turned to look behind them.

They saw Ding Zhuo standing there, his fingers extended. He said lazily, “If you two kept arguing, even the deaf would have heard.”

Volume Five – Gentle River Chapter 117
As dawn finally broke after a night of chaos, the contents of the purple wooden box were spread out on the table.

“These bracelets are exquisite,” Ning Xiaofeng said, her eyes reddening as she examined the jade pair. “Sister Pingshu never cared for jingling accessories, yet she adored these. Even when not wearing them, she’d wrap them carefully in silk and keep them close.”

She set the bracelets down next to the pearl flower hairpin in the box, sighing, “I suppose, like the hairpin, these were gifts from that scoundrel.”

Meanwhile, Cai Pingchun finished examining the bloodstained handkerchief embroidered with the character ‘Yang’. He silently folded it back into the box—recalling how his sister once returned injured but smiling, saying she had “eliminated all the villains”. He remembered her arm had been bandaged with this very handkerchief.

Finally, only the bundle of hair and the red engagement contract remained on the table.

The contract contained their betrothal vows. Besides the usual expressions of mutual affection, it concluded with “We shall complete our marriage when the stars and moon are at peace and the world is tranquil.” The calligraphy matched the bold, slender style of the engraving on the hairpin, except for the signature “Cai Pingshu” in her familiar handwriting.

The tightly bound hair consisted of Cai Pingshu’s fine, slightly flaxen strands and another lock so intensely black it seemed to have a hint of blue—like Mu Qingyan’s raven-feather hair.

“‘Hair bound together, husband and wife, love and trust unquestioned.’ So that’s how it was…” Zhou Zhizhen sat dazed by the window, maintaining the same posture since Qi Yunke had helped him there.

Qi Yunke spoke softly beside him: “Brother Zhizhen, Pingshu didn’t mean to deceive us. That Mu scoundrel… he seemed so decent at first! Highly skilled, carefree, shrugging off even severe injuries. He’d follow Pingshu anywhere, through fire and water. Even I thought he was worth befriending. Ah who could have known…!”

“Let it go. We were all more naive ten years ago, seeing the best in everyone,” Ning Xiaofeng muttered. “A few words of encouragement from Yin Dai, and you’d worship the ground he walked on. A few glances from Yin Sulian, and you’d think she was a celestial being—how could we judge anyone’s true character?”

Qi Yunke’s face reddened: “Even so, I never breathed a word about Pingshu and that Mu scoundrel to my master or Sulian!”

Cai Pingchun sighed: “I almost wish you hadn’t been so tight-lipped back then.”

“Let the past be past,” Zhou Zhizhen suddenly spoke. “What do we do now?”

His words were met with silence from the other three.

Ning Xiaofeng exchanged a glance with her husband and tentatively suggested: “Mu Qingyan isn’t that scoundrel’s son…”

“Not his son, but his nephew,” Zhou Zhizhen said coldly. “And now the last remaining heir of the Mu clan. Though the Nie uncle and nephew have been in power these past decades, the Mu clan’s hands weren’t clean of Northern Chen disciples’ blood for over a hundred years before that!”

Qi Yunke slapped his thigh: “Right, we should eliminate this boy too, so he stops trying to seduce Zhaozao!”

Ning Xiaofeng couldn’t help but ask: “Do you think Zhaozao will settle down after Mu Qingyan is gone? That she’ll marry, have children, and live a peaceful life?”

Qi Yunke fell silent. “Then what should we do? Let him keep sneaking around to see Zhaozao. Xiaochun, say something.”

After a moment, Cai Pingchun spoke: “I recall my sister’s suffering years ago, bedridden and coughing blood. Now I realize it didn’t have to be that way.”

Ning Xiaofeng clutched her skirt, her eyes filled with resentment. Qi Yunke angrily clenched his fist.

Zhou Zhizhen closed his eyes in pain. “If Pingshu’s death led to the Demon Sect’s mass retaliation, I’ll accept that!”

In the quiet morning courtyard, two sect leaders strolled.

“We helped capture Mu Qingyan. Why aren’t we included in their discussion?” Yang Heying complained bitterly. “Even Brother Song left quietly without a word!”

Song Shijun replied calmly: “It’s better not to be involved. Smart people make smart choices… Ah I was foolish earlier. Now we’ve caught a hot potato and don’t know how to handle it.”

Yang Heying asked, confused: “What do you mean? What hot potato?”

Song Shijun explained: “Yang, we’ve had peace with the Demon Sect for over a decade. Do we want to reignite conflict?”

Yang Heying stroked his bare chin, falling silent.

“Honestly, we have no real grudge against this Mu boy. He’s only been in power for a short time,” Song Shijun sighed. “If we kill him, will the countless Demon Sect followers swallow this bitter pill? They’ll use any underhanded method for revenge. Are you willing to risk your beloved wife, children, and those two new concubines?”

Yang Heying retorted: “What two concubines? It’s only two!”

“Never mind that,” Song Shijun waved dismissively. “But if we release him, won’t it seem like we fear the Demon Sect? Where would we put our faces then? So you see, it’s a hot potato.”

“Are you saying we shouldn’t have captured Mu in the first place?” Yang Heying asked.

“Indeed. I was rash earlier,” Song Shijun admitted. “Qi Yunke, Zhou Zhizhen, and the Cai couple are fixated on avenging Cai Pingshu, but why should we get involved in that?”

He sighed and walked ahead, hands clasped behind his back.

Watching Song Shijun’s retreating figure, Yang Heying’s face twisted into a vicious expression. He muttered to himself: “Hmph, Qi Yunke is reckless, Zhou Zhizhen is too mild, Qiu Yuanfeng is too far away. The Song family benefited most after Nie Hengcheng. These past years, Guangtian Gate has devoured the surrounding Demon Sect forces, gorging themselves. No wonder they don’t want trouble now, but others are still hungry! We’ll see about that!”

In the innermost cell of Taichu Observatory’s dungeon:

Song Yuzi stood steadfast before the iron bars, refusing to move. Four Guangtian Gate disciples and Ding Zhuo with other Qingque Sect disciples stood behind him, facing the resentful Li Yuanmin and other Taichu Observatory disciples.

Both sides drew their swords.

“Stand aside!” Li Yuanmin shouted angrily. “I must avenge our Sect Leader!”

Song Yuzhi calmly replied, “Please calm down, Uncle Li. We all know what happened that day. Master Wang was stabbed through the wall from outside. At that time, Mu Qingyan was confronting him face-to-face. The culprit couldn’t have been him.”

Li Yuanmin roared, “That’s just a trick! The person who stabbed from outside must also be from the Demonic Cult!”

“Whether that’s true or not should be decided by our masters,” Song Yuzhi responded.

Gritting his teeth, Li Yuanmin conceded, “Fine, I won’t take his life. I’ll just cut off his limbs but leave him alive. How’s that?”

Song Yuzhi remained stern-faced and unyielding. “I’ve said it before: we must wait for our masters to finish their discussion.”

Li Yuanmin laughed bitterly, “So you refuse to move? You’re taking advantage of Taichu Observatory’s weakness. Well, let’s fight to the death today!”

Ding Zhuo, losing patience, burst out, “Li Yuanmin, enough! Everyone knows about Wang Yuanjing’s disgraceful acts! To protect Taichu Observatory’s reputation, our masters ordered us to keep quiet. But do you think no one else knows? If you keep pestering us, I’ll go out and shout the whole story in the streets!”

“How dare you?!” Li Yuanmin choked with grief and anger.

Even if everyone explained the cause and effect to him in detail, he still couldn’t believe that the senior who raised him could be such a despicable person. Unable to argue, he directed his anger elsewhere.

Song Yuzhi stepped forward. “Uncle Li, I know Master Wang was usually kind and gentle, treating you like a father or brother. Everyone praised him. But even good people make mistakes. Uncle Li, please go.”

Li Yuanmin wiped away his tears and left with his head bowed.

After the Taichu Observatory disciples had gone, Ding Zhuo sheathed his sword, bowed to Song Yuzhi, and led the remaining disciples away.

Song Yuzhi, however, dragged over a crooked stool and sat down, holding his sword.

From the depths of the dark iron prison came a low, cold voice, “Why don’t you leave?”

Song Yuzhi replied, “Don’t worry, I won’t let you be humiliated.”

After a pause, he added, “I’ll only guard you until our masters finish their discussion. After that, I can’t interfere with how they decide to deal with you.”

Silence pervaded the damp, cold dungeon.

After a long while, the cold voice spoke again, “Where is she?”

Song Yuzhi knew who he was asking about. After some consideration, he answered, “…She’s being held by Master Li. He said if she doesn’t behave, he’ll use the Soul-Disturbing Needles on her.”

A faint sound of clinking metal came from the darkness, then silence fell again.

In the Xuanpin Hall of the Blissful Palace, the third level of the Vast Sea Mountain Range, a disciple of the Righteous Sect rushed in, presenting a small scroll to Hu Fengge.

Hu Fengge unrolled it and frowned. “This is bad!”

Yu Huiyin, who had been reading nearby, looked up. “What’s wrong?”

Hu Fengge handed him the scroll. “Our disciples at the foot of Wuan Mountain sent a pigeon message. Our Master was captured by the Six Northern Sects last night! He’s trapped in Taichu Observatory’s dungeon. They’re urging us to rescue him quickly.”

“How did this happen?!” Yu Huiyin furrowed his brow. “This is unbelievable.”

Hu Fengge snorted, “It must be because of that Cai girl! I warned Yan Chang to tell our Master to be wary of the Six Northern Sects using beautiful women as bait. Look what’s happened now! I’ll lead a team down the mountain to rescue our Master personally. What terrible timing – You Guanyue hasn’t arrived yet. Quickly, summon Shang Guan Haonan!”

As she spoke, she locked some documents in an iron box on the table.

Yu Huiyin shook his head.

Hu Fengge, pressing on the iron box, asked irritably, “Why are you shaking your head? Do you disagree with me?”

Yu Huiyin smiled, “Everything you said is right, except for the words ‘beautiful women as bait’. You’ve seen far more beautiful women than Miss Cai when you were fifteen or sixteen.”

Hu Fengge blushed, “You were so naive back then, but now you’ve learned to be glib!” She touched her injured cheek and sighed softly, “Now I’ve become ugly again.”

Yu Huiyin took her hand, “In my heart, you’ll always look as you did before. If you don’t believe me, I’ll scar half my face to match yours.”

Hu Fengge was overjoyed. “When we return from this mission, let’s report to our Master and arrange our wedding.”

Yu Huiyin trembled slightly and whispered, “Alright.”

As they were lost in their tender moment, footsteps suddenly approached from outside.

“The Master is in trouble, and you didn’t inform me?” Lu Fengchun strode in, his crane-feather cloak billowing. “Little Feng, let me tell you, this is too big a matter for you to decide alone.”

Hu Fengge coldly replied, “The Master previously instructed that Elder Lu should only look after Li Ruxin and her son, and not concern himself with other matters.”

“That’s not how it works,” Lu Fengchun smiled. “Times have changed. To purge Nie Zhe’s followers, our Master has stripped the Vast Sea Mountain Range of its defenses. If you take more people away now, what if the Six Northern Sects attack? How will we deal with that?”

Hu Fengge snorted, “After I leave, Huiyin will guard the Blissful Palace. With Elder Yan’s help, you needn’t worry, Elder Lu.”

Lu Fengchun gave a sinister laugh, “Yan Xu is a drunkard. He’s been ill from excessive drinking for days. It seems I have no choice but to step in.”

“What exactly do you want?!” Hu Fengge’s hands dropped to her sides, subtly touching the pouches at her waist.

Lu Fengchun dropped his pretense and shouted, “Men! Seize Hu Fengge!”

Dozens of agile black-clad men flooded into the hall. Half of them nocked arrows, aiming at Hu Fengge, while the others unsheathed their swords, forming battle formations.

Hu Fengge laughed defiantly, “Lu Fengchun, do you think these men can trap me?”

“Little Feng, you’re too arrogant. Why don’t you test the skills of my followers?” Lu Fengchun sneered.

“Fine!” Hu Fengge swiftly drew her double-hooked, water-parting, steel Emei daggers.

She whispered to Yu Huiyin, “After we break out, let’s head southeast. My followers are there.”

Yu Huiyin’s face turned pale as he nodded.

Though a woman, Hu Fengge had always been tough and brave, growing more excited as her enemies grew stronger.

She let out a long laugh that seemed to shake the hall. “What are you turtles waiting for? Come on!”

As she was about to leap, she felt a chill in her back. A gleaming sword tip emerged from her chest, then slowly withdrew.

Amidst Lu Fengchun’s thunderous laughter, Hu Fengge turned in disbelief to see the man she had loved since childhood holding a blood-stained sword.

Who was he? Had she ever truly known this person?
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“Ha ha ha ha! This is exactly what I hoped for! Heaven is on our side!” A triumphant laugh echoed through Taichu Observatory’s side hall. Yang Heying held a note, his entire body shaking with laughter. “Blissful Palace has been turned upside down overnight! Hu Fengge’s body was dumped in a mass grave, Mu’s followers scattered, and Elder Lu Fengchun of Tianqu seized power! Ha ha ha ha! Now it doesn’t matter how we deal with Mu Qingyan!”

Song Shijun frowned. “My old man always said Lu Fengchun was the least worthy among the Seven Star Elders. Kaiyang, Yaoguang, and Tianxuan were fiercely loyal to Nie Hengcheng. Tianquan was devoted to the Mu family. Yuheng was loyal to whoever could revive the Demonic Cult. Even Tianji, despite failing, was a hero for a time. But this Tianqu Lu Fengchun only knows how to lurk in the shadows and take advantage of other’s weaknesses. No wonder they call him the old turtle!”

Ning Feng coldly remarked, “This news spread quickly. Before we could even investigate, Lu Fengchun eagerly sent us the information. Who doesn’t see through his intentions?”

Cai Pingchun added, “He wants us to do his dirty work. He’s hoping we’ll quickly dispose of Mu Qingyan to secure his position.”

Zhou Zhizhen turned and asked, “Can we trust such significant news that emerged in just a few days?”

Qi Yunke replied, “We’ve verified it with our contacts around the Vast Sea Mountain Range. It’s true.”

Yang Heying paced the hall, elated. “Now we can do whatever we want with Mu Qingyan without fear of retaliation. This is a great opportunity we can’t miss!”

Zhou Zhizhen coldly interjected, “Yang, you’re mistaken. We’re dealing with Mu Qingyan to avenge Pingchu. The Demonic Cult’s strength or weakness won’t affect our resolve to punish their leader.”

Yang Heying was taken aback. Since opening a purple wooden box, the usually mild-mannered Zhou Zhizhen had become inflexible, speaking coldly about everything. Yang Heying inwardly cursed Zhou for being a coward, upset about Cai Pingchu’s infidelity only now, but outwardly didn’t dare provoke him.

Qi Yunke agreed, “Brother Zhou is right. We, the Six Northern Sects, act based on right and wrong, not on power or interests. We’ll do what’s right, even if it means facing great danger. We won’t do what’s wrong, no matter how beneficial it might be.”

Forced to swallow this moral lecture, Yang Heying’s face turned purple. “How should we deal with Mu Qingyan then? You’re the head of the first sect, you decide!”

Qi Yunke cleared his throat and looked around. “We’ve carefully considered…”

“Who’s ‘we’? My brother Song hasn’t said a word,” Yang Heying interrupted.

Song Shijun pulled his sleeve. “Don’t interrupt. Listen.”

Qi Yunke continued, slightly red-faced, “Although children may pay for their parent’s debts, Mu Zhengyang, who harmed our brothers and sister Pingchu, was only Mu Qingyan’s uncle. We righteous sects can’t arbitrarily implicate others. Moreover, when the Nie family was in power, Mu Qingyan didn’t harm the martial arts world. So, killing Mu Qingyan would be excessive.”

“What? Are we just letting him go?” Yang Heying exclaimed anxiously.

“Let him finish!” Song Shijun tugged his sleeve again.

Qi Yunke continued, “However, our Northern Sects have been mortal enemies with the Demonic Cult for two hundred years. Even if Mu Qingyan hasn’t done evil yet, he will surely act to revive the Demonic Cult in the future. Releasing him would dishonor our ancestors and the righteous path of martial arts…”

“What exactly are you proposing?” Even Song Shijun couldn’t hold back this time.

Zhou Zhizhen spoke slowly and deliberately, “Tomorrow, at Zhengyuan Hall, the six sects will hold a trial. After informing heaven, earth, and our ancestors, we’ll destroy Mu Qingyan’s dantian and meridians, stripping him of his martial arts. Then we’ll imprison him under strict guard.”

Song Shijun felt a chill. Remembering Mu Qingyan’s proud and heroic demeanor, he thought it might be kinder to kill him than turn him into a cripple.

Yang Heying cheered, “Excellent! This is truly a good idea! It shows mercy while also intimidating the Demonic Cult! However, for fairness, the six sects should take turns guarding Mu Qingyan!”

Cai Pingchun glanced at him sideways. “Yang, you seem eager. Are you planning to interrogate Mu Qingyan? Everyone covets the Mu family’s two-hundred-year-old private treasury and the vast collection of ancient texts in the Nine Provinces Treasure Pavilion. These are treasures all martial artists dream of.”

Song Shijun exclaimed, “Lao Yang, is that your intention?”

Yang Heying defended himself, “What’s wrong with righteous sects using items from the Demonic Cult? With these resources, we might greatly increase our strength and finally destroy the Demonic Cult!”

“Heh, how selfless and righteous of you,” Ning Feng scoffed.

Yang Heying jumped up. “Who are you calling self-righteous…”

“Enough!” Zhou Zhizhen’s stern voice cut through the argument. “We’ll decide where to keep Mu Qingyan later. Tomorrow, we carry out the sentence!”

Qi Yunke nodded. “Let’s do it.”

“…That’s the situation,” Fan Xingjia explained while secretly observing Cai Zhao. “Tomorrow morning, our masters will carry out the sentence on Cult Master Mu.”

The window was wide open, letting in the fierce midday sun. It illuminated the girl’s face, pale to the point of transparency. Fan Xingjia couldn’t help but recall when he first saw her—a rosy-cheeked, elegantly dressed girl who loved to smile. She had given Qi Lingbo a taste of her power, impressed the guests with her skills, and even criticized the sect’s chef.

Back then, she was carefree, joyful, and charming, even the ornaments on her dress were exquisite and adorable.

Now, she looked wan and haggard, her lips colorless, like a flower at the end of its bloom, beyond saving. Only her large, dark eyes remained clear and deep.

Fearing she might have unwise thoughts, Fan Xingjia quickly added, “The dungeon is heavily guarded now. Not even a mosquito could fly in. Zhao, don’t get any ideas. The Demonic Cult is in chaos; no one will come to help you rescue him.”

He took out a bamboo tube and placed it on the table. “Look, these are the Soul-Disturbing Needles Master Li asked me to prepare. A whole tube full. He said if you try anything foolish, he’ll stick these in your major acupoints. It’s enough to keep you unconscious until autumn.”

The girl remained silent, head bowed, for so long that Fan Xingjia thought she wouldn’t speak.

Suddenly, she looked up and pleaded softly, “Brother, could you ask Master Li to let me see him? With you all watching, I can’t rescue him. I just want to see him once before the sentence is carried out.”

Fan Xingjia felt a pang in his heart and immediately went to plead with Li Wenxun. “Uncle, Zhao is still one of us. Let them meet one last time. After tomorrow’s sentence, when Mu Qingyan becomes crippled, he’ll surely hate Zhao bitterly. He won’t have anything good to say then. Now that everything is settled, why not grant Zhao this wish?”

After a moment of silence, Li Wenxun finally agreed. However, he personally ‘escorted’ Cai Zhao to Taichu Observatory’s dungeon and stood guard at the entrance.

Song Yuzhi, still holding his sword at the iron prison door, was surprised to see Cai Zhao. “Zhao, you… you’ve become so thin.”

Cai Zhao smiled faintly, her smile like autumn’s last fallen petal or the sun sinking beyond the horizon. “Thank you, Brother, for looking after him all this time, ensuring he wasn’t humiliated. Brother, could you let me speak to him alone for a moment?”

Song Yuzhi felt a pang of sadness. He nodded and led the Siguangtian Gate disciples guarding outside away.

Cai Zhao slowly approached the iron bars, pressing her body against them and reaching through with both hands. “Mu Qingyan…”

A faint rattling of chains echoed from the depths of the iron prison like an old man moving slowly. As their hands clasped, Cai Zhao felt her fingers being squeezed painfully. A strong scent of blood mixed with the stench of rotting flesh assailed her.

In the dim lamplight, Cai Zhao eagerly examined the approaching figure. In just a few days, he had become so gaunt that he seemed little more than a skeleton. His cheeks were sunken, his complexion deathly pale. His face, neck, body, and limbs were covered in wounds from the trap explosion, deep gashes revealing white bone, while shallower cuts left long trails of blood.

Cai Zhao placed her palm on his chest, once firm and fair, now scarred and festering. “…Was it black gunpowder?” Her voice trembled.

“Yes,” Mu Qingyan smiled, his pale face showing no concern. “Your Northern Sects don’t know how to make black gunpowder. They must have found some Thunder Rain bombs somewhere and replaced the poison needles with sharp fragments.”

Cai Zhao’s heart wrenched. “It must have been from my family. After my great-uncle killed Elder Tianxuan, he seized a few Thunder Rain bombs and kept them in Luoying Valley.”

Mu Qingyan chuckled, “In-laws have always disliked their sons-in-law. After repeatedly luring you away and encouraging your mischief, I deserve this suffering.”

Cai Zhao felt a deep gash below his collarbone, her fingertips touching blackened, rotting flesh. She choked back tears, “Didn’t Third Brother bring you medicine? Why haven’t you treated your wounds?”

Mu Qingyan snorted softly, “I dare not trust anything your masters send.” His tone softened, “Zhao, it wasn’t my father who harmed your aunt, it was…”

“I know, I know it all,” Cai Zhao forced a smile. “I had guessed it was someone who looked like your father, but I never imagined your father was a twin.”

“Tomorrow, tomorrow…” Cai Zhao felt her throat constrict. “Tomorrow they’ll…”

“I know. Song Yuzhi told me,” Mu Qingyan said coldly. “They think destroying my dantian and meridians is their great victory, but I’m not afraid. Even with my martial arts crippled, I can still throw the world into chaos!” His voice was full of proud ferocity.

He cupped the girl’s face, “I’m not afraid, and you shouldn’t be either. Ignore those old fools’ schemes. Let me look at you properly…”

The lamplight fell on the girl’s thin face, and he frowned. “Song Yuzhi was right. You’ve become so thin.”

Cai Zhao shook her head, holding back tears as she touched his face and forehead. “You have a fever…”

Mu Qingyan embraced her through the bars. “It’s nothing. I’ve had fevers before when locked in a dark room. I survived without anyone caring, so this is nothing.”

Cai Zhao’s heart ached, leaving her speechless.

Just then, Li Wenxun’s harsh voice came from the door, “Are you done? It’s time to go.”

Cai Zhao called out, “Master Li, just two more things to say.” She turned back, “There’s something I’ve wanted to say for a long time.”

“You’ve always been afraid of the dark, yet when you sleep, you refuse to leave even one lamp lit. You force yourself to sleep in pitch darkness. Even if you can’t sleep all night, even if you have to nap during the day, you won’t give in.”

“During our trip to Snow Ridge, I always kept a night pearl to guard against Duan Jiuxiu and the others. For several nights, you slept so sweetly, but you’d never admit it.”

Mu Qingyan was stunned.

“You’re also afraid of fire—Uncle Cheng said the dark room once caught fire and nearly burned you,” the girl continued. “But the more you fear fire, the more you try to touch it. Even though you could blow out candles, you insist on pinching the wick with your fingers. Every time we make a campfire, you have to light the flint yourself.”

Mu Qingyan trembled slightly as nightmares from before he was five years old surfaced.

A weak child, cornered by rolling smoke and flames, the door still firmly locked with iron chains. No matter how he screamed, even until his throat bled, no one opened the door to save him. Just as the vicious flames were about to lick his feet, a sudden downpour extinguished the fire.

Cai Zhao smiled through her tears, “That’s how you are. The more you fear something, the more you force yourself to face it, pretending it doesn’t affect you, always appearing invincible.”

“Don’t be so stubborn,” she gently caressed his cheek. “It’s okay to say what you dislike. In the days to come, don’t push yourself too hard.”

The girl’s expression was strange, both tender and sorrowful. Mu Qingyan felt an inexplicable unease. He wanted to stop her, but Li Wenxun interrupted, and he watched helplessly as the girl left.

After leaving the dungeon, Cai Zhao bowed to Li Wenxun. “Master, after tomorrow’s sentence, we’ll be heading back. We came to pay respects to Hero Chang, and everyone else has done so except me. Hero Chang was a great benefactor to the Cai family and Luoying Valley. I’d like to pay my respects.”

The girl spoke softly and reasonably, and Mu Qingyan’s dungeon was under strict guard.

After some thought, Li Wenxun agreed.

Cai Zhao had Fan Xingjia fetch her trunk from the inn. She set aside a long, flat box and took out a package from the bottom. Inside were intricately crafted miniatures she had prepared earlier: a three-layered house with four-horse carriages, complete with furniture and even a chessboard, all made of bamboo and wood.

Though small, the items were lifelike. The carriage wheels could even turn.

Fan Xingjia was mesmerized. “Sister, your craftsmanship is amazing! The rocking chair moves, and look, you can even take out the chess pieces!” He held tiny black and white pieces in his palm.

Cai Zhao carefully packed the miniatures into a bamboo basket and shouldered it, smiling, “This is nothing. If my grandfather were here, he could make a model of the entire Chang Family Fortress.”

Li Wenxun could see the girl had put much effort into these creations. His expression softened slightly, “Zhao, you’re thoughtful. This honors Chang Haosheng’s kindness to Luoying Valley. Burn these offerings, and he’ll be pleased.”

He assigned sixteen skilled outer disciples to ‘accompany’ Fan Xingjia and Cai Zhao as they rode quickly to Mount Wuan to pay respects to Chang Haosheng.

At the back mountain of Chang Family Fortress, Cai Zhao found the once overgrown graveyard had been tidied up. She looked around, praising the work. Then she told Fan Xingjia she wanted to speak to Hero Chang alone. Fan Xingjia had no choice but to wait outside the graveyard with the sixteen disciples.

A moment later, Fan Xingjia saw a wisp of smoke rising, knowing the girl had started burning the offerings. He went to fetch her. On the way back, he noticed the empty bamboo basket she carried seemed heavy. Curious, he asked, “Zhao, what else did you put in the basket?”

Cai Zhao softly replied, “I dug up some flower saplings to plant back at our sect, as a memento of Hero Chang. It’s probably heavy because of the soil around the roots.”

His junior sister had always been particular about life’s pleasures, not just in food and clothing, but also in living arrangements and travel. Even during her brief stay at Qingjing Retreat, she had her maids decorate thoroughly. Fan Xingjia didn’t suspect anything and happily rode back.

They returned to Taichu Observatory after nightfall. Li Wenxun was satisfied to see them back safely without incident.

Cai Zhao gently persuaded, “Master Li, our brothers must be tired. You don’t need so many people guarding outside my room. As long as the dungeon is secure, what can I do?”

Seeing the girl’s sorrowful and resigned expression, Li Wenxun considered her words reasonable. Guarding Mu Qingyan would not only prevent Cai Zhao from making mistakes but also protect against a Demonic Cult rescue attempt.

So he withdrew the disciples from outside Cai Zhao’s room and assigned all hands to guard the dungeon. Before leaving, he instructed Fan Xingjia to watch over Cai Zhao.

After a long day’s journey, Fan Xingjia was exhausted. After washing up, he fell asleep on the lounge chair outside.

In the middle of the night, he vaguely saw a faint light by his pillow and heard someone rummaging through his bag. In his drowsy state, he turned over and saw a familiar figure sitting by his bed.

Why did it look familiar?

‘He’ looked just like himself—the same features, hair, and clothes. It was as if ‘he’ was sitting by his bedside, watching himself. How amusing…

Wait, something’s not right!

Before Fan Xingjia could fully awaken, a familiar strange odor wafted over, strong and pungent. Then his body went numb, and he lost consciousness completely.

The next morning, as daylight broke, the six sects gathered at Taichu Observatory’s Zhengyuan Hall. It was the day of Demonic Cult Master Mu Qingyan’s sentencing.
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The disciples of Taichu Temple bustled about, preparing the altar, offerings, tables, chairs, and refreshments for Zhengyuan Hall. Today, they were caught between sorrow and excitement. In just a few months, they had lost two leaders and faced unfavorable rumors, ranking them last among the six sects. However, for the first time in two centuries, a Demonic Cult leader would renounce his powers within Taichu Temple—an event worthy of historical record.

Cai Zhao rose early, dressing unhurriedly. Before leaving, she tucked the blanket around Fan Xing, who slept in the outer room. She hadn’t gone far when she encountered Ding Zhuo leading a patrol of disciples. He asked, “Where’s Fifth Junior Brother? Didn’t Elder Li ask him to accompany you?”

Cai Zhao replied calmly, “Fifth Senior Brother escorted me to pay respects to Hero Chang at Changwu Fort yesterday. He caught a chill on the mountain and was exhausted. I told him to rest longer.”

Ding Zhuo frowned. “Martial artists shouldn’t be so delicate. Fifth Junior Brother is too lax in his training. Even as a medical practitioner, he shouldn’t be so useless. Well, let him sleep. Where are you headed, Junior Sister?”

“I’m going to see my parents,” Cai Zhao answered.

Ding Zhuo dutifully escorted Cai Zhao to her parents’ residence before departing.

“Where’s Mother?” Cai Zhao asked after greeting her father, Cai Pingchun, who sat alone in the outer room.

Cai Pingchun smiled indulgently. “You know your mother. If she doesn’t spend half the morning on her appearance, she’ll be out of sorts all day.”

“It’s all Aunt’s fault,” Cai Zhao remarked while pouring hot tea. “Even in dire situations, Aunt would gently tell Mother to apply her rouge carefully for a better look.” She handed the cup to her father, saying, “Father, your morning tea.”

Cai Pingchun sipped the tea, observing his daughter gazing out the window. Slender and quiet, he wanted to comfort her but didn’t know how to begin.

He felt ashamed. When Cai Zhao was born, they were preoccupied with defending Luoying Valley rather than caring for her. One day, he was surprised to see a small, adorable girl in the courtyard—his daughter Zhao Zhao.

Zhao Zhao had always been optimistic. When other children teased her about her absent parents, she’d ask if they had an aunt who was the best in the world. When her younger brother received more attention, she’d pity him for missing out on Cai Pingxu’s teachings. Even when betrothed to Zhou Yuqi, she found reasons to be content.

Cai Pingchun appreciated his sister for raising such a strong-minded daughter but felt guilty for years of neglect. Hesitantly, he said, “Zhao Zhao… if you’re worried about that man, after the execution, I’ll find a way to imprison him comfortably in Luoying Valley.”

Noticing his daughter staring blankly at his teacup, he called, “Zhao Zhao?”

She seemed to snap out of her daze. “Oh… thank you, Father.”

Soon after, Ning Xiaofeng emerged, finally dressed impeccably.

“A hot potato, indeed,” Song Shijun muttered, walking ahead.

Pang Xiongxin chuckled behind him. “Master, stop worrying. Hasn’t the Demonic Cult fallen under Lü Fengchun’s control? That Mu boy is no longer a problem.”

Song Shijun’s face creased with concern. “Based on my decades of experience fighting the Demonic Cult, something feels amiss.”

“Come off it, Master,” Pang Xiongxin scoffed. “You enjoyed life when the old master was around and was carefree when your wife was alive. Which other sect leader had it as good as you? Where are these decades of hardship you speak of?”

Song Shijun retorted, “I was playing dumb! My face may have been carefree, but my heart remembered everything! Mark my words, without a major event, Zhao Zhao won’t easily give up on that Mu fellow.”

Pang Xiongxin hesitated. “Master, do you… not mind Miss Cai’s relationship with Mu?”

“Young love is nothing serious,” Song Shijun waved dismissively. “I’m an open-minded person. What matters in a marriage is the heart.” The old libertine earnestly pointed to his chest.

Pang Xiongxin blinked. “Master, are you saying that because you’ve frequented too many brothels, you have no right to judge others…”

“You little rascal, asking for a beating!” Song Shijun laughed.

Just then, Yang He’ying caught up, lowering his voice as they approached Zhengyuan Hall. “Brother Song, don’t forget our discussion last night. If you agree to imprison Mu Qing’an at Siqimen, Yang Ding will follow your lead in the future!” He hurried ahead as people gathered around.

Pang Xiongxin snorted disdainfully.

Song Yuzi stroked his beard thoughtfully. “Yang He’ying… spoiled by his old man. Not only is he incapable, but he’s also overly ambitious. Hmph, if there were truly no risks, why wouldn’t I insist on imprisoning him at Guangtianmen?”

“By the way,” he turned, “where’s Yuzi?”

Pang Xiongxin whispered, “The Third Young Master said he wanted to help that Mu fellow bathe and change, so he could face his punishment with dignity.”

Song Yuzi nodded approvingly. “That’s my son—brave yet kind-hearted.” Then he worried, “Maozi isn’t like that. He’s too fierce, offending people left and right. Ai…”

As they spoke, they entered Zhengyuan Hall with several Guangtianmen disciples.

Zhou Zhichen walked slowly forward but was stopped by Cai San.

Ning Xiaofeng, noticing his furrowed brow and haggard appearance, said apologetically, “Brother Zhou, don’t take Sister Pingxu’s words to heart. You hold a special place in her mind.”

“I know,” Zhou Zhichen smiled bitterly.

Cai Zhao added softly, “Uncle Zhou, Aunt often told me about her childhood at Peiqiong Manor, how you taught her martial arts and writing… She remembers every word, every move.”

Zhou Zhichen’s thoughts drifted melancholically with the girl’s words.

Some memories become more painful in retrospect.

Years ago, when he returned from his maternal grandfather’s banquet, his father introduced a small, frail girl as his fiancée. Orphaned with only a young brother, the old manor master asked his son to care for the siblings.

The young man solemnly agreed.

Despite her tragic background, the young girl never pitied herself. Instead, she was free-spirited and optimistic—secretly helping struggling clan members, guiding junior disciples, treating everyone equally regardless of skill, and insisting that integrity was the foundation of character.

Except for the manor mistress’s disapproval of her future daughter-in-law, most of the Zhou clan liked her.

Back then, the young man didn’t feel deep affection for the girl. He saw her as a sister, family, and his responsibility to protect.

He knew his fiancée had some issues with his mother and cousin, but he thought these were minor problems. As a junior and future sister-in-law, he believed she should be more open-minded and tolerant.

When his fiancée secretly left Peiqiong Manor to make a name for herself, he thought the temporary separation was good, avoiding further family conflicts.

Later, when she approached him about breaking off the engagement, he thought she was just being capricious and smiled it away.

But after many such discussions, he sensed something was amiss. He guessed she might have met someone outside.

He didn’t ask, believing she would eventually come to her senses.

However, that day never came.

When his fiancée lay on her deathbed, begging him to marry and have children, he realized he had lost her long ago. To ease her guilt, he finally heeded her words.

Years later, Zhou Zhichen thought he had gradually forgotten his initial grief. He never expected the old secret to be so abruptly exposed.

The bright red, gold-stamped marriage certificate was like a splash of vivid blood, shocking to the eye. The pearl-adorned jade hairpin felt like a cold, merciless sword piercing his heart.

He remembered once seeing his fiancée admiring that pearl-adorned jade hairpin by lamplight. Her face had glowed with joy, her gaze tender and loving.

Now he realized he wasn’t as magnanimous and unaffected as he appeared. He deeply envied the unknown Mu Zhengyang, wishing he could tear him apart.

It turned out he had always loved his fiancée—not as a sister or a responsibility, but as a man loves a woman. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have repeatedly refused her requests to break the engagement, pretending not to notice the changes in her.

He had loved her all along but didn’t realize it. By the time he did, it was too late.

As Cai San continued to offer comforting words, Zhou Zhichen shook his head, saying nothing, and entered Zhengyuan Hall.

Qi Yunke and Li Wenxun had arrived early and were conversing.

Li Wenxun reported, “Master, all is normal in the temple. Patrols report that apart from Ding Zhuo practicing swordplay in the courtyard at night and Fan Xing sneaking to the outer kitchen, no one else stirred.”

Qi Yunke smiled wryly. “After today, let Xing go to town for a good meal. He’s from a wealthy family, never used to such meager fare. Though, if the inner kitchen’s skills are mediocre, how much better can the outer one be?”

Li Wenxun added, “Oh, and Lingbo and Dai Fengchi were talking behind the rockery. They weren’t out at midnight but chatted from dinner until late.”

Qi Yunke: ??!

Li Wenxun continued, “You’re probably wondering what they could talk about for so long. According to passing disciples, they started by badmouthing Zhao Zhao and speculating about her relationship with Mu Qing’an, using some unsavory language. They should be reprimanded for that.”

Qi Yunke: ?!!

“Then they began criticizing Yuzi, belittling his martial arts, character, and talents, concluding that Dai Fengchi was far superior. Towards the end of the hour, they discussed Mu Qing’an’s fate, gleefully planning how to humiliate him after his imprisonment at Wanshui Qianshan Cliff.”

Qi Yunke: !!!

“When the third watch bell rang, they finished fantasizing about their future and finally headed back. On their way, they also mentioned…”

“Enough,” Qi Yunke covered his face. “Elder Brother Li, please stop.”

At the fifth watch, the five sect leaders, Li Yuanmin, and each sect’s top disciples gathered in Zhengyuan Hall.

Cai Zhao stood behind her parents, watching Song Yuzi direct two disciples to bring in Mu Qing’an.

He was bound in iron chains and shackles, their clanking echoing with each step. He wore Song Yuzi’s new clothes, which fit well due to their similar build. However, blood seeped through the white collar, indicating reopened wounds, as if he had walked through a thorny passage.

Due to his severe injuries and the heavy chains, Mu Qing’an struggled to stand. Song Yuzi had to provide a chair for him.

Mu Qing’an looked up, smiling at Cai Zhao despite his deathly pale complexion. Turning to face the others, his expression became blank. His natural beauty, coupled with this detached coldness, made him stand out even more.

Song Shijun couldn’t help but mutter, “A true master.”

Pang Xiongxin leaned in and whispered, “Master, if you had his looks back then, even if you couldn’t beat Cai Pingxu in martial arts, you might have won the title of Number One Young Master.”

“Shut up!” Song Shijun nearly choked with anger. If not for the formal setting, he would have thrashed his long-time disciple, feeling his efforts to educate him in worldly matters had been wasted.

Standing by the entrance, Li Yuanmin asked puzzledly, “Where are Chen Qing, Zhang He, and Si Tu Ancheng? Why aren’t they here yet?”

A disciple bowed and replied, “Elder Brother, this morning, those seven or eight disciples suddenly fell ill with diarrhea. They’re resting in their rooms now.”

Li Yuanmin tensed. “Could it be poison?”

“I don’t think so,” the disciple scratched his head. “If it were poison, it should have targeted us senior disciples. Why poison a few newcomers? Besides, what’s the use of poisoning just seven or eight people? They share a room, so I guess they might have eaten something bad.”

Relieved, Li Yuanmin instructed the remaining disciples to guard outside and led his four senior disciples inside.

Qi Yunke looked around. Except for his daughter and disciple Dai Fengchi, who might still be asleep after last night’s gossip session, everyone else had arrived.

He cleared his throat. “The Demonic Cult has plagued the world for two centuries. Fortunately, the righteous martial arts world has maintained peace despite numerous dangers. Thanks to the Three Pure Ones’ blessings and the spirit of the Northern Chen Ancestor, we unworthy disciples captured the Demonic Cult Leader Mu Qing’an days ago. Though he deserves death, his evil deeds are not extensive. As disciples of Northern Chen, we show mercy. We’ve decided to destroy his dantian and meridians! Cult Leader Mu, you’ll spend your days peacefully within our Northern Chen Six Sects. What say you?”

Mu Qing’an replied, “I disagree.”

Qi Yunke asked gently, “Then what do you propose?”

Mu Qing’an: “Remove these chains and let me go.”

Everyone: …

Yang He’ying, long displeased with Mu Qing’an’s central position, shouted, “Mu, stand up when you speak!”

Song Yuzi frowned. “His injuries are too severe. He can’t stand.”

Yang He’ying sneered, “Then let him kneel!”

Song Yuzi stepped forward. “How can the Yang Sect be so uncouth!”

“Alright, alright,” Song Shijun quickly intervened. “Say no more. Sect Leader Qi is in charge here. No one else should interfere.”

Remembering he needed help later, Yang He’ying suppressed his anger and sat down. Pang Xiongxin promptly pulled Song Yuzi back to the Guangtian Gate’s seats.

Qi Yunke stroked his chin and announced, “Enough, everyone. Calm down. Elder Brother Li, bring out the needles.”

Li Wenxun bowed and instructed the disciples to bring the items.

Song Yuzi grumbled, “Father always taught us to be proactive and strive to be heard. Why have we been so passive these days, not even allowed to speak?”

“My dear boy, it’s for your good,” Song Shijun lowered his voice. “Relationships require finesse. If you protect Mu Qing’an too openly now, how will you respond if Zhao Zhao asks for your help later? This way, if she does, you can reluctantly agree, and she’ll be grateful. Besides…”

“Besides what?” Song Yuzi bit his lip slightly.

Song Shijun glanced at Cai San across from them and whispered, “I feel Zhao Zhao’s reaction isn’t quite right.”

“How so?” Pang Xiongxin asked curiously.

“This child, whether she takes after her aunt or Ning Xiaofeng, shouldn’t give up so easily. Her love is about to be crippled, yet she hasn’t fiercely resisted or cried and cursed us. She’s too obedient. It’s odd,” Song Shijun explained.

Pang Xiongxin interjected, “Perhaps Miss Cai takes after Cai Gu?”

“Then she wouldn’t have gotten involved with Mu in the first place!” Song Shijun retorted. “Ah if only Zhao Zhao were more like her father, Cai Pingchun—steady, restrained, and level-headed.”

Song Yuzi frowned. “Zhao Zhao is herself, not like anyone else.”

At this moment, Li Wenxun’s disciple brought forward a tray with over a dozen gleaming gold needles. Each was about a palm’s length and as thick as a grain of rice, with coiled, fierce chiwen at the ends. The mere thought of these thick, long needles piercing the body was chilling.

Destroying one’s dantian and meridians isn’t as simple as clashing inner forces. Unless there’s a vast difference in skill, the actual process requires first using gold needles to immobilize the major acupoints, preventing the meridians and dantian from resisting. Then, overwhelming inner force is injected to destroy the dantian and meridians.

Most martial arts sects only use such instruments when dealing with traitorous disciples whose crimes don’t warrant death.

Of course, Li Wenxun didn’t carry a set of needles with him; this set was borrowed from Taichu Temple.

Li Yuanmin snorted disapprovingly. Li Wenxun glared at him—before use, he had Fan Xing carefully examine the needles, indeed finding them coated with a potent poison.

“Master, please,” Li Wenxun presented the tray.

Qi Yunke stood, picked up the first gold needle, and walked towards Mu Qing’an—the hall fell silent.

“Wait,” a girl’s voice rang out. “Master, please stop.”

All eyes turned to the source—it was indeed Cai Zhao.

Song Shijun was particularly excited—he knew it, he knew the affair couldn’t end so easily!

“Zhao Zhao!” Ning Xiaofeng stood up to stop her daughter. “The decision is made. Don’t cause trouble.”

Cai Zhao knelt formally before Qi Yunke, pleading, “Master, I beg you, don’t do this!”

Qi Yunke, exasperated, exclaimed, “You fool! This is the best way to save his life!”

Cai Zhao pleaded earnestly, “No, Master. I know him. Destroying his dan yuan meridians would be worse than death for him.”

“Zhaozha!” Ning Xiaofeng called out urgently.

Mu Qingyan, who had just entered the hall, was visibly moved. His face tightened as he uttered, “Zhaozha…”

Cai Zhao turned to him with a smile. “Don’t worry. There’s always a solution—and this time, I won’t deceive you.”

Mu Qingyan froze momentarily. These words seemed familiar as if he had heard them before. Then he remembered—she had said something similar in the Hanhai Mountains, just before she was about to sever ties with him.

In the Zhengyuan Hall, the crowd displayed a range of emotions: anxiety, worry, disdain, contempt, and indifference.

“Unacceptable!” Qi Yunke’s face turned ashen. “If we don’t cripple him, we risk future complications. Mu isn’t a weakling like Nie Zhe. Once he regains his strength, he’ll become a significant threat to the Six Sects of Beichen!”

“Master, are you truly unwilling?” Cai Zhao pleaded once more.

Qi Yunke hardened his heart. “No!”

Cai Zhao looked up, her expression desolate. “Master, I won’t stand by and watch him be tortured and left a cripple…”

As she spoke, she revealed a dagger in her hand. Before anyone could react, she plunged it deep into her abdomen, her body crumpling in pain.

Qi Yunke’s heart lurched. With a cry of dismay, he rushed to support his small disciple who had collapsed at his feet.

Li Wenxun, standing closest to Qi Yunke’s seat, darted forward. Song Shijun and Zhou Zhizhen, seated further away, followed suit. Ning Xiaofeng, who should have been the most anxious, hesitated for a moment, finding the dagger oddly familiar—as if her daughter had played with it before.

Before she could speak, her husband had already rushed to check on their daughter.

“Foolish child, why couldn’t you just talk things through…” Qi Yunke had barely uttered these words when suddenly, with lightning speed, Cai Zhao thrust both palms against his lower abdomen.

This unexpected turn of events stunned everyone in the great hall. Despite Qi Yunke’s profound skills, he was caught off guard. He had initially believed Cai Zhao was attempting suicide, which had thrown him into emotional turmoil. Never in his wildest dreams did he imagine the little girl he had raised would attack him.

As his qi and blood surged chaotically, he felt a sharp pain in his dantian. Cai Zhao’s strike was an improved version of the Luoying Valley’s internal force transmission technique, taught by Cai Pingsu. The force was robust and swift, with power following immediately upon contact.

Qi Yunke looked down in confusion and saw the fallen dagger on the ground, equipped with a common trick spring used by street performers—Cai Zhao’s suicide attempt had been a ruse.

He staggered back two steps before collapsing into his chair, violently coughing up blood.

“Sect Leader!” Li Wenxun shouted fiercely. Being the quickest to react, he leaped high into the air, swinging his palm towards Cai Zhao.

Unexpectedly, Cai Zhao reached into her waist pouch and pulled out something. Accompanied by an incredibly strong and peculiar odor, her ten fingers were suddenly holding shiny objects, which she flung in all directions using the technique of willow leaf darts.

The air was filled with hissing sounds as green flashes of fine needles flew through the air, embedding themselves in people’s bodies.

Li Wenxun cried out, “Watch out! It’s the Mind-Numbing Needles!”

Being closest to Cai Zhao, his neck, chest, and abdomen were struck by several needles. He fell heavily from mid-air, unable to move. Given his profound cultivation, the fact that he was incapacitated spoke volumes about the needles’ potency. The surrounding disciples who were hit by the needles all collapsed, paralyzed.

Ding Zhuo, struck by seven or eight needles, lost consciousness immediately.

As chaos erupted in the hall, disciples outside began to clamor, threatening to rush in.

In the blink of an eye, Cai Zhao shot two black, round iron eggs from her sleeves. One flew towards the main hall door, while the other targeted the rafters at the back of the hall. Two thunderous explosions followed, and everyone realized—it was the “Rainstorm Thunder” again!

However, these two were merely triggers. The main hall door and rafters had been pre-loaded with several “Rainstorm Thunder” devices. Once ignited, a series of explosions rocked the hall. The Zhengyuan Hall was soon engulfed in thick smoke, with bricks and tiles scattering everywhere.

Yang Heying and Li Yuanmin, seated at the back, had been slow to react to Cai Zhao’s ‘suicide’ attempt. Now, their path was blocked by a series of explosions, forcing them to dodge left and right amidst the thunderous blasts and flying debris.

Although Cai Pingchun’s seat was opposite Yang Heying’s, he had rushed forward upon seeing his daughter’s ‘suicide’. While he wasn’t blocked by the explosions, he had only taken two steps when a numbing sensation rose from his dantian, followed by a wave of dizziness that nearly toppled him.

“Brother Xiaochun!” Ning Xiaofeng quickly moved to support her husband, helping him sit against the wall.

After checking his pulse, she exclaimed in shock, “Fine Rain Numbing Powder! When did you ingest this?!”

This was a concoction she had prepared herself, more potent than ordinary numbing powders. Those who ingested it wouldn’t notice any effects unless they tried to circulate their qi. Once they did, the drug would take effect, rendering them powerless for a short time. But she hadn’t brought any of this powder out of Luoying Valley. She had only given her daughter several large bottles for self-defense when she left to study at Mount Jiuli. Could it be…?

Cai Pingchun looked at his daughter in the distance, his mind clearing.

His daughter had known exactly when her mother would be busy with her toilette and had deliberately chosen that time to visit. When she had turned her back, she must have slipped the numbing powder into the tea. Her glances at his teacup and out the window weren’t daydreaming—she had been calculating how much tea he had drunk and when the powder would take effect.

The couple exchanged bewildered glances, their eyes filled with confusion and fear.

What would their daughter do next?

Zhou Zhizhen, seated to the left and slightly below Qi Yunke, should have been hit by many Mind-Numbing Needles. However, Li Wenxun’s charge had been more ferocious, forcing Cai Zhao to focus more needles on him. Consequently, fewer needles were directed at Zhou Zhizhen.

As the needle rain flew towards him, Zhou Zhizhen instinctively used his sleeve to block, ultimately finding that only his left arm had been struck. His cultivation was as profound as Qi Yunke’s. He immediately held his breath and used his right hand to rapidly press several major acupoints, forcibly halting the spread of the needles’ poison. Then, gritting his teeth, he pulled out the needles from his left arm.

“Zhaozha, don’t be foolish!” Zhou Zhizhen tossed the extracted needles to the ground and drew his sword, determined to capture the girl.

Cai Zhao, who had somehow acquired a small golden whistle in her mouth, blew on it urgently while pressing something at her waist. A golden-red light flashed, and she raised her knife to meet Zhou Zhizhen’s attack.

Strangely, no matter how hard she blew, the golden whistle seemed to produce no sound.

On the other side, at a distance equal to Zhou Zhizhen’s, Song Shijun had no one to help disperse the Mind-Numbing Needles. He was struck by four or five needles with a series of “chih chih” sounds. Although they didn’t all hit vital points like Li Wenxun’s, he still stumbled and fell to the ground.

Song Yuzi, shielded by his father, was only struck by one needle. After removing it, he tossed his father to Pang Xiongxin behind him. Just as he was about to help Zhou Zhizhen subdue Cai Zhao, he found his father firmly gripping the hem of his robe.

“Father, what are you doing?!” he exclaimed in frustration.

Song Shijun pulled his son back forcefully and lowered his voice, “Do you want to marry Zhaozha or not? If you do, listen to your old man. It’s better if that Mu fellow escapes. Right now, we shouldn’t do anything. Quick, pretend the poison from the Mind-Numbing Needles has taken effect and you can’t move! Old Six, help me hold this boy down!”

While the Song father and son were engaged in this hushed exchange, Cai Zhao and Zhou Zhizhen had begun their battle.

Despite Cai Zhao’s exceptional talent and ten years of training under Cai Pingsu, Zhou Zhizhen was no ordinary opponent, with decades of cultivation behind him. However, while Cai Zhao fought with all her might, Zhou Zhizhen held back, reluctant to harm the young girl. As a result, they fought to a standstill for a short while.

Zhou Zhizhen grew increasingly frustrated. Channeling ninety percent of his qi, he swept his sword horizontally. Sword energy flashed like a rainbow, and with a “chi” sound, his blade cut through Cai Zhao’s elbow. He said sternly, “Zhaozha, surrender now!”

Cai Zhao, still biting down on the small whistle, raised her knife again. But suddenly, her technique changed, becoming light, graceful, and elegant.

Zhou Zhizhen was stunned—this was the sword technique of Peiqiong Manor. His heart trembled slightly as he remembered that years ago, as childhood sweethearts, he had taught Cai Pingsu a few moves of the Zhou sword technique. She must have passed them on to her niece.

Cai Zhao used her knife in place of a sword, its blade quivering slightly. In an instant, knife shadows appeared in all directions—this was the ‘Lakeside Moonlight’ move from the Zhou sword technique.

Zhou Zhizhen’s heart wavered, and he clumsily parried. Unexpectedly, Cai Zhao twisted her body and executed another ‘Lakeside Moonlight’ move.

“Zhaozha, what are you doing?!” Zhou Zhizhen’s face darkened.

‘Lakeside Moonlight’ wasn’t the first Zhou sword technique he had taught Cai Pingsu. The first move he taught was ‘Small Hill Full Moon’, which his young fiancée had learned with remarkable intelligence.

It wasn’t the last move he made either. The last time he taught Cai Pingsu, she was already fourteen. That move was ‘Moonlight Dominates the Sky’, a technique of immense power. But she had only learned half of it before refusing to continue.

The young girl had leaned against a tree, holding her sword. “Brother Zhizhen, learning the ordinary Zhou sword techniques is fine, but this ‘Moonlight Dominates the Sky’ is a key secret of the Zhou sword technique. It wouldn’t be right to teach it to others.”

“How could you be considered ‘others’?” the young man had smiled, failing to notice the expression on his fiancée’s face.

Why had she refused to learn? At that time, she had not yet left Peiqiong Manor. Could she have already vaguely guessed that their marriage might not come to pass?

Cai Zhao executed another ‘Lakeside Moonlight’ move, circling.

Zhou Zhizhen’s mind wandered, and in his hazy vision, Cai Zhao’s figure seemed to transform into the teenage Cai Pingsu from years ago…

The Peiqiong Manor had been established for two hundred years, and naturally, the Zhou sword technique had been constantly improved and supplemented. ‘Lakeside Moonlight’ was created by the fourth-generation manor lord and his wife while taking a lakeside stroll—their childhood sweetheart romance, loving marriage, and lifelong devotion had become a beautiful tale in both the Zhou family and the martial arts world.

The usually quick-witted Cai Pingsu had been particularly clumsy when learning the ‘Lakeside Moonlight’ move. She could never get it right, repeatedly requiring her fiancé’s guidance and correction.

The young man had found it quite amusing. After several demonstrations, he couldn’t help but tease, “What’s wrong, Sister Pingsu? You usually master even the most difficult moves in three attempts at most, but you keep forgetting bits and pieces of this simple ‘Lakeside Moonlight’ move?”

In the sun-drenched courtyard, the young girl had remained silent, her gaze deep and lingering, a mix of joy and coyness.

This look seemed familiar to him. When had he seen it before? Where?

As memories flooded back, Zhou Zhizhen suddenly trembled as he remembered—

Cai Pingsu had looked at that pearl and jade hairpin under the lamplight with the same expression: deep, intense, a mixture of joy and subtle reproach.

So, she had once looked at him the same way.

When did she stop looking at him that way?

Was it after he repeatedly advised his fiancée not to take offense at her sharp-tongued mother? Or was it after he consistently tried to maintain a balance between his fiancée and cousin?

The young girl’s initial enthusiasm gradually cooled. She began to leave more frequently, spending less and less time at Peiqiong Manor. The childhood sweethearts who had once promised marriage ultimately became mere acquaintances.

Zhou Zhizhen’s breathing quickened, his sword technique becoming erratic.

With a clang, blade met sword—Cai Zhao forcefully pressed her knife edge close, and when she was within half a foot of Zhou Zhizhen’s face, she opened her mouth. The small golden whistle hung from its chain around her neck.

She articulated each word clearly, “Aunt said, liking someone isn’t wrong. But if that person doesn’t like you back, don’t like them for too long!”

Zhou Zhizhen’s qi surged chaotically as memories flooded back, bringing a pain as sharp as a mountain torrent to his heart.

Seizing this opening, Cai Zhao raised her knife to break through the sword’s edge, her left palm striking Zhou Zhizhen’s Tanzhong acupoint with a resounding slap.

Utterly exhausted, Zhou Zhizhen spat out dark purple blood and slumped weakly against the wall. His mind was in turmoil, repeatedly wondering—when he had disappointed Sister Pingsu time and again, how had she felt? Was it as heartbreaking and desolate as when he realized Mu Zhengyang’s existence?

The surrounding explosions gradually ceased as all the “Rainstorm Thunder” devices finished detonating.

With both the main and side doors of the great hall blocked by fallen bricks and tiles, the disciples outside couldn’t enter. However, Yang Heying and Li Yuanmin had already shaken off the dust and were advancing menacingly towards Cai Zhao.

As Zhou Zhizhen fell, Cai Zhao didn’t pause for a moment. She turned and swung her knife, breaking Mu Qingyan’s iron chains and shackles with several sharp clangs. Ning Xiaofeng cried out, “Zhaozha, don’t be foolish!”

“Foolishness doesn’t matter, I’ll teach her a lesson!” Yang Heying sneered, brandishing his sword as he charged.

Cai Zhao swiftly turned, her blade drawing a semicircle to heavily press down on the incoming sword edge.

Yang Heying’s arm shook, feeling slightly numb. He thought to himself that this little wretch’s kung fu was formidable. Discarding his contempt, he flexed his wrist, vibrating his sword tip toward the girl’s left arm.

Cai Zhao still didn’t defend, instead continuing to swing her knife horizontally. The back of her blade slid along his sword edge, deflecting it, while she once again bit down on the silent golden whistle, blowing with all her might.

Having his attacks deflected twice in succession, Yang Heying grew increasingly furious. His sword techniques became denser and more rapid, like a fierce storm. However, Cai Zhao repeatedly used only the horizontal technique from Cai Pingsu’s ‘Great Wind River Clearing Knife Technique’, using the back of her blade to slide along her opponent’s sword edge from left to right and back again. The Yan Yang Knife, being one of the world’s finest weapons, couldn’t be broken by Yang Heying’s precious sword.

By this time, Li Yuanmin had finally arrived, thrusting his sword directly at Cai Zhao’s back.

To avoid the attack from behind, Cai Zhao twisted her right shoulder, exposing a weakness in her left. Yang Heying, overjoyed, found his right-hand sword had just been deflected by the Yan Yang Knife. He formed a sword seal with his left hand and swung his arm in a chopping motion, striking Cai Zhao’s left shoulder with a loud slap.

Cai Zhao let out a muffled groan, her left shoulder crackling ominously, indicating a partial bone fracture.

Mu Qingyan’s eyes reddened as he struggled to rise, but days of severe injury and high fever had left him without strength.

Song Yuzi almost rushed forward, but Song Shijun desperately lowered his voice, saying, “If you go out now, are you trying to stop her or help her save someone? Hold back, you must hold back!”

Just as Yang Heying was about to gloat, he suddenly felt his qi insufficient, unable to channel it to his palm.

He looked down blankly and saw that Cai Zhao had somehow managed to wedge four shiny Mind-Numbing Needles between the fingers of her left hand. All four needles were half-embedded in his Qimen acupoint at the waist.

Half of Yang Heying’s body went numb and immobile. He sluggishly cried out, “Not… good…”

Cai Zhao gathered her qi, flipped her body, and slashed diagonally with her knife. Blood sprayed as Yang Heying was cut from his left shoulder to his right abdomen, his flesh split open and bleeding profusely.

Yang Heying fell with a scream, but everyone in the hall who could see, including himself, realized that Cai Zhao had shown mercy. Given the sharpness of the Yan Yang Knife, it wouldn’t have been difficult for her to cleave Yang Heying in two.

Enduring the intense pain in her left shoulder, Cai Zhao turned to face Li Yuanmin. After a brief exchange of about ten moves, there was a sharp crack as Li Yuanmin’s long sword was severed by the Yan Yang Knife. His shoulder was slashed, leaving him unable to hold his sword hilt.

At this moment, another shower of broken tiles and stones fell from above. Looking up, everyone saw figures moving on the roof of the hall—disciples from outside had climbed up.

Earlier, when they found the doors and windows of the great hall blocked by the explosion, they left a few people to continue breaking down the doors while the rest remembered the two small skylights on the roof of the hall.

To their surprise, when they climbed up, they discovered that the explosion had created a large hole in the roof, perfect for a large number of people to enter through.

Just as the outside disciples were happily crawling in, a series of sharp, piercing cries of birds of prey suddenly rang out from the sky, and not just one.

Everyone looked up to see two enormous golden-winged rocs flapping their massive wings, each spanning over ten feet. The fierce wind generated by their wings struck the disciples, causing several to scream and roll off the roof.

The two golden-winged rocs had sharp beaks and talons like iron hooks, and their wings were incredibly powerful. They alternated between low swoops and perched on the beams, constantly batting away the disciples on the roof with their wings.

Cai Zhao looked up at the two giant golden figures and finally released the golden whistle from her mouth, smiling tiredly.

She waited beneath the large hole, dealing with disciples who fell into the hall by either piercing their shoulders with her knife or sword or lightly slashing their arms before kicking them aside.

Li Wenxun, unable to move, was furious. He managed to roar, “Cai Zhao, how dare you!”

Ning Xiaofeng, fearing for her unconscious husband, held onto Cai Pingchun tightly, only able to cry out, “Zhaozha, you can’t make any more mistakes, come back quickly!”

Cai Zhao didn’t respond, continuing to wound the falling disciples.

She knew she couldn’t go back anymore. From the moment she had sought to see Mu Qingyan yesterday, she had decided not to return—

Yesterday, upon entering the dungeon, she had taken the small golden whistle from Mu Qingyan’s neck. Its sound was inaudible to human ears but could be heard by the golden-winged rocs.

She then begged to go to Chang Wu Castle. After searching the Chang ancestor’s tomb with Mu Qingyan, they had been exhausted and had to descend the mountain at night, so they left the excess seven or eight “Rainstorm Thunder” devices buried in a corner of the graveyard. Yesterday, during the memorial service, she had dug them out while Fan Xing wasn’t paying attention.

Next, she knocked out Fan Xing in the middle of the night and disguised herself as him. The disciples guarding the temple at that time were from various sects, and even those from the Qingque Sect were mostly outer disciples unfamiliar with Fan Xing. In the darkness, it was difficult to distinguish between real and fake. Taking advantage of this opportunity, she used the golden whistle to summon the two golden rocs nearby, snuck into Zhengyuan Hall, and pre-planted the “Rainstorm Thunder” devices in crucial locations. She also slipped some laxatives into the food in the outer kitchen, hoping to reduce the number of sword-wielding disciples.

Early the next morning, she first administered the numbing powder to her father, Cai Pingchun, and finally provoked Zhou Zhizhen’s memories of the past through conversation.

—Heh, Luoying Valley truly had bad feng shui, producing “demon women” and “enchantresses.”

Look at her, in just a few short days, she had come up with such a vicious plan to betray her master and ancestors!

By now, except for two or three disciples still fighting with the golden rocs, the roof was mostly clear.

Cai Zhao swung the silver chain on her left wrist to wrap around Mu Qingyan’s waist. As she pulled, a wave of intense pain shot through her shattered left shoulder, leaving her without strength. Mu Qingyan, already pale-faced, called out “Zhaozha” but couldn’t continue.

Cai Zhao smiled slightly. “At this point, you’re not going to tell me to ‘forget it’ again, are you?”

Mu Qingyan bit his thin lips, staring intently at the girl as if trying to imprint her image in his heart.

Cai Zhao sheathed her knife, first leaping onto the roof herself, then switching to her right hand to pull Mu Qingyan up.

Ning Xiaofeng watched helplessly as her daughter was about to leave. A heart-wrenching cry escaped from deep within her, “Zhaozha, where are you going!”

Remembering the fate of previous generations of “demon women” from Luoying Valley, who had all disappeared without a trace, she feared her daughter would follow the same path, never to return. Her face streamed with tears as she called out repeatedly, “Zhaozha, don’t go! What will your mother do if you leave? Will you be able to come back if you go? Zhaozha, don’t go, Zhaozha…”

Song Yuzi was stunned. In his impression, Ning Xiaofeng had always been proud and willful, pampered and spoiled. He had never seen her cry like this before.

As he was lost in thought, he suddenly felt movement behind him. Turning to look, he saw his father had abruptly stood up. Under Pang Xiongxin’s bewildered gaze, he shouted towards the roof, “Cai Zhao, you ungrateful dead girl! If you want to let that Mu fellow go, then let him go, but you’re not allowed to leave yourself!”

Hearing Ning Xiaofeng’s cries, Mu Qingyan turned dazedly to look at the girl above him. His mind was in turmoil, torn between wanting to keep her by his side forever and wanting her to go back to her family.

At that moment, a teardrop fell heavily on Mu Qingyan’s face.

He looked up to see the girl hanging from the roof beam, tears falling one by one, but she gritted her teeth and continued to pull him up.

He seemed to hear something deep within his heart crumble.

Seeing that his shouts were useless, Song Shijun gathered his qi and pulled out the four or five Mind-Numbing Needles in quick succession. He then repeatedly struck the massive stones blocking the main door with both palms. Song Shijun’s decades of cultivation were not to be underestimated. With several thunderous crashes, the stones that had seemed as solid as bedrock shattered, allowing the disciples outside to pour in—but by this time, Cai Zhao had already pulled Mu Qingyan onto the back of a golden roc.

“You fools, what are you coming in for?” Song Shijun shouted at the disciples. “Go out and shoot arrows! Shoot those two golden-feathered beasts!”

But it was too late. Amidst a rain of arrows shot by the disciples, the two golden-winged rocs beat their wings and soared high, flying farther and farther away.

Unable to do anything for the tear-stricken Ning Xiaofeng, Song Shijun turned and rushed towards Li Wenxun. After frantically removing all the Mind-Numbing Needles and helping to circulate his qi, Li Wenxun leaped up with all his might, his eyes now bloodshot with anger.

“Come on, where are the archers? Get on horseback and pursue them!” Li Wenxun pressed his hand on Qi Yunke’s shoulder and said through gritted teeth, “Sect Leader, please forgive my presumption.”

Then, in front of the leaders and disciples of the six sects, he announced in a deep voice: “Cai Zhao has colluded with the demonic cult, betrayed her master and ancestors, harmed her elders, and injured her fellow disciples. Her crimes are unforgivable! I request that all sects immediately issue pursuit orders, calling upon all righteous martial artists in the world to jointly capture or execute the demonic cult leader Mu Qingyan and the Northern Chen traitor Cai Zhao!”

Ning Xiaofeng let out a heart-wrenching scream and fainted. Qi Yunke’s face contorted in pain, Zhou Zhizhen closed his eyes, and Yang Heying looked as if he wanted to jump up and personally lead the pursuit.

Pang Xiongxin quietly approached Song Shijun and whispered, “Sect Leader, for things to escalate to this point… isn’t it too much?”

Song Shijun stroked his beard and said sheepishly, “Actually, I didn’t expect the little girl to be so ruthless. Sigh, I don’t know, we’ll just have to take it one step at a time. Yuzi, where’s Yuzi?”

The two looked around and saw Song Yuzi standing alone in the center.

He was staring blankly at the sky visible through the gaping hole in the roof. It was so clear and blue, vast and distant, so resolute, gone without return.
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In the desolate wilderness, at the foot of a remote mountain, a broken cart and a sickly horse stood beside a dilapidated mountain god temple. Cai Zhao lit her seventeenth campfire of this journey. Once the flames stabilized, she set aside the dry twigs and flint, carefully adding firewood piece by piece before returning to her bedroll near the stone pillar.

Mu Qing Yan, deep in slumber, furrowed his brow as cold sweat beaded on his forehead. Sensing the girl’s approach, he unconsciously grasped her sleeve, finding some comfort. This was a vast improvement from when they first escaped; back then, Mu Qing Yan seemed trapped in a nightmare.

Ten days had passed since their flight from Taichu Observatory. As they rode on the back of the golden-winged roc, facing fierce headwinds, both would normally have been unfazed. However, Mu Qing Yan was extremely weak, his limbs powerless, forcing Cai Zhao to bind him to her side with silver chains.

Initially planning to fly non-stop to the horizon, they discovered after half a day that the rocs were flying increasingly low. Cai Zhao then noticed several arrows lodged in the soft underbellies and armpits of both golden rocs. Though not deeply embedded, the wounds were bleeding continuously.

It was said that the archers of Guangtian Gate were unparalleled in their strength and speed. Cai Zhao now truly appreciated their reputation.

Mu Qing Yan, leaning against her, vaguely sensed they had landed. Hearing the girl mention the rocs’ injuries, he muttered drowsily, “They’ll find a place to heal themselves. Let’s hide in Lingjian Mountain.”

Lingjian Mountain stood at the edge of a wasteland, at the end of an eastern branch of the Suchuan River. Cai Zhao and Mu Qing Yan had once glimpsed it from afar during their worldwide search for the Shi family’s twin heroes.

After releasing the two golden-winged rocs to fly away on their own, Cai Zhao realized they were empty-handed. With no supplies, she hid Mu Qing Yan in the wilderness, covering him with dead branches and leaves before using her lightness skill to procure necessary items from a nearby town.

“Procure” was a euphemism, as Cai Zhao was penniless. Prepared for intense battle, she had traveled light, her sleeves and waist pouches filled with Thunder Storm Soul Needles, hidden weapons, and essential wound medicine, leaving no room for money.

Mu Qing Yan usually carried gold leaves, but Song Yuzhi’s well-intentioned meddling that morning, bathing and changing Mu Qing Yan’s clothes, had left them without even that resource.

According to conventional stories, Cai Zhao should have found a wealthy, despicable household to “rob the rich and help the poor.” However, realizing she would be the first beneficiary of such theft, Cai Zhao felt it would be hypocritical. Moreover, the urgency of their situation left no time to investigate suitable targets.

As she hesitated, her hand brushed her neck, sparking an idea. While she couldn’t sell the small golden whistle used to summon the rocs, the gold chain it hung on was fair game. She quickly removed the long chain and hurried to the town’s pawnshop.

The pawnbroker, noting Cai Zhao’s youthful appearance but martial attire splattered with blood and lingering deadly aura—and her casual straightening of their recently bent copper lampstand as easily as a child molding clay—dared not haggle. Seeing the chain’s exquisite craftsmanship, he even offered an extra ten silver taels.

With her newly acquired silver, Cai Zhao tirelessly purchased a cart, horse, cloth, bedding, and even pots and pans, finally securing food and medicine. She returned to Mu Qing Yan as dusk approached. Removing the covering of dead branches and leaves, she found him barely conscious, waiting for her return. His flushed cheeks contrasted sharply with his pallid complexion, a heart-wrenching sight.

Seeing her return, he seemed to relax slightly, the gloom in his brow dissipating, revealing an innocent beauty.

“Aren’t you afraid such a large procurement will reveal our trail?” he asked with a weak, elegant smile.

Cai Zhao replied, “The Northern Chen Six Sects’ influence pervades much of the martial world, not to mention countless disciples and old acquaintances. We’d inevitably be discovered entering any town. We’ll travel through the wilderness from now on. That small town has many routes; they won’t guess which direction we’ve taken.”

Mu Qing Yan fell silent for a moment before saying, “I’ve burdened you.”

Cai Zhao, her heart aching, responded softly, “Between us, let’s not speak of who burdens whom.”

After helping Mu Qing Yan into the cart, she drove to a secluded mountain stream and immediately began brewing medicine.

Cai Ping Shu, long bedridden due to his lost martial arts and damaged meridians, was more frail than ordinary people. Suffering frequent headaches, fevers, coughs, and chills, Cai Zhao had become well-versed in treating such ailments from a young age. She skillfully prepared and boiled medicinal concoctions but struggled with fire-making, her face covered in soot before finally controlling the flames.

“Quickly drink this,” she said, offering the medicine bowl. “You’ve been feverish for so many days; we don’t want your mind added once your body heals.”

Mu Qing Yan drained the bowl in one gulp, and then set it aside. “Remove your clothes; let me tend to your shoulder wound.”

Cai Zhao stared at him.

Mu Qing Yan added, “I’ve seen how you toss and turn in your sleep.” Implying that seeing her shoulder was insignificant in comparison.

Cai Zhao’s shoulders slumped. The split shoulder bone truly pained her, and knowing the many challenges ahead, a quicker recovery would mean fewer mishaps. She slowly loosened her garment, revealing a snow-white shoulder, and sat with her back to Mu Qing Yan.

Mu Qing Yan seemed particularly adept at treating such external injuries. He first realigned Cai Zhao’s bones, then applied for Luoying Valley’s wound medicine, and finally fashioned two narrow splints, binding them securely to her shoulder with cloth strips.

“Father loved raising exotic birds and beasts,” he explained softly, his voice gentle. “Once they grew and were well-fed, he’d release them. If they were injured outside, they’d limp back to Busi Study, and I grew accustomed to tending their wounds from a young age.” His lips curved slightly as he tied a simple, effective knot in the bandage. Suddenly, his voice lowered.

“Zhao Zhao,” he said, gazing at the girl’s slender, fair neck. “From now on, let’s rely on each other. I’ll seal off the Youming Huang Path and restrain my disciples as much as possible to avoid conflicts with the Northern Chen Six Sects. We can live peacefully in the Hanhai Mountain Range, never leaving. How does that sound?”

The girl didn’t turn or speak, but after a long while, she nodded slightly.

Mu Qing Yan’s heart surged with joy. He felt the world was beautiful, the sky clear across all four seas. Even in this cold, damp mountain stream, he found infinite contentment. As the medicine took effect, he soon fell into a deep sleep.

Cai Zhao sprang into action. She gently pushed up Mu Qing Yan’s sleeves and trouser legs, then opened his garment, revealing numerous deep, bone-deep gashes and his scarred chest and back. The black and red wounds contrasted starkly against his fair skin, a horrifying sight.

She applied all the wound medicine she carried, then carefully wrapped clean cloth around the injuries. As she tended to the wounds, she forcefully wiped away her tears. For martial artists of their caliber, once their bodies healed, internal injuries could mend on their own.

After finishing, she extinguished the fire and buried all traces of their stay in the mud. Unable to linger in one place, she let Mu Qing Yan sleep in the cart as they traveled by night and rested in hiding during the day.

Mu Qing Yan’s injuries were severe, compounded by days of high fever. Previously sustained by sheer willpower, now that he had let his guard down, the accumulated injuries and illness struck back fiercely. The next day, he burned with delirium, his forehead drenched in cold sweat, lips cracked, yet teeth clenched tightly. Like a stubborn child, he didn’t make a sound, only gripping the girl’s sleeve firmly.

Cai Zhao prepared a soft rice and dried meat porridge, but couldn’t feed him a single mouthful.

Despite her slender frame and Mu Qing Yan’s broad shoulders and height, she managed to awkwardly hold him, using a damp cloth to transfer water to his mouth while repeatedly coaxing him.

Though skilled at brewing medicine and cooking porridge, she was inexperienced in comforting others. This was because Cai Ping Shu, the world’s most optimistic person, would joke and comfort his family even when gravely ill.

Seeing Mu Qing Yan in his delirious state, she resorted to telling stories from her childhood and describing her beloved hometown, Luoying Valley.

“There was a couple’s shop at the entrance of the alley that sold porridge,” she began. “Their eight-treasure porridge, millet porridge, shrimp porridge, and chicken and chestnut porridge were all soft, glutinous, and fragrant. When I was four, I heard the kitchen aunty say that porridge was best for my aunt who was ill. So I secretly took a jar to buy porridge for her. The kind shopkeeper filled a jar for me even though I couldn’t pay. Unfortunately, I tripped near home, breaking the jar and scraping my knee. I sat on the ground, surrounded by spilled porridge, crying loudly in dismay.”

“My aunt heard my cries and came to find me. I was so upset – the porridge jar had been so heavy, the small alley seemed endless, and I had used all my strength. My arms ached, my legs were tired, and just as I was about to reach home, I spilled everything… The more I thought about it, the more upset I became, and I couldn’t stop crying. My aunt smiled as she took me home, applying medicine to my scrapes while telling me I was the most obedient and filial child in the world. She kept kissing my face and hands until I finally stopped crying.”

“Next door was a braised meat shop. Their broth, passed down for three generations, had been continuously enriched for decades. They say even a wooden stick would taste flavorful if cooked in it. Every morning when they lit the stove, the rich aroma of meat would waft for miles. It took great willpower to pass by without buying.”

“The fragrance shop on the west side of town offered a different kind of scent. They’d collect the freshest flowers each season, steaming, drying, grinding, and blending them. Aunt didn’t care for makeup, but to mask the bitter medicine smell in our house, I’d often buy scented cakes to perfume the rooms. Jasmine in spring, lotus in summer, chrysanthemum in autumn, and plum in winter – Luoying Valley’s four seasons were always fragrantly present.”

“There used to be a jewelry shop in town. The owner was a handsome scholar, elegant and skilled. His hairpins, phoenix combs, and pearl flowers were breathtakingly beautiful. Many girls secretly admired him. However, his wife was scarred, sickly, quick-tempered, and childless. The town’s matrons pitied the scholar.”

“Years later, his wife passed away. Matchmakers rushed in, but the scholar closed shop after cremating his wife and left Luoying Valley with her ashes. Before departing, he thanked my parents for allowing them to live peacefully in the valley, saying his wife died content.”

“Father asked where he was going. The scholar said he’d take his wife to the seaside. She had always loved the sea but couldn’t tolerate the damp air. Now it didn’t matter. Mother urged him to move on, saying he had a long life ahead. The scholar replied that with his wife gone, his heart had died too; there was no future.”

“Having read too many tragic romance novels, I thought the scholar was going to join his wife in death. I cried my eyes out, lamenting the fleeting nature of deep love. My parents and aunt nearly doubled over laughing – the scholar didn’t die. After scattering his wife’s ashes at sea, he became a monk at Changchun Temple, spending his days repairing Buddha statues and temple buildings, and living peacefully. Ah I’d wasted so many tears…”

In Cai Zhao’s memory, Luoying Valley was a place of eternal spring, awash with flowers and filled with the vibrancy of everyday life.

During festivals, blooming peach branches would be adorned with colorful ribbons bearing well-wishes. The wind would set these long, intertwining rainbows dancing, as if in a dream. This was her beloved home, her eternal dreamland.

She’d left Luoying Valley less than a year ago, yet now it felt like a lifetime away.

Lulled by the girl’s gentle murmurs, Mu Qing Yan gradually fell into a peaceful sleep. As daylight faded and dusk settled in, he finally awoke, sitting quietly by the fire to sip porridge.

“…I heard everything,” he suddenly said, eyes fixed on the flames. “What you said about Luoying Valley.”

Cai Zhao started, then smiled. “Did you think I was silly as a child?”

“No,” Mu Qing Yan shook his head. “I loved hearing about your childhood and the place you grew up. It’s perfect and beautiful, bringing joy just thinking about it. I can’t say the same for myself.”

Remembering his childhood experiences, Cai Zhao fell silent. She spoke softly, “It’s alright. I’ll share half of my childhood with you. That way, when you think back, you’ll feel joy too.”

Mu Qing Yan looked up, half his face in firelight shadow. His delicate features and moving brows framed eyes that glimmered like distant lights on a quiet lake. He smiled, “Really? Then it’s settled.”

They resumed their journey after nightfall.

By now, Li Wenxun’s carrier pigeons had spread the news far and wide. The martial arts world was in uproar, with righteous sects and lone wanderers alike converging on both banks of the Suchuan River, seeking news of Mu and Cai. Cai Zhao nearly gave herself away while replenishing supplies and medicine in a nearby town.

In every street and alley, teahouse and tavern, martial artists gossiped:

“Luoying Valley’s feng shui must be cursed to produce another witch!”

“It’s the fault of Cai Pingchun and his wife for sending their daughter to train so late. Poor Sect Leader Qi and Master Zhou were ambushed by the girl they watched grow up. Their injuries are severe; who knows how they’re faring now.”

“I heard the masters from Changchun Temple sent holy medicine to Taichu Observatory. They should be fine, right?”

“What do you know? External wounds heal easily, but internal injuries are tough. Sect Leader Qi and Master Zhou are kind-hearted. Cai Zhao is both a former disciple and the niece of an old friend. How heartbreaking to see her go astray.”

“Hmph! That wench Cai Zhao is a traitor to her masters and ancestors. If I see her, I’ll avenge the Northern Chen disciples!”

“Give it up. Cai Zhao may be of poor character, but she wounded Sect Leader Qi, Master Zhou, and Sect Leader Yang, and even ambushed her father and Sect Leader Song. With skills like that, would we stand a chance against her?”

“Brother Wang speaks true. Even if the sect leaders were ambushed or held back, they must have used at least half their power. For Cai Zhao to rescue the Demonic Sect leader in such circumstances, her abilities must be formidable!”

“Is she really that strong? I heard Cai Zhao is only in her teens.”

“Cai Ping Shu was undefeated at that age too.”

“Indeed, a girl raised by Cai Ping Shu is no ordinary foe.”

“I don’t care what you think. Our Sea Snake Gang owes a great debt to the Siqui Gate. Now that Sect Leader Yang has suffered such humiliation, if I encounter her, I’ll teach that Cai girl a lesson even if it costs me my life!”

“I heard the Demonic Sect leader was gravely injured, and Cai Zhao took some hits too. We might stand a chance if we encounter them.”

“Let’s focus on finding them first. Didn’t you hear Sect Leaders Yang and Song are leading the pursuit? Grandmaster Li Wenxun and Lady Zhou Zhixian are leading their disciples in the search too. We should help spread any news we hear.”

“Hey, what do you think they’ll do with that witch Cai Zhao when they catch her?”

“For betraying her masters and ancestors? She’ll be lucky to escape with her life.”

“Will the Valley Master Cai allow it?”

“His daughter betrayed her sect and injured her seniors. What can he say?”

…

Cai Zhao listened from a street corner before silently slipping away.

For the next few days, she continued resting by day and traveling by night, heading straight for Lingjian Mountain with Mu Qing Yan. Every two days, she’d visit a small town to buy necessities. On the twelfth or thirteenth day, they finally reached the foot of Lingjian Mountain. Before ascending, Cai Zhao made her usual supply run to a nearby town.

Out of caution, she had only purchased small amounts of medicine and food each time. She bought common wound medicine, fever reducers, and tonics. The rare ingredients truly useful for Mu Qing Yan’s internal healing, like Snow Ginseng, weren’t available in these towns anyway, so she didn’t even ask about them to avoid drawing attention.

After a brief rest at the mountain god temple, they began their ascent.

Lingjian Mountain was treacherous and rarely visited. Halfway up, they discovered a hidden cave concealed by vines. Inside, though damp, the air flowed freely, indicating other openings. They decided to rest there.

Mu Qing Yan lit a fire inside the cave and leaned against the wall to rest.

Cai Zhao placed lit bundles of grass and wood around the cave to gradually dry it out. The firelight illuminated her pale face, revealing her exhaustion, though her large eyes remained clear.

“This place is well hidden,” she suddenly said. “You should be safe alone here, able to handle any ordinary beasts. I’ll leave food and medicine. Stay here and recover slowly.”

Mu Qing Yan sat up slightly, his long lashes lowered. “Are you going back to check on your parents and master? It’s only natural to want to ensure they’re safe and well. But be careful – if they discover you, you won’t be able to return. Don’t worry about me; they won’t find this place anytime soon.”

“They probably won’t come after you anymore,” the girl said, placing the last bundle of firewood in a corner. “Three days ago, when I went to town for supplies, I noticed half the searchers were gone. Yesterday, in another town, I saw only a few Taichu Observatory pursuers and almost no wandering martial artists.”

“Oh, is that so?” Mu Qing Yan’s eyes flickered as he smiled. “Why did they stop searching? Did they give up, thinking it was like finding a needle in a haystack? Or did they receive false information and pursue in the wrong direction?”

Cai Zhao replied, “They didn’t give up due to the difficulty, nor did they go in another direction. They’ve simply stopped searching.” She looked up. “After so many days, it’s time for them to stop – just as you predicted.”

Mu Qing Yan’s smile slowly faded. “As I predicted? What do you mean, Zhao Zhao? How would I know they’d stop searching?”

Cai Zhao’s gaze was calm. “You might not have known exactly when they’d stop, but you knew they would eventually.”

Mu Qing Yan’s lips curved slightly, but his eyes held no mirth. “I don’t understand what you’re saying, Zhao Zhao.”

Cai Zhao looked at him steadily, and Mu Qing Yan returned her gaze unflinchingly.

“You don’t understand? Then let me start from the beginning,” Cai Zhao said, a hint of mockery in her eyes. “Remember, not long after we took Qinglong Altar, Xing’er secretly asked me something…”

[A nervous little maid was combing the hair of a young girl before a mirror. “Miss Zhao Zhao, I heard the Sect Leader has already subdued Altar Master Shangguan and his followers…”

“Yes, what about it?” Cai Zhao didn’t understand her point.

The little maid anxiously fiddled with the comb. “But… but why didn’t the Young Lord make them take the ‘Seven Insect Seven Flower Soul-Chasing Pill’?”

Cai Zhao was startled. “You Guanyue took it?”

“Yes, yes! Not just my young master, but Helmsman Wang, Helmsman Tang, and even Brother Liu Jiangfeng all took it. But Altar Master Shangguan and those newly subdued by the Young Lord didn’t. Does the Young Lord not fully trust my young master and the others?”]

“The Seven Insect Seven Flower Pill is a secret, deadly poison passed down through generations of your Mu family,” Cai Zhao continued. “Made from seven flowers and seven insects, it’s unpredictable and mysterious. Only the poison maker knows the antidote.”

A cold smirk played on Mu Qingyan’s lips. “Game Observer Moon is using Xing’er to test me. How impatient! He didn’t expect you to keep Xing’er’s secret.”

Cai Zhao gazed at the moss on one side, her expression wistful. “I’ve never been able to fathom the minds of people like you with your convoluted schemes. Only when I’m at my wit’s end do I realize how foolish I’ve been.”

Mu Qingyan rested his hand on his bent knee, his expression cold and detached.

Cai Zhao turned back to him. “At the time, I was utterly perplexed. Logically, you’ve observed Game Observer Moon, Liu Jiangfeng, and others for years, confirming their loyalty to the Mu family and Elder Chou. Yet you gave them the Seven Insects Seven Flowers poison while placing no restrictions on newcomers like Shangguan Haonan.”

Mu Qingyan laughed coldly. “Perhaps someone as peculiar as me just acts strangely.”

Cai Zhao shook her head. “You once said that while Mu sect leaders have traditionally used the Seven Insects Seven Flowers pills to control their followers, Nie Hengcheng, despite usurping power, never did so, demonstrating his magnanimity. Given your desire to differentiate yourself from Nie Hengcheng, I thought you’d be reluctant to use such methods unless necessary.”

She continued, her gaze falling on Mu Qingyan’s face, “I’ve pondered this for a long time, and now I understand. You don’t distrust Game Observer Moon and the others. On the contrary, among your many subordinates, you trust these loyal followers the most.”

“If that’s the case, why would I force them to take poison?” Mu Qingyan asked coldly.

“Because your paranoia is severe, and you know the future tasks you’ll assign them are crucial. You used the Seven Insects Seven Flowers pills as a precaution.”

“What secret mission?”

“To lure the snake out of its hole and catch everything in one net.”

Mu Qingyan looked at the girl, his gaze deep and inscrutable.

Cai Zhao stared into his eyes, enunciating each word carefully. “Yu Huiyin, Lu Fengchun – each of them has intricate ties to the Nie family. Yet you allow them to manage sect affairs on your behalf? And what about Li Ruxin and her son? Even if you didn’t want to eliminate them, they should have been imprisoned somewhere secret. Instead, you openly keep them in the Hanhai mountain range, as if you want those secretly loyal to the Nie family to know.”

She paused, then continued, “Sect Leader Mu, you’ve set a trap. Or rather, you’re thinking three steps ahead. You’ve calculated everything, even before launching your attack on Nie Zhe.”

Water droplets fell somewhere in the mountain ravine, each one distinct as it hit the damp rocks.

“Zhao Zhao makes me sound like a monster,” Mu Qingyan said, sitting up straight and stoking the fire before him. His long, steady fingers were white and clean as they gripped the branch. “Well, Sect Leader Qi often calls me a shape-shifting demon. It seems Zhao Zhao has taken it to heart. But if I were truly so formidable, how could I have nearly lost all my martial arts skills?”

“Because even the best-laid plans can go awry. Some things didn’t unfold as you expected.”

Mu Qingyan snorted coldly, offering no comment.

Cai Zhao continued, “Defeating Nie Zhe was easy. The real challenge lies in erasing the influence the Nie uncles have built over forty or fifty years. You anticipated this. But if people genuinely submit to you, you can’t just slaughter them. The best outcome would be for Nie’s hidden supporters and the fence-sitters to reveal themselves.”

She went on, “So you and Game Observer Moon devised a plan. Under the pretext of visiting the Shi twins, you staged an ‘accidental disappearance.’ Then Game Observer Moon and the others would challenge the Six Sects of North Chen, creating the illusion that you had been killed. Seeing this, Lu Fengchun and the others would seize the opportunity to rebel.”

“However, Lu Fengchun has been lying low for half his life and wouldn’t act without absolute certainty. Yu Huiyin truly has no desire for power and only wants to protect Li Ruxin and her son. Without some real action, they wouldn’t make a move. But if Game Observer Moon and the others caused too much chaos, with both sides fighting, the outcome would be unpredictable.”

The young girl’s gaze was as deep as the stars, illuminating the dark recesses of human hearts.

“So, what method could make it appear that you’re at odds with the Six Sects of North Chen, without actually provoking them to action?”

Cai Zhao struggled to voice her suspicion. “Did you… target the families of the Six Sects of North Chen?”

Mu Qingyan raised his long lashes, looking at her silently, his lack of response as good as an admission.

[The scene shifts to the exit of the Mu family’s ancestral burial ground. Hu Fengge, Yu Huiyin, Lu Fengchun, and various other leaders bow respectfully. As Mu Qingyan is about to leave on his golden eagle, Game Observer Moon hurriedly asks, “Sect Leader, do you have any instructions?”

Mu Qingyan turns back, his eyes full of killing intent, his pupils dark. “Do what needs to be done. Do I need to teach you?”

Game Observer Moon trembles, suddenly understanding. He quickly bows his head and agrees.]

Cai Zhao forced herself to remain calm. “What have you done to the Zhou family?”

“…I’ve merely invited a few ladies to be our guests,” Mu Qingyan finally replied.

[A procession of luxurious carriages leisurely travels through the outskirts, surrounded by many laughing servants in fine clothes. In the largest and most ornate carriage, three middle-aged and elderly women are talking.

Old Lady Min forcefully pokes her daughter-in-law’s forehead. “You fool! How could you let Yuqi break off the engagement with the Cai family? Are you trying to be the death of me?”

Lady Min looks aggrieved. “Aunt, didn’t you also refuse to have Cai Pingshu as a daughter-in-law back then? You’ve met that little Cai Zhao girl. She’s stubborn and sharp-tongued, much harder to deal with than Cai Pingshu. I get angry just looking at her! Xinrou is so much better – obedient and respectful. She listens to everything I say, not to mention how father and brother kept begging me.”

Old Lady Min is furious. “To support the Min family, we must first ensure your son can inherit the position of manor lord! Back then, my son’s skills were unparalleled, making him the unanimous choice to inherit Peiqiong Mountain Manor. What about your son? You’ve spoiled him since he was little, making a fuss over the slightest scratch. How can one practice martial arts without enduring hardship? No matter how good Xinrou is, does she have Cai Zhao’s abilities to help Yuqi ascend to power?”

Lady Min doesn’t dare to talk back.

Another elderly lady in the carriage gently tries to mediate. “Sister-in-law, let it go. What’s done is done. Let’s try to look on the bright side.”

Old Lady Min turns to scold her. “The most promising young disciples in the manor now are the brothers Yuqian and Yukun. You raised them after they were orphaned at a young age. Are you hoping to use them to overshadow me in the future?”

“No, no, I wouldn’t dare!” This elderly lady is quite meek. “After my husband passed away, it was thanks to your care that my daughter and I managed. Even if the Yu brothers have a bright future, I’ll teach them to respect you!”

Old Lady Min calms down slightly. “That’s more like it.”

Suddenly, she frowns. “Why has it gone quiet outside? And why is the carriage speeding up? Something’s not right. Guards-“

Before she can finish, the carriage curtain is yanked away. The luxurious carriage is speeding along a mountain path, alone. The Peiqiong Mountain Manor people have vanished, replaced by unfamiliar men in tight-fitting clothes on horseback on both sides.

Tang Qing, personally driving the carriage, pokes his smiling face inside. “Ladies, my sect extends an invitation!”]

Cai Zhao feels a lump in her throat. “What about the Siqimen? You must have targeted Yang He’ying’s concubine and son!”

“Correct.”

[In the city’s largest Taoist temple, amid billowing incense smoke, Madam Sha struts proudly, surrounded by attendants. She’s leading her beloved son Yang Tianci to offer sacrifices in the main hall when suddenly, multiple loud bangs ring out. All the doors and windows of the great hall slam shut.

Simultaneously, countless plumes of smoke rise from the cracks between the floor tiles. The Siqimen guards and servants inhale it and immediately faint.

As the beautiful woman’s vision blurs, she watches in terror as Wang Tianfeng and his men emerge from a hidden tunnel beneath the broken tiles. He grins, “Madam Yang, Young Master Yang, shall we go somewhere else to have some fun?”]

“What about Guangtianmen? Qinglian Madam is already dead, and the entire Flower Street is full of Song Shijun’s lovers. You’re not going to kidnap courtesans, are you?” Cai Zhao asks mockingly.

Mu Qingyan replies, “Not the courtesans, but Song Shijun’s two sons, Song Xiuzhi and Song Maozhi.”

Cai Zhao scoffs, “Those two have strong martial arts skills. They won’t be easy to capture.”

“Where there’s a will, there’s a way.”

[“Stop wasting my time,” Song Maozhi says impatiently, standing in a hunting lodge at the edge of the forest. “I haven’t been out hunting for two months. Old Han finally found a snow-white leopard in the forest. I want to skin it and make a robe for my father. Don’t stand in my way with your chatter.”

Two attendants are preparing his saddle and bow and arrows, while a personal servant adjusts Song Maozhi’s leather armor. A young hunter crouches in the corner, tying his leg wraps.

Song Xiuzhi wrings his hands nervously. “But father told us to watch over the house and not cause trouble.”

Song Maozhi turns to berate him. “It must be those old fogies badmouthing me again! Hmph, they rely on their seniority and long service to dictate everything – don’t do this, don’t do that, always meddling. Just wait till I take over. The first thing I’ll do is drive out all those old geezers!”

“Maozhi,” Song Xiuzhi sighed, “How can we, as members of the Song family, be at odds? They’re our uncles and elders.”

“Don’t lecture me,” Song Maozhi retorted. “When the time comes, I’ll ask Yuzhi for help. By then, he might be leading the Qingque Sect. With us brothers united, who’d dare look down on me?” He turned to the young hunter, “Hey, why isn’t Old Han back yet?”

The timid young hunter, still struggling with his leg wraps, stuttered, “Un-uncle said he didn’t want to sp-spoil your fun, so he went ahead to… to drive out the white leopard.”

Song Maozhi nodded approvingly but then complained, “Old Han is so clever, why are you so inarticulate?”

“If this big nephew wasn’t so clumsy, my elder brother would’ve brought him to you for a reward long ago!” A laughing voice announced the arrival of an old hunter with two others.

The three hunters bowed to the Song brothers. The old one stayed put while the other two moved behind the brothers to help the young hunter with his leg wraps.

Song Maozhi chuckled, “Han Er, you’ve become quite the smooth talker. Are you staying this time?”

Han Er replied, “Nowhere’s better than our Guangtianmen. I’m not leaving this time. I hope the young master will grant this old servant a living and not find me less useful than my elder brother!”

Song Maozhi laughed heartily, “Your Han family has served Guangtianmen for generations. Of course! Serve me well, and you’ll have gold, silver, and beauties aplenty!”

As they bantered, Song Xiuzhi caught a strange, potent scent. Before he could react, several of his major acupoints were struck. His body went numb, and he collapsed.

Through barely open eyes, Song Xiuzhi watched the shorter hunter draw a dagger and, with ghost-like speed, slit the throats of the three attendants. Simultaneously, the tall, burly hunter lunged at Song Maozhi with powerful fists.

Despite his skills, Song Maozhi was caught off guard and weaponless. Two punches to his chest sent him staggering back, right into the nimble shorter hunter, who jabbed two Chaos Soul Needles into his back. Song Maozhi, too, crumpled to the ground.

The shorter hunter laughed, “Divine Fist Guardian Liu Jiangfeng, your reputation holds! They say Song Maozhi is the best among the Six Sects of North Chen, yet he couldn’t withstand two of your punches!”

Hearing the commotion, guards outside knocked, inquiring about the situation.

Song Xiuzhi felt a glimmer of hope, thinking their hundred-strong force could surely overpower these few assailants.

To his shock, the young stuttering hunter approached the door and called out in Song Maozhi’s voice, “Nothing’s wrong! I’m in a good mood today. Stop hovering like old hens and back off. I’ll come out when I’m ready!”

After a pause, the impostor spoke again, this time mimicking Song Xiuzhi’s polite tone, “Maozhi, they’re just doing their duty. If anything happened to you, how would we explain it?”

Finally, ‘Song Maozhi’ grumbled irritably, “You’re all so annoying. Just wait until I…”

The stuttering hunter was a master of voice mimicry, perfectly imitating both brothers.

The shorter hunter crouched before Song Xiuzhi, smiling, “Seen enough? Time for you to sleep.”

Another Chaos Soul Needle and Song Xiuzhi lost consciousness.

Han Er approached eagerly, “Altar Master You, about that…”

You Guanyue turned, smiling, “Don’t worry. I keep my promises. I’ll have your gold ready when we return. Go far away and enjoy your life.”

Han Er bowed repeatedly in gratitude.

Roof tiles were removed, and a rope ladder was lowered. The hunting lodge, built against a mountain, was overshadowed by an enormous old pine tree. Its dense canopy concealed the roof, while a secret passage had been carved into the mountain wall behind.

You Guanyue and Liu Jiangfeng each carried one of the Song brothers, silently climbing out through the roof. Hidden by the thick foliage, they escaped through the mountain passage.

“Impressive,” Cai Zhao commented coolly. “Did you capture anyone else?”

Mu Qingyan replied, “According to plan, we also targeted Yin Sulian and Wang Yuanjing’s families. You Guanyue suggested including the old town head of Luoying Valley and Old Madam Ning to deflect suspicion from your parents.”

Cai Zhao laughed bitterly, “Sect Leader Mu, your strategies are flawless. This humble girl is in awe.”

Mu Qingyan mused, “The Six Sects have grown complacent, neglecting their defenses. In Nie Hengcheng’s time, everyone was always on guard. How could they become so lax, so full of vulnerabilities?”

He added self-mockingly, “Though I’m no better. The first sect leader in two hundred years to be captured alive by the Six Sects of North Chen. I’ve truly disgraced my ancestors.”

Cai Zhao paused before speaking, “…You didn’t expect us to find the Shi brothers, uncover Wang Yuanjing’s misdeeds, or reveal the old grudge between my aunt and Mu Zhengyang. You never anticipated it would come to this.”

She continued, “You Guanyue is off playing his part. What about Shangguan Haonan and the others? Have you ordered them to lie in wait, ready to counter any uprising?”

“You’re not far off,” Mu Qingyan replied, breaking a large piece of wood and tossing it into the fire.

[In a hidden stronghold on the outskirts of the Hanhai mountain range]

“Nephew, has Elder Lu and the others rebelled?” a middle-aged man asked breathlessly as he arrived on horseback, followed by a string of subordinates.

Shangguan Haonan, organizing his troops, replied, “The Sect Leader’s prediction was spot on. That old turtle Lu Fengchun is indeed a traitor. He’s throwing his weight around in the Palace of Extreme Bliss as we speak! Uncle Bali, let’s go teach that old turtle a lesson!”

The middle-aged man shouted his agreement.

However, another middle-aged scholar nearby spoke leisurely, “Where’s You Guanyue? He’s usually glued to the Sect Leader’s side. Why isn’t he here now?”

Shangguan Haonan replied irritably, “The Sect Leader was captured by those bastards from North Chen. You Guanyue are busy trying to rescue him! The Sect Leader ordered me to guard the main hall. We each have our duties. Uncle Qiutong, hurry and gather your forces!”

Wu Qiutong’s followers remained motionless. He advised, “Haonan, I’ve known you since you were a child. Let me be frank – we might not have enough manpower to defeat Lu Fengchun.”

Shangguan Haonan erupted in anger, “Didn’t we agree to serve Sect Leader Mu? What are you saying now, Uncle Qiutong?”

Wu Qiutong countered, “That’s not the point. We were originally loyal to the Kaiyang and Yaoguang factions, and our elders were faithful to Sect Leader Nie. Can Mu Qingyan truly trust us?”

Qin Bali roared, “When the Kaiyang and Yaoguang elders saw that the Mu faction couldn’t be salvaged, they decided to serve Nie Hengcheng. What’s wrong with that? We’ve now sworn allegiance to Sect Leader Mu, so we should remain loyal! What are you suggesting, Wu Qiutong?”

Wu Qiutong sneered, “But our Sect Leader Mu has fallen into the hands of the Six Sects of North Chen. He’s just as hopeless.”

Shangguan Haonan calmed down, “Uncle Wu, just tell us what you want.”

“If Shangguan Haonan and his group follow orders and attack Lu Fengchun, they’re loyal to you,” Cai Zhao concluded. “If not, they’re either harboring rebellious thoughts or they’re fence-sitters, not worth keeping. Is that right?”

“You know me well, Zhao Zhao,” Mu Qingyan said, slowly rising to his feet.

Though he wore only a coarse robe Cai Zhao had bought on the street, his refined features and sharp, clear gaze, combined with his tall, imposing figure, seemed to shrink the cave. An aura of authority emanated from him.

Cai Zhao asked, “How long did you plan to keep this from me?”

Mu Qingyan replied calmly, “Zhao Zhao shouldn’t know about these sordid affairs.” His tone implied he had never intended to tell her at all.

Sunlight filtered through the cracks in the mountain rocks, rippling like waves after several twists and turns.

Cai Zhao nodded, “Alright, you should rest well. I’ll be leaving now.” She turned to go.

“If you’re going to abandon me, why did you bother saving me in the first place?” The man behind her snapped sharply.

Cai Zhao slowly turned back, explaining, “Your trap was set long ago, and the traitors within each sect were already bought. They were just waiting for your ‘disappearance’ so You Guanyue could feign panic and challenge the Six Northern Sects, then move against their families. No one expected you to be in trouble. This turn of events disrupted the entire plan. While Lü Fengchun was indeed provoked into rebellion, You Guanyue and the others were thrown into disarray.”

She continued, “They’re now moving against the sects’ families after hearing of your capture. The back-and-forth took at least half a month. By the time they secure hostages and rush to save you, it’ll be too late. Three days ago, the pursuing forces began to dwindle. I suspect You Guanyue and the others have finally reached Suchuan.”

[A scene unfolds on the straight road: Horses gallop, kicking up clouds of yellow sand.

As the Northern Sects rush towards the eastern bank of Suchuan, they suddenly hear riders approaching from the opposite direction. The newcomers rein in their horses before the crowd, their steeds rearing high. As the dust settles, a handsome young man with a smiling face emerges at the forefront.

Without a word, the smiling youth tosses over a cloth bag. A disciple cautiously opens it with his scabbard from a distance, revealing several items inside – ornamental pendants and long swords. After confirming there are no traps, the disciple presents the bag to the sect leaders.

“This… this…” Yang He’ying is the first to cry out in shock, recognizing his only son’s gold lock and bracelet, along with his favorite concubine’s golden hairpin.

Zhou Zhixian holds two mismatched jade earrings, her face paling. “My mother? And my aunt?”

Song Shijun immediately senses trouble. When he looks into the bag, he feels dizzy – aren’t those two long swords his sons’ weapons?

“Master Song, Master Yang, Heroine Zhou, and Daoist Li, I greet you,” the smiling youth says politely. “It’s a scorching summer day, and you’re all sweating profusely. Why not return home to rest? If you still doubt me, I can send more… fingers, toes, noses, ears – whatever you prefer.”

As Yang He’ying begins to curse, Song Shijun grabs him. “I have three sons. Losing two, I still have one. How many do you have?” He lowers his voice, “You were injured a few years back and can’t have more children, right?”

Yang He’ying remains silent, embarrassed, and angry.

Song Shijun turns to Zhou Zhixian, “Sister Zhixian, what do you think?”

Zhou Zhixian wrings her hands, “My mother… she’s frail. She can’t endure such hardship…” Having lost her father early, she grew up relying on her delicate mother, their bond stronger than life itself.

“Enough, I understand,” Song Shijun waves his hand irritably. “We’re retreating. We’ll discuss this further with those hiding in Taichu Temple. We’re not pursuing anymore!”]

“Indeed. If not for your rescue, even if You Guanyue had arrived, I would have been crippled,” Mu Qingyan said impassively. “There was no choice. The crimes Qi Yunke accused me of were too vile. It concerned my father’s reputation. I truly lost my composure and fell into their trap in my haste…”

Cai Zhao considered for a moment, deciding it was best to be clear. She turned back and approached him. Noticing the bandage on his chest had come loose, she couldn’t help but move closer to tie it.

Mu Qingyan lowered his head, seeing the soft crown of the girl’s hair. His heart surged with emotion.

“Your father was poisoned by Madam Sun, yet you endured for three years before confronting Nie Zhe…” Cai Zhao pulled out the end of the bandage, wrapping it around. “No, you didn’t fall into their trap because your father’s reputation was tarnished.”

She looked up at him. “You did it to find me. You wanted to explain quickly, to tell me your father wasn’t such a despicable person. That’s why you were captured.”

The girl’s gaze was clean and clear, like undisturbed still water. Mu Qingyan wrapped his arms around her, his muscles tensing slightly. He pressed his lips to her slender neck, finally burying his face in the soft curve where her neck met her shoulder.

“I know you can’t bear to part with me, and I can’t bear to part with you. We can’t separate,” he murmured. “We promised to rely on each other for life. You nodded and agreed…”

Though her heart ached terribly, Cai Zhao pushed him away slightly. “I just want to ask you two things. First, does Hu Fengge truly have no ulterior motives toward you? Please be honest.”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes darkened, the warmth slowly fading from his face. “No, she sees Lu Chengnan as a father and brother figure. That’s why she hates Nie Hengcheng to the bone and despises Nie Zhe’s character. She’s loyal to me without any second thoughts.”

The girl’s clear eyes held a question.

“But her feelings for Hui Yin run too deep,” Mu Qingyan’s voice quavered slightly. “I’ve hinted at it several times, but she trusts Hui Yin implicitly. Lü Fengchun is incredibly cunning. I couldn’t let Hu Fengge ruin our grand plan, so I didn’t say a word.”

He waited for Cai Zhao’s reproach, but she simply nodded and asked, “Second, if Shang Guanhaonan fights to the death to quell the rebellion, how many of his loyal troops will die in that lonely battle?”

Mu Qingyan released his embrace, his expression turning proud and cruel. “Only through such life-and-death situations can we separate the loyal from the treacherous. Only then will I feel secure in the Palace of Extreme Bliss.”

“The Nie uncle and nephew have been entrenched in the sect for forty or fifty years, with a complex web of relationships. It’s easy to clean up the sect’s affairs, but hard to cleanse people’s hearts. Who knows when some rebel, still indebted to the Nies, might try to ambush me? I can’t allow any threat near me, but I also can’t massacre followers who have already submitted without reason…”

He gritted his teeth, his cheeks slightly puffing out. “Hu Fengge blinded herself, falling for a hypocrite. If Shang Guanhaonan can’t pass this test, it’s his lack of ability. How is any of this my fault?”

Cai Zhao gazed at him quietly. “So, their deaths were part of your calculations too?”

Mu Qingyan’s gaze darkened. “Great achievements require sacrifices. Zhao, I hope you understand that thrones are built on bones, and power is forged in blood. There’s no peaceful prosperity in this world.”

“My aunt said there could be,” Cai Zhao tilted her head slightly as if remembering. “She was one step away from succeeding.”

“In the end, she didn’t. Our ancestors lie buried, their lofty ambitions turned to dust, while the world remains unchanged,” Mu Qingyan said coldly. “Zhao, you watched your aunt wither day by day. You should understand my actions.”

Cai Zhao felt a deep sadness. “Yes, I’ve often felt my aunt’s efforts were in vain. But even if they were, I don’t think she was wrong. Back in the underground chamber of the Palace of Extreme Bliss, if Hu Fengge hadn’t turned against Han Yisu, we would have died in his trap. Mu Qingyan, it’s not that you couldn’t send Hu Fengge away; you just didn’t want to risk alerting anyone.”

She continued, “But taking a small risk for someone who saved your life is worth it. My aunt also loved a bad person, but that wasn’t her fault. It’s the same for Hu Fengge. And for Shang Guanhaonan, and those troops loyal to their oaths… You shouldn’t treat lives so carelessly. It’s too cruel and brutal.”

Mu Qingyan laughed bitterly, “Careless with lives? Cruel and brutal? I’ve always been this way. Long before I met you, I was like this. Are you only realizing it now? Hmm, perhaps it would have been better if Qi Yunke and the others had crippled me, to prevent future troubles. Why bother saving me?”

Cai Zhao moved closer, tugging at his sleeve, but he shook her off forcefully.

“I know your plan. You saved me because I once helped and saved you. Now you’ve repaid the debt, and we’re even. Hm, Lady Cai, you’ve calculated this well!”

Mu Qingyan’s face was terrifyingly ashen, but his eyes were tinged with blood, both domineering and desperate. “Crippled or not, I’ve been cursed with this wretched life since childhood. I don’t need your pity!”

Cai Zhao grabbed his sleeve again, this time stubbornly holding on.

Mu Qingyan shouted angrily, “What do you want? If you’re leaving, then go! I won’t beg you to stay! I…” As he turned, he saw the girl’s tear-streaked face and was stunned into silence.

Cai Zhao choked back sobs, “You’re so proud, afraid of the dark and fire. Even with your profound skills, you live in constant fear and suspicion. If you become crippled, how will you survive? How will you live?”

Mu Qingyan felt a pang in his heart – the only person in the world who wouldn’t despise him, his father, was gone. Who else would care how he lived?

Cai Zhao looked up at him. “I believe that without the Seven Bugs and Seven Flowers pills, You Guanyue and the others wouldn’t betray you. You don’t need life-and-death tests to find loyal followers.”

Her eyes brimming with tears, her voice hoarse, she continued, “I know you suffered greatly as a child. In saving you this time, I only hope you can learn to trust others a little more.”

Mu Qingyan felt his heart soften like water. He pulled the girl into his arms, holding her tightly as if she were his only possession. He whispered, “Don’t leave. After this is over, I’ll give You Guanyue and the others the antidote. I’ll learn to trust people. Alright? Alright?”

Cai Zhao’s chest burned with pain, almost too intense to speak through. She nodded, smiling through her tears, “I believe you. I do. But… I want to go home.”

Fury rose in Mu Qingyan’s heart. He pushed the girl away forcefully, laughing bitterly, “After all those pretty words, you still want to abandon me! Fine, go! If you leave now, I’ll forget you forever! Even if we meet again, we’ll be strangers. I mean it!”

Cai Zhao held back her tears, “I’m sorry… I want to go home. I miss home.” With that, she slowly turned away.

“Cai Zhao! Don’t regret this!” Mu Qingyan shouted at her retreating figure, his heart ravaged by fiery pain and steel-cold anguish. “I won’t forgive you a second time for leaving me. Don’t regret it!”

Cai Zhao didn’t look back, resolutely walking out of the cave.

Mu Qingyan felt as if his chest had been hollowed out. He stood there like a puppet, watching helplessly as the girl left without a backward glance, leaving him in a cold, lonely cave, silent to the point of emptiness.

Cai Zhao descended the mountain with unsteady steps and boarded a dilapidated carriage. She wiped away her tears with her sleeve, then set off towards Taichu Temple. Along the way, she repeatedly told herself, “Don’t cry, don’t cry. It’ll be fine once I’m home. It’ll be fine once I’m home.”

Traveling day and night, she exhausted herself to the point of complete fatigue, barely managing to drive his image from her heart and mind.

After reaching the third small town, Cai Zhao sold her carriage for half its worth and bought a good horse to continue her journey. She pressed on, undeterred by wind and rain. Finally, on the seventh day, she returned to Taichu Temple.

The temple was now crowded with disciples from the six sects and their associates from the martial arts world. Everyone was frantically discussing how to rescue their families from the Devil Cult’s grasp. Some had secretly contacted the cult’s branches, but the troubling fact was that the kidnappers weren’t Lü Fengchun’s current Devil Cult faction, but Mu’s followers whose whereabouts were unknown.

Qi Yunke and Zhou Zhizhen, traumatized, remained silent with dark expressions.

Yang He’ying paced anxiously, shouting to rescue the hostages immediately, but no one knew how.

Cai Pingsu and Ning Xiaofeng sighed in their room, recalling how their ancestors had dealt with the Devil Cult during the Falling Petal Valley incident.

Song Shijun could only roar angrily once again: “I told you we shouldn’t have captured Mu Qingyan! Why didn’t anyone listen to me?!”

Amidst this chaos, Cai Zhao’s appearance was like a thunderbolt.

Sharp gazes from all directions pierced her like thorny branches – some contemptuous, some shocked, some wary, some mocking… Her small, slender figure moved determinedly through the crowd, ignoring them all.

Qi Lingbo rushed out and slapped Cai Zhao hard across the face.

The force of the slap turned Cai Zhao’s face, her pale cheek quickly swelling red.

Qi Lingbo, her eyes red and swollen, pointed at Cai Zhao and cursed, “You shameless little whore! How dare you… How dare you hurt my father! He treated you like his own daughter, loved you more than me! Yet you shamelessly colluded with that Devil Cult demon. To save your lover, you even dared to harm my father. I… I must kill you!”

She drew her sword, about to strike Cai Zhao.

“Enough!” Song Yuzhi leaped forward, his sword clashing with Qi Lingbo’s. “How to deal with her is for the sect leaders to decide. It’s not your place to act!”

Qi Lingbo’s eyes were bloodshot. “You’re protecting her again! Hmph, what a pity. She doesn’t care about you at all. Her heart belongs only to that Devil Cult demon! Fine, I’ll spare her life for now, let the elders decide. But I must avenge my father – whichever arm she used to hurt him, I’ll cut it off…”

“Have you gone mad?! Don’t embarrass Qingque Sect in front of everyone!” Song Yuzhi shouted angrily.

Dai Fengchi unsheathed his sword, yelling, “If this little whore isn’t afraid of shame, why should we be?”

As the three were about to argue, Cai Zhao suddenly looked up. “Senior Sister Lingbo, watch carefully.”

Qi Lingbo froze.

Cai Zhao picked up a small stone from the ground. With a flick of her finger, she sent it flying in a swift arc, bypassing Dai Fengchi who stood in front of Qi Lingbo, and striking Qi Lingbo’s sword with a loud “ping”.

The blade vibrated, numbing Qi Lingbo’s wrist. She could barely hold onto her sword.

“What are you trying to do?! You think… Ah!” she screamed.

With a series of clear “ding” sounds, Qi Lingbo’s sword began to shatter from the tip to the hilt.

To everyone’s shock, soon only a bare hilt remained in Qi Lingbo’s hand. Hearing muffled laughter around her, she flushed with shame and anger.

Cai Zhao merely glanced at her, her imposing aura silencing any potential reproach.

Although Qi Lingbo hadn’t used her energy to resist, the sword was specially forged for her by Yin Qinglian and was a renowned weapon. That a small stone could shatter such a finely crafted sword spoke volumes about Cai Zhao’s skill.

The malicious gazes around them were immediately subdued.

“Senior Sister Lingbo,” Cai Zhao said calmly, her cheek still swollen, “I tolerated your slap out of courtesy. Don’t mistake my courtesy for weakness. If you dare speak rudely again, your arm will meet the same fate as this sword.”

Knowing she was outmatched, Qi Lingbo threw down the hilt and stormed off.

Dai Fengchi sneered, “Indeed, after spending time with the Devil Cult’s leader, she’s full of evil energy. Threatening her senior sister, truly wicked!”

Song Yuzhi felt an inexplicable irritation, realizing his actions were insufficient and Cai Zhao had to defend herself. Why was he always a step behind? Why couldn’t he be like that Devil Cult demon, unhesitatingly risking everything just to see his beloved quickly?

He swung his sword at Dai Fengchi’s blade. With a harsh metallic clash, Dai Fengchi’s sword broke in half.

Song Yuzhi said coldly, “Second Senior Brother if you have more to say, let’s spar.”

“You’re threatening me too?” Dai Fengchi raged.

“I wouldn’t dare. I just suddenly feel like sparring with my senior brother.”

Dai Fengchi had no choice but to leave angrily.

Song Yuzhi escorted Cai Zhao forward, passing through layers of disciples from the six sects in their varied attire, through the blade-like gazes of malice and contempt. Finally, Cai Zhao stood before the sect leaders seated in the hall.

She knelt properly, first removing the Yan Yang Blade from her waist and placing it at Qi Yunke’s feet. “Aunt’s Yan Yang Blade is for vanquishing evil and upholding righteousness. I’m unworthy to wield it.”

Then she unfastened the silver chain from her left wrist, placing it before the nearly crying Ning Xiaofeng. “The heart-protecting chain my grandfather personally forged for me – I used it to save someone from the Devil Cult. I’m unworthy to wear it.”

Finally, she removed the peach blossom hairpin Cai Pingsu had carved for her. With her hair loose, Cai Zhao respectfully kowtowed three times to the five sect leaders, saying clearly, “Disciple Cai Zhao has betrayed her masters, colluded with the Devil Cult, harmed her fellow disciples, and disrespected her elders. These are unforgivable sins. I sincerely ask for punishment today and will willingly accept any penalty.”

Her words caused an uproar among the crowd.

They had expected Cai Zhao to either beg for mercy or negotiate, given her boldness in returning. No one anticipated her submitting to punishment.

Even without combining her crimes, betraying her masters alone was enough to cost her half her life.

“Zhao, raise your head,” Qi Yunke suddenly spoke. “Have you come to your senses this time?”

Cai Zhao looked up, seeing that kind face had aged years in just days. She felt overwhelmed with guilt and choked out, “Yes, Zhao understands now. I can’t bear to leave my family and sect.”

Qi Yunke nodded, his face pale.

“Zhao Zhao, Zhao Zhao!” Zhou Zhixian cried anxiously. “My mother, and my aunt, they… they…”

Cai Zhao smiled faintly. “They should return soon. They’re probably on their way now.” After capturing the sects’ families, You Guanyue likely rushed to Taichu Temple to negotiate.

“Are you sure?” Zhou Zhixian asked shakily.

Cai Zhao glanced at the equally nervous Yang He’ying and the seemingly nonchalant Song Shijun, then smiled. “Aunt Zhixian, they’ll return soon.”

Zhou Zhixian sighed in relief. “Alright, I believe you.”

“Enough, let’s discuss her punishment now,” Li Wenxun said sternly, his voice as harsh as scraping steel.

A moment of silence followed, then chaos erupted.

Strictly speaking, betraying one’s masters and colluding with the Devil Cult were capital offenses, deserving expulsion from the sect.

However, since Cai Zhao hadn’t caused any deaths during the rescue, a less severe punishment would be to strip her of her martial arts skills.

Yang He’ying loudly agreed with this proposal, both to avenge his embarrassment and to eliminate a future threat.

Cai Pingsu and Ning Xiaofeng naturally refused, insisting on taking their daughter away, daring anyone to stop them.

Song Shijun was particularly magnanimous, suggesting that everyone makes mistakes when young, and since no one died, they should let it go.

Li Wenxun vehemently opposed this, arguing that sects have rules. If they let Cai Zhao off lightly, wouldn’t future disciples also associate with the Devil Cult and harm their masters and fellow disciples, expecting leniency?

Amidst the arguments, Zhou Zhizhen quietly approached Cai Zhao, leaning down to whisper, “Zhao, did your aunt… love that man?”

Cai Zhao turned to look at him, noticing his hair had suddenly grayed at the temples in just over half a month. She felt sad. “She did love him, but later probably not – Aunt has always been able to let go easily.”

Zhou Zhizhen murmured to himself, “Yes when you love the wrong person, you should let go quickly. Pingsu is just like that.” He shook his head and walked away unsteadily.

After a day and night of heated debate, the final verdict was reached: seven lashes with the Nine Yin Bone-Penetrating Python Whip, followed by confinement in the Thousand Mountains and Rivers Cliff for reflection. Initially, Cai’s parents refused to accept this punishment, but Cai Zhao herself agreed.

The main hall of Taichu Temple had partially collapsed, and Cai Zhao had injured the leaders of the five sects while rescuing the Demonic Cult’s leader. Such grave offenses couldn’t be overlooked, especially with thousands of watchful eyes upon them. The Northern Chen Six Sects needed to maintain their righteous reputation among their peers in the martial arts world.

In just over two weeks, the carefree young girl had seemingly matured overnight. Ning Xiaofeng wept bitterly at this realization.

Qi Yunke also supported the decision, saying, “Let Zhaozao endure this punishment. Afterward, if anyone dares to mock or shame her, she can retaliate without hesitation. We reward merit and punish wrongdoing. Once the punishment is over, Zhaozao will owe nothing to anyone.”

“Master…” Cai Zhao felt grateful, knowing that Qi Yunke must have heard about Qi Lingbo’s mistreatment of her.

Yang Heying initially thought the punishment was too lenient and planned to secretly contact renowned martial artists to pressure a harsher sentence. However, Qi Yunke intervened, declaring, “Without Cai Pingsu, the entire Yang family would have been turned into corpse puppets by Nie Hengcheng. Master Yang, I advise you to show mercy where you can. Your wife and children haven’t even returned yet.”

Yang Heying had no choice but to back down reluctantly.

Song Shijun, who usually found Qi Yunke’s meekness frustrating, now felt a twinge of jealousy at his newfound assertiveness, remarking on Sect Leader Qi’s impressive display of authority.

The following evening, as dusk settled and a chilling wind blew, the time for punishment arrived. Taichu Temple’s imposing punishment rack stood tall and menacing. Cai Zhao, dressed in white, knelt with her arms wrapped around the massive frame, her wrists bound by chains.

The execution ground, covered in yellow sand, was crowded with a sea of onlookers – disciples from the six sects and numerous martial arts practitioners from various backgrounds. Throughout history, human curiosity has remained largely unchanged.

Under Li Wenxun’s watchful eye, Fan Xingjia approached trembling, carrying an ice crystal jade box. Inside were ice needles used for sealing acupoints, each as thin as a hair and crystal clear. Cai Zhao was reminded of the thick, menacing golden needles used when they had attempted to cripple Mu Qingyan’s cultivation. She inwardly smiled bitterly at the irony of fate’s cycle.

Fan Xingjia, wearing gloves made of ice silkworm silk, began sealing Cai Zhao’s acupoints. One needle at the jade pillow point, two at the celestial pillar, three at the wind gate… For martial artists of a certain level, ordinary flesh wounds were insignificant. Thus, before punishment, it was necessary to seal 90% of the recipient’s power, leaving only 10% to protect their vital organs. This ensured the punishment wouldn’t be fatal while preventing the recipient from using their skills to resist the pain.

As Fan Xingjia reached the final baihui acupoint, he hesitated. Subtly blocking Li Wenxun’s view, his hand trembled, and the ice needle vanished. Cai Zhao, noticing this, glanced at him curiously. Fan Xingjia’s face was flushed and sweaty, embarrassed and nervous. Before Cai Zhao could react, he scurried away.

Li Wenxun frowned, muttering, “Exhausted after inserting just a few needles. Xingjia needs more training.” He then left to retrieve the python whip.

Cai Zhao lay on the rack, closing her eyes. A long-forgotten sense of powerlessness filled her body. She reflected on her childhood – climbing trees for fruit and being locked in rooms as punishment. After her breakthrough at eleven, she had never felt so helpless again. It was a strange sensation, especially considering Fan Xingjia had secretly left her with slightly more power than intended.

She wondered how Mu Qingyan would have felt if his cultivation had truly been crippled. How frightened he must have been.

With a loud crack, Li Wenxun unfurled the Nine Yin Bone-Penetrating Python Whip. The dark iron weapon gleamed ominously in the sunlight, resembling a giant black python. Its heavy, sharp body was covered in scale-like barbs, capable of tearing flesh with each strike. Timid onlookers trembled at the sight.

“Begin the punishment!” Li Wenxun announced. “First lash!”

The black whip curved through the air, landing heavily on the girl’s slender back.

“Ah!” Cai Zhao cried out briefly.

Her back felt as if branded by hot coals, the pain and heat causing her muscles to spasm. As she tasted blood, she heard Ning Xiaofeng’s scream and Cai Pingchun’s heated argument, seemingly requesting the seven lashes be administered separately.

Impossible, she thought. The Nine Yin Python Whip punishment had never been divided in all of history.

She decided not to cry out for the next lash, not wanting to worry her parents further.

“Second lash,” Li Wenxun called steadily.

CRACK!

Fearing she might bite her tongue again, Cai Zhao bit down on her sleeve, muffling her screams in the layers of fabric. Sweat drenched her forehead, stinging her eyes.

She managed to stay silent this time.

“Third lash.”

Cai Zhao whimpered, her sleeve likely torn.

She thought she heard her mother’s sorrowful cries – a sound that shouldn’t be associated with weeping. That sweet, charming voice was meant for teasing her father, joking with townspeople, and playing tricks on her children. Her aunt had protected her for years; how could she let her mother cry like this? Father, please comfort her, she thought.

Aunt had always said mother was the kindest, most lovable girl in the world, with Cai Zhao herself coming second. Given her mother’s background, she could have lived a carefree life. Instead, in her youth, she chose to stay in Luoying Valley for over a decade to protect her sister-in-law.

Cai Zhao knew her father had sacrificed much too. She had seen him secretly reading her great-uncle’s travelogues of the Western Regions.

She made a silent promise: Once I complete my training, I’ll return to guard Luoying Valley and little Han. Then you can take your mother to travel and see the world. As for me, I never want to leave again. I’ll stay in Luoying Valley forever.

“Fourth lash.”

Cai Zhao convulsed, her back aflame. She could no longer tell where this strike had landed. She felt like meat roasting over a fire, her flesh torn open by the whip’s sharp barbs.

She remembered when she was eight, learning to use a silver chain, and had cut her hand deeply. Before her aunt could react, Qi Yunke had rushed over, cradling little Cai Zhao and scolding Cai Pingsu for being too harsh. “She’s just a child!” he had cried.

Cai Pingsu had responded dryly, “When we became sworn siblings, I never realized you were such a worrywart.”

Her aunt had said she and her master had seen each other at their most embarrassing moments – Qi Yunke fleeing from a mother bear with half his pants torn off, exposing one buttock; Cai Pingsu, disguised as a man, cornered by an aggressive courtesan and forced to shave her head to feign becoming a monk, only for the courtesan to lose interest halfway through, leaving her with a partially shaved head.

Young Qi Yunke believed these carefree, playful days would last forever. Sadly, by middle age, one had become the burdened leader of the Qingque Sect, while the other lay bedridden, frail, and ill. Their days of laughter and adventure in the martial arts world seemed like a lifetime ago.

So Qi Yunke would carry little Cai Zhao on his shoulders, wandering the streets amidst her cheerful laughter. He’d then recount the day’s interesting sights and sounds to Cai Pingsu at home, filling the room with joy.

Alas, the child once carried on his shoulders had now grievously wounded Qi Yunke.

“Fifth lash!”

Cai Zhao bit her lip hard, tasting blood. She heard her bones shifting – had the whip reached bone? It felt as if she were a live fish being scaled, her flesh no longer her own, only the twisting pain of muscles beneath the skin persisting.

She noticed Li Wenxun’s voice wavering slightly.

Why hadn’t Uncle Zhou come today? Aunt had said that in his youth, Zhou Zhizhen was indescribably handsome, the dream of countless young women. Cai Zhao couldn’t help but wonder why her aunt had hesitated to fulfill their marriage agreement back then. Cai Pingsu had only sighed wistfully, her gaze distant.

Why do people fall for the wrong person? If only her aunt had loved Uncle Zhou, perhaps later regrets could have been avoided. Compared to becoming an invalid, even Old Lady Min wasn’t such a formidable opponent.

What did that Mu Zhengyang look like? Was he similar – tall nose, handsome features, a gentle smile when happy, cold sneers when angry?

“Sixth lash!”

The pain was so intense that no sound emerged, only ragged breathing through cracked lips. Why, even when the pain numbed her fingertips, could she still feel the ache in her heart?

Golden stars danced before her eyes, reminiscent of fireflies on summer nights. She remembered, as a child, crying to her aunt about a pet biting her, vowing never to love animals again. Her aunt had gently replied, “Zhaozao, loving isn’t wrong. If you realize you’ve loved wrongly, just find a way to change. The world is beautiful; never stop loving because you’re afraid.”

Tears flowed as Cai Zhao sobbed silently.

She tried to think of happier times – the sea of flowers in Luoying Valley in May, the aroma of dinner wafting through town at dusk, snowball fights with her family in winter…

He wouldn’t know how to have a snowball fight. Even in the snowy Hanhai Mountains, he’d never played like that. His father preferred solitude, Old Cheng was elderly, and Shisan was away training. He had no peers and no joyful childhood.

On the snowy ridge, when she playfully stuffed snow down his collar, he didn’t know to retaliate with a snowball. The snow-covered mountaintop gleamed, and his laughter was brighter than the sun.

He wasn’t a bad person. She hadn’t loved the wrong person. But this was as far as they could go.

Another searing pain across her back.

As her vision blurred and consciousness faded, she hazily thought, “I hope he’ll keep a small light on at night. Don’t force yourself to sleep when afraid… it leads to nightmares…”

“Master, we must leave now,” the disguised You Guanyue urged, supporting the tall man beside him. “If they discover us, we’ll be in grave danger.”

The two blended into the crowd of onlookers, their movements going unnoticed amidst the throng of martial artists and hidden followers.

Mu Qingyan, concealed beneath his cloak, stared intently at the unconscious girl being taken down from the punishment rack. Song Yuzhi, face ashen, rushed forward to carry her, shouting angrily at the smirking Qi Lingbo…

“Master, we really must go!” You Guanyue pleaded anxiously, scanning their surroundings. “I know you’re worried about Miss Zhaozao, but now isn’t the time! There’s much to handle back in the Hanhai Mountains!”

Mu Qingyan finally moved. You Guanyue quickly supported him as they discreetly left Taichu Temple, while Liu Jiangfeng signaled their followers to withdraw quietly.

After half a day’s bumpy carriage ride, they reached the banks of the Suchuan River, where a large contingent and boats awaited them.

Mu Qingyan alighted and instructed You Guanyue to send messages: mobilize forces from the western foothills of Hanhai to support Shangguan Haonan if he was counterattacking Lu Fengchun, and have Shisan enter through the secret tunnel to retrieve Hu Fengge’s body if possible.

“I want to be alone. Don’t follow me,” Mu Qingyan said, taking You Guanyue’s sword and splitting a bamboo raft in two. He sat on the untethered half, drifting away with the current.

As twilight fell and the moon rose, Mu Qingyan lay on the small raft, his limbs and hair trailing in the water. The gentle flow reminded him of his father’s soothing touch during childhood illnesses.

His father, gentler and clearer than these waters, had achieved none of his desires in life.

Four years ago, Mu Qingyan had vowed never to repeat his father’s mistakes. He sought power, freedom of action, and dominion – believing at fifteen that this was his only wish.

Until he met her in that mountain valley, he didn’t realize what he truly wanted: someone to love him unconditionally, someone who would never abandon him, someone who would love him enough to sacrifice their desires.

The cool river slowly soaked through his clothes. He resolved to forget her, as decisively as her departing figure. Slowly, bit by bit, until she was completely forgotten.

The Suchuan’s waters lapped gently, like fingers caressing his forehead. He remembered his father again, and the small hands that had tended his feverish brow during their days fleeing in a carriage…

He covered his eyes with his long fingers, silent tears trailing down his cheeks.

[End of Chapter]

Volume Six – Silent Blood Marsh Chapter 121
In late autumn, with winter fast approaching, the vast prison cell built of massive basalt stones was chillingly cold and oppressive.

Shangguan Haonan and You Guanyue descended the long stone staircase side by side, followed by a long line of subordinates. The rhythmic clanging of their leather shoes against the cold, hard stone floor echoed through the air.

“This is the last group, right?” You Guanyue shook a useless feather fan, maintaining a scholarly demeanor.

Shangguan Haonan touched the bandage on his forehead. “Uncle Bali said this was their last hideout. Everyone on the list has been captured.”

Switching the fan to his other hand, You Guanyue sighed, “Uncle Bali has worked hard. He should take good care of himself now.”

Accidentally pressing on his wound, Shangguan Haonan grimaced, “Everyone’s had a tough year. Who hasn’t gotten a few injuries? Damn, those traitors! We finally wiped them all out—every last bug and cockroach!”

He glanced sideways. “You should stop waving that broken fan. You got hit by Wu Qiutong’s nerve-severing technique and took two poisoned darts. Doesn’t it hurt?”

Unyielding, You Guanyue hid the fan behind his back.

The thick double iron doors slowly opened, revealing faint echoes of moans from the endless corridors beyond.

You Guanyue, sporting heavy dark circles under his eyes, addressed Liu Jiangfeng, the guard behind the door. “Are they all alive?”

Liu Jiangfeng, his face streaked with blood, grinned. “Except for a few small fry, we have fifty-eight main leaders. Eight committed suicide, the rest are strung up by their pipa bones.”

“Make sure they don’t die.”

“Don’t worry, our brothers are skilled.”

Walking on the rough basalt floor, the strong stench of blood filled the dungeon. They passed numerous rusty iron torture racks, where many once brave gang leaders now hung like salted meat.

Cruel iron pipa hooks pierced through their flesh, dripping with fresh blood. Almost no intact skin remained. The barely alive bodies started cursing the moment they saw the newcomers—

One of them shouted, “Dog son! Come fight me with honor if you dare!”

Shangguan Haonan laughed, “Li Hall Master, give it a rest. Even I can defeat your Tiger Claw technique in fifty moves. Stop dreaming about challenging our leader.”

Another, spitting blood, yelled, “It’s only because Master Nie was too merciful. If he had wiped out your family back then, we wouldn’t have today’s disaster!”

You Guanyue chuckled, “If Nie Hengcheng were so capable, why didn’t he establish his sect openly? Instead, he plotted to steal the Mu family’s two-hundred-year foundation. Hmph, he raised a child who turned on him—what a disgrace!”

His sharp words caused several loyalists of the Nie family to faint from anger.

The group continued deeper into the dungeon, where the cold grew more intense, but the smell of blood faded.

At the end of the dungeon, two people hung on a torture rack, their bodies covered in blood and wounds, but they gritted their teeth, refusing to moan. Beside them was a small, clean cell holding Li Ruxin and her child.

“Elder Lü, Senior Yu, long time no see. How have you been?” You Guanyue smiled, shaking his fan again.

Lü Fengchun, looking old and disheveled, glared with hatred. “Since our defeat and retreat from the Hanhae Mountains over a year ago, you’ve hunted us down relentlessly! I sent messages several times to negotiate with Mu Qingyan, but you ignored them, pushing us to our deaths!”

Shangguan Haonan shouted, “Elder Lü, that’s not fair. You should know our sect despises traitors. From the moment you raised your flag of rebellion, you should have been ready to risk your life.”

Lü Fengchun snorted, “Your elders Yaoguang and Kaiyang were once Nie Hengcheng’s close aides. Now, you serve the Mu family wholeheartedly—such ingratitude!”

Shangguan Haonan remained unfazed, “Nie Hengcheng took over his foster father’s estate and didn’t feel ungrateful. Why should I?”

He turned to the dungeon, addressing everyone, “A year ago, our leader could have captured these traitors in one fell swoop. But he chose to save us, his former comrades under Nie Hengcheng, giving Lü Fengchun and his ilk a chance to escape. That’s why it took another year to eliminate them all.”

“The descendants of Yaoguang and Kaiyang are honorable men. We know how to repay kindness. We follow Leader Mu, don’t we?”

Shangguan Haonan, known for his cheerful and bold personality, was highly respected. His words quickly garnered agreement from the guards.

“Brother Haonan speaks plainly. Leader Mu is wise and compassionate. Who wouldn’t follow him?”

“Brother Haonan, we’re with you. We’ll pledge our loyalty to Leader Mu!”

“Elder Lü, what do you want from us?”

You Guanyue, seeing Shangguan Haonan’s influence, felt a bit envious. He cleared his throat, raising his voice, “The leader wants everyone to understand that the Nie family’s power is gone. From now on, the sect will no longer remember Nie Hengcheng…”

These harsh words echoed through the dungeon, angering the prisoners. Li Ruxin’s voice rose above the rest, sharp and fierce.

“Don’t you dare say that! Master Nie may be gone, but his spirit remains with us. We’ll remember his every word and deed—his spirit and bloodline still exist!”

The loyalists of the Nie family echoed her sentiments.

You Guanyue smiled, “Bloodline… I almost forgot.” He turned to Shangguan Haonan, “Do you want to handle this, or should I? It’s a sensitive matter.”

Impatient, Shangguan Haonan stepped forward, “After so many brothers have died, you’re still hesitating? Let me handle it!” He addressed Yu Huayin loudly, “Do you know your crime?”

Yu Huayin slowly raised his head, “I, I…”

Without waiting for an answer, Shangguan Haonan continued, “Yu Huayin, when did you and Li Ruxin start your affair?”

Caught off guard, Yu Huayin stammered, “No, no, I didn’t…”

Li Ruxin, proud as a statue, coldly replied, “We had no affair. Don’t slander me.”

You Guanyue interjected, “Senior Yu, just admit it. Nie Hengcheng treated you fairly. After his death, you never mourned him. Besides Li Ruxin, what other reason did you have to rebel?”

Shangguan Haonan, annoyed at being interrupted, elbowed You Guanyue. “It’s more than that! Nie Si’en is your son with Li Ruxin!”

The revelation hit like a stone in a calm lake, causing an uproar in the dungeon.

Shangguan Haonan pressed on, “Many remember that Nie Zhe had a severe mumps infection as a child, which left him sterile. Only two doctors knew the truth, but they were too afraid to speak.”

The noise grew louder, with accusations and confusion filling the air.

Those who joined the rebellion out of loyalty to Nie Hengcheng were now questioning their allegiance, wondering if Nie Si’en was indeed a product of betrayal. Some were cautious, while others openly cursed Yu Huayin and Li Ruxin.

Pale and trembling, Li Ruxin cried, “You’re trying to destroy Master Nie’s bloodline!”

Shangguan Haonan, feeling vindicated after years of torment by Nie Zhe, declared, “I stand by my words. If you doubt it, I’ll show you proof… Come forward!”

Everyone turned to see a familiar young girl at the back of their group—Qiu Cuilan.

Lü Fengchun glared at her venomously. She flinched but stood firm, having guards open the cell and pull Nie Si’en from Li Ruxin’s arms. Amidst the child’s cries, she exposed his left collarbone, which protruded oddly.

“Oh, there it is.” Shangguan Haonan revealed Yu Huayin’s identical left collarbone.

You Guanyue loudly proclaimed, “Such a unique trait is rare. How is it that both Yu Huayin and Li Ruxin’s son share it?”

Li Ruxin screamed, banging against the bars, “You’re lying! Si’en is Master Nie’s son!”

Ignoring her, Shangguan Haonan said, “Two doctors can confirm it. If you doubt, go ask them!”

Qiu Cuilan added quietly, “Nie Zhe’s many lovers also suspected.”

Shangguan Haonan praised her, “Well said! You’ll be rewarded.”

Lü Fengchun seethed, “I underestimated you, wretch!”

Qiu Cuilan retorted, “You and Nie Zhe treated us as expendable.

Shangguan Haonan greatly admired, “Well said! I will reward you handsomely; you can choose any fertile land or luxurious residence you desire!”

Lü Fengchun, furious, retorted, “I underestimated you, you little wretch!”

Qiu Cuilan sneered and retaliated, “Neither you nor Nie Zhe treats your subordinates as people. I devoted myself to your service, yet when you found me useless, you planned to discard me like a broken tool! Should I wait to be trampled by thousands? Let me tell you, not only did I reveal the anomaly on Nie Si’en, but Elder Hu is also alive!”

Yu Huiyin was stunned, “Feng Ge, Feng Ge she…”

Shangguan Haonan laughed heartily, “This is another pleasant surprise. Elder Hu’s heart is slightly right-sided. When you had no time to handle the bodies, you threw them all, including Elder Hu, into a mass grave. Lady Qiu snuck in at night and discovered Elder Hu was still alive. She secretly fed him ginseng soup for several nights until Lian Shisan rescued him.”

Yu Huiyin’s expression was complex, a mix of joy and guilt, relief, and worry. He murmured, “This is wonderful, truly wonderful…”

Lü Fengchun was enraged, “I regret not destroying the corpses back then!”

You Guanyue inwardly scorned these people. They used Nie Hengcheng’s name but failed to learn even half his demeanor.

Back in the day, Nie Hengcheng’s subordinates, including skilled beauties like Sun Ruoshui, were well-treated. Those who completed their missions were given peaceful retirements—land and servants for those seeking tranquility, shops, and mansions for those wanting to enjoy urban life. Failures were executed without hesitation, but trained operatives were never discarded. With their skills and resentment, it was courting disaster.

“Everything has been said, the cult leader is waiting.” You Guanyue finally spoke.

At his command, several burly men stepped forward, chaining Yu Huiyin, Lü Fengchun, and Li Ruxin, and led them away.

The Fifth Hall of the Palace of Bliss, named Guan Miao, was deep and spacious. Between layers of light silk curtains, a faint incense lingered, cold and eerie, like ghostly flowers blooming. As the sound of chains approached, You Guanyue brought the three prisoners inside.

A clear, youthful voice from behind the curtains said, “Let them sit.”

Shangguan Haonan fetched three lacquered chairs and arranged them in a row.

Lü Fengchun, severely injured and exhausted, sat down with difficulty, gasping for breath. Looking up, he saw his old colleague Yan Xu behind a desk, pen in hand, glaring.

“Brother Yan!” Lü Fengchun burst into tears, showcasing his theatrical skills. “Brother, I truly regret…”

Yan Xu, furious, snapped, “Shut your mouth, you traitor!” He quickly glanced at the back of the hall and fell silent.

Yu Huiyin felt uneasy. He had seen Elder Yan Xu drunk and disdainful of peers, pointing fingers at the four disciples, but always cautious before Nie Hengcheng. Now…

The curtain lifted, and Mu Qingyan stepped out.

He wore a simple, light-colored robe, his hair tied with a jade pin, looking like a gentle scholar. No one would suspect he had just slaughtered the cult.

“I won’t beat around the bush.” He approached the bronze brazier and casually stirred the coals. “The cult’s greatest sin is betrayal, and I cannot spare your lives.”

Yu Huiyin trembled, “This was all Lü Elder’s doing, it doesn’t involve women and children.”

Li Ruxin, drenched in sweat and tears, her appearance disheveled, shouted, “Who needs your plea? We live and die as Nie’s people. If Mu wants to kill us, let him!”

Ignoring her, Mu Qingyan continued, “I don’t wish to harm women and children. Answer my questions truthfully, and I won’t touch Li Ruxin and her child, and you two will have a swift death.”

Yu Huiyin, still wary, asked, “You won’t harm them, but what about your subordinates?”

Mu Qingyan smirked, “As long as you cooperate, no one in the cult will harm them.”

He then turned to Lü Fengchun, “Elder Lü, you know the penalty for treason. How do you wish to die?”

The cult, often labeled as demonic, was known for its cruel punishments. Since the first cult leader Mu Xiuque, the leaders had been ruthless, and unafraid of the most horrific tortures. Treason, the gravest sin, guaranteed a slow, agonizing death, far from a quick end.

Lü Fengchun’s face twitched with fear at the thought of the torture. He gritted his teeth, “Ask your questions.”

Mu Qingyan put down the tongs and stared at the three, “Who was the one orchestrating your actions from behind?”

Li Ruxin looked confused, Yu Huiyin’s eyes flickered, and Lü Fengchun’s face twitched.

Mu Qingyan had his answer.

He approached Yu Huiyin, “Years ago, Li Ruxin drugged you during a reunion. Days later, you left Hanhai Mountain after a quarrel with Nie Zhe, only returning when Nie Si’en was born. You lived in seclusion, uninterested in power struggles. Why support Elder Lü’s rebellion?”

Li Ruxin’s eyes reddened, trying to break free and shout.

You Guanyue stepped forward, sealing her moot point, impressing even Shangguan Haonan with his reflexes.

“You supported Elder Lü for Li Ruxin and her child.” Mu Qingyan’s cold gaze pierced Yu Huiyin, “Someone threatened you with Nie Si’en’s lineage. Who was it?”

Yu Huiyin paled as if stripped naked in broad daylight.

“Yes.” He breathed heavily, “Over a year ago, I heard of your aggressive plans to reclaim the cult. Fearing for Li Ruxin and her child, I rushed back. To my surprise, you spared them. I planned to secretly take them away, but one night, a man in black entered my room…”

“A man in black?” Mu Qingyan pressed.

“Yes, a man in black.” Yu Huiyin continued, “He was highly skilled. We exchanged several moves in moments, and I couldn’t touch him. He threw me Li Ruxin’s hairpin, threatening to kill them if I didn’t comply. I had no choice but to listen. He said…”

[“You need to do nothing but stay in the palace and occasionally place a few guards for Lü Fengchun. Given Hu Fengge’s affection for you, it shouldn’t be hard. When Lü Fengchun rebels, support him at the right moment.”]

“You only met him once?” Mu Qingyan frowned.

“Yes, just once. But he exposed my secret and informed Elder Lü. Since then, Elder Lü has blackmailed me whenever I hesitated.”

“Don’t push all the blame on me!” Lü Fengchun shouted, “We rebelled under Nie’s banner, not Lü’s! Li Ruxin, obsessed with Nie Hengcheng, incited me to use her son’s name to rally supporters. Without her, would I dare start a rebellion? It’s true, cult leader!”

Yu Huiyin wore a look of contempt. “At this point, you still want to blame a woman? Liu, do you have any sense? Before he died, our adoptive father said you were a cowardly schemer, too scared to act decisively. He said you were untrustworthy and needed to be watched carefully. If not for keeping up appearances, he would have disposed of you long ago! For someone as illustrious as Elder Right Protector Linghu, having a nephew like you is truly disgraceful!”

Hearing this, You Guanyue cast a sarcastic glance at Shangguan Haonan, who angrily glared back.

The Liu of old was now Shangguan Haonan.

Right Protector Linghu Cheng and then-Left Protector Pan Ti were not only peers but also comrades who had faced life and death together. Both were loyal confidants of Mu Qingyan’s great-grandfather, Mu Lingxiao. They were not only competent but also fiercely loyal. When Mu Qingyan’s grandfather, Mu Chen, abruptly broke off an engagement, an enraged Left Protector Pan took his niece and left for overseas. This marriage was something Linghu Cheng had worked hard to arrange, and seeing it fall apart left him disheartened. Not long after, he left on a distant journey.

However, their departure left behind a strong group of followers. Half of them, dissatisfied with the Mu family’s actions, joined Nie Hengcheng. The other half fell under the control of the Second Protector’s only descendant, Liu Fengchun. Despite his lack of talent and virtue, Liu Fengchun ascended to the position of Elder.

Liu Fengchun’s face alternated between red and green under Yu Huiyin’s insults. He roared back, “You dare bring up Nie Hengcheng? If he knew you had cuckolded his nephew, he’d kill you himself! Feeding a dog would have been better than feeding you!”

Listening to their bickering, Mu Qingyan frowned slightly.

“Both of you, shut up! The Sect Leader still has questions!” Shangguan Haonan shouted first, trying to show his awareness, earning a glare from You Guanyue.

“So, you don’t know the true identity of the man in black?” Mu Qingyan turned his gaze to Liu Fengchun. “What about you, Elder Liu? You should have had more dealings with him.”

” I only met him once,” Liu Fengchun began to sweat again. “It’s true, Sect Leader. I wouldn’t dare lie at this point! He said he would help me achieve great things. Naturally, I didn’t believe him, so he said…”

“No need for Elder Liu to take risks,” a raspy voice echoed from the corner of the room, impossible to identify. “Elder Liu, just wait patiently, and opportunities will present themselves. Just don’t be timid when the time comes.”

Despite his interest, Liu Fengchun initially put on a tough front. “Who do you think you are, trying to manipulate our sect…”

Before he could finish, the shadowy figure chuckled sinisterly. “If you insist on being a loyal dog, I can help. Over the past decade, you’ve secretly established numerous strongholds outside the Han Sea Mountain Range, filled with weapons and supplies—this is a grave offense. When Mu finds out, let’s see how loyal you remain.”

Recalling this, Liu Fengchun felt a pang of regret. “Since then, I’ve only communicated with him through secret messages, using agreed-upon codes. It was always him informing me of when to act or who to place.”

Feeling increasingly wronged, tears streamed down his face. “I’m old now, without any grand ambitions! Sect Leader, it’s because he holds something over me. I dare not disobey…”

“Then you have no clue about his identity?” Mu Qingyan interrupted Liu Fengchun’s sobbing.

Liu Fengchun thought for a moment, and then his spirits lifted. “Sect Leader, while I don’t know who he is, he must be connected to the Beichen Six Sects! Every time he sent someone to contact me, I secretly had experts follow them. No matter how much they changed their appearance or route, they always ended up in Beichen Six Sects’ territory!”

You Guanyue thought to herself, the Sect Leader already knew that.

“Which sect?” Mu Qingyan pressed. Seeing Liu Fengchun’s hesitation, he added, “If you try to deceive me, I have ways to verify. When that happens, how many of your family members do you think will survive?”

Yan Xu’s heart skipped a beat, nearly spilling ink on the snowy silk fabric.

Liu Fengchun, fearing for his family, replied with difficulty, “Sect Leader, I wouldn’t dare lie. Sometimes the messenger disappeared in the Jiangnan region, sometimes near Qingque Town, and other times towards the Guangtian Sect… it’s hard to say.”

Mu Qingyan patiently continued his questioning, inquiring about the black-clad man’s build, martial arts, and behavior. However, since both Yu Huiyin and Liu Fengchun had only seen the man once and under stressful conditions, detailed observations were impossible.

After several rounds of questioning, Mu Qingyan had to give up. He seemed unsurprised and, after a moment’s thought, tapped his fingers on the desk. “Elder Hu, please come out.”

The curtain on one side lifted, revealing Qiu Cuilan cautiously supporting a pale, frail woman—it was none other than the miraculously surviving Hu Fengge.

Yu Huiyin exclaimed, “Fengge, you’re alive?! This is wonderful, I always thought… Oh, I’m so sorry. When I was forced to attack you, I hoped you’d survive…”

This mix of surprise, joy, and guilt made both Shangguan Haonan and You Guanyue feel nauseated.

“I should have known you liked her,” Hu Fengge said softly. Despite a year of recovery, she was still painfully thin, her cheeks sunken, and her high cheekbones accentuating her proud phoenix-like eyes.

“You secretly liked Li Rushin but couldn’t express it. That’s not your fault,” she continued. “But misleading me into thinking we were mutually in love was cruel.”

She spoke as if oblivious to Yu Huiyin’s frantic explanations. She also pondered that Li Rushin, neither skilled in martial arts nor knowledgeable in pharmacology, couldn’t have produced any potent drug. With Yu Huiyin’s training and experience, if he didn’t want it, even being in bed wouldn’t have led to Nie Si’en.

She gently pressed her chest, where a deep scar remained from being stabbed by the one she had admired since childhood. In her daze, she recalled the teachings of a mentor who was both like a brother and a father to her—

“Xiaofeng, why aren’t you practicing in broad daylight? Sneaking off to see Huiyin again? It’s just a minor cold, no need to worry… Alright, alright, I know Huiyin treats you well, but that’s just his kind nature. He’s considerate to everyone.”

“Sigh, Xiaofeng, you’ve been alone and stubborn since you were young. I’m just afraid that because of a bit of kindness, you’ll become completely devoted to someone. Haven’t you noticed how Huiyin looks at Miss Li… alright, alright, I’ll stop.”

“The two branch sects east of the coastal region have been causing trouble lately. I’m sending you with Master Xu to enforce discipline. Heh heh, I wouldn’t just send you away for no reason. Ah it’s a pity the Young Master is missing; with him around, he would surely protect you. Very well, I promise to take good care of you. When you turn fifteen, I’ll personally make you a hairpin.”

“But Xiao Feng, you must promise me one thing. Your heart chamber is slightly shifted to the right, different from others. This must never be revealed, not even to close relatives. You are soft-hearted, and I’ve always worried you might face great hardship in the future. Who knows, perhaps this anomaly will save your life one day.”

A prophecy was fulfilled.

Few now remember the once brilliant and knowledgeable Lu Chengnan.

Just a year after her rescue, she learned from Mu Qingyan where Lu Chengnan was buried. She weakly made her way to Wuan Mountain, digging out Lu Chengnan’s coffin from the back mountain of the Chang Family’s stronghold, intending to give him a proper burial.

While sorting his bones, she discovered a small golden phoenix hairpin tucked in his sleeve.

As seasons passed, the man who died young, and this age-old promise traversed through the dust of time, still shining brightly, as exquisite as ever.

Looking at the uncertain Yu Huiyin, Hu Fengge suddenly felt tired. She didn’t bother dealing with this fake and cowardly person anymore—she was a girl raised by Lu Chengnan, daring to love and hate, decisive and straightforward. If you have no heart for me, then I’ll leave; if you deceive or harm me, I’ll repay you a hundredfold!

“Leader, can I handle Yu Huiyin as I see fit?” Hu Fengge turned back slowly.

Mu Qingyan’s eyes were indifferent. “Do as you wish, Elder Hu.”

Hu Fengge bowed her head and thanked him. “There shouldn’t be bloodshed inside the hall. Take her outside.”

You Guanyue immediately offered two subordinates to move the immobilized Yu Huiyin, chair and all, outside the hall. Hu Fengge continued out of the hall with Qiu Cuilan’s support.

Qiu Cuilan seemed to realize something, her face turning pale as she stumbled, almost tripping over the high threshold of the hall.

Seeing this, Shangguan Haonan, leaning against the wall, sighed poetically, “Such a beauty, I almost pity her.”

You Guanyue squinted at him. “What’s that? Thinking of adding another one to your home’s flock of birds? Four people make a good group for gambling and chess?”

Shangguan Haonan stroked his chin. “That’s not entirely impossible.”

“Hmph! You flirtatious man!” You Guanyue angrily flicked her sleeve.

They had only exchanged four sentences when two short screams came from outside.

You Guanyue and Shangguan Haonan exchanged glances. The screams came from Yu Huiyin, but with her cultivation and temperament, even under torture, she wouldn’t scream so soon, let alone this quickly.

Soon, guards rushed in to report, “Reporting to the Leader, Elder Hu has severed both hands and feet of the traitor Yu Huiyin and thrown her to the wasteland behind the mountain to feed the wild dogs!”

You Guanyue gasped, Shangguan Haonan cursed under his breath, and Yan Xu’s body stiffened, almost unable to continue writing.

Only Mu Qingyan smiled lightly. “Good, Elder Hu has finally relaxed.”

You Guanyue quickly agreed, “Exactly, a tiger does not show its might, it will be taken for a sick cat. If we don’t have something ruthless and spicy, people might think Elder Hu’s illustrious reputation was just hearsay.”

Yan Xu couldn’t comment a single word. After all, because of the rebellion of Lu Yu, many loyal and upright people of the church have died.

A thunderous roar sounded, and suddenly it started raining heavily outside.

Shangguan Haonan personally escorted Yan Xu out, immediately rushing to Jiexian Cliff for execution, Yan Xu knew that there must be many followers waiting to watch the execution.

You Guanyue saw the color of Mu Qingyan’s eyes and immediately released Li Ruxin.

Li Ruxin saw and heard everything that happened just now. Her body trembled slightly and she forcibly calmed down, “The winner is the king and the loser is the bandit. How do you deal with us, mother and son? I have nothing to say! But you are the leader, every word you say must not be forgotten!” In the last sentence, anyone can see that she is already very stern.

Mu Qingyan sighed softly, “Actually, deep in my heart, I’ve always secretly admired Nie Hengcheng.”

Yan Xu was taken aback. How did the conversation suddenly turn to this?

You Guanyue and Li Ruxin were equally surprised.

“Compared to my willful and reckless grandfather, and my father who was indifferent and inactive, Nie Hengcheng is more worthy of the position of Leader.” Mu Qingyan’s voice rang out late at night, clear yet tinged with hoarseness.

“Think about it carefully. Since childhood, I’ve been determined to oppose and challenge myself with all my martial arts, strategies, and efforts. It’s never been against Nie Zhe, but Nie Hengcheng—his last disciple, the legacy he left behind, and the loyal followers who never forget him.”

He stepped out from the shadows cast by the lamp, his young and fair face bearing the weight of experience. “Though I harbor a deep hatred for the Nie clan, I haven’t allowed Elder Yan to erase Nie Hengcheng from the lineage of past Leaders. Nie Hengcheng remains indisputably the eleventh-generation Leader of our sect.”

Li Ruxin, overwhelmed with grief, cried out, “Father-in-law, father-in-law… Why did you leave us so soon? You’ve abandoned us, what are we supposed to do? What are we supposed to do?”

Nie Hengcheng was a towering colossus, casting a long shadow that enveloped everyone around him. When he was alive, everyone obeyed his commands. They submitted to him, trusted him, and were intimidated by him.

Upon his death, it was as if a towering tower collapsed, leaving the people exposed in the sunlight, unsure of what to do, as if they had reached the end of the earth.

If Lu Chengnan hadn’t died, leading and taking responsibility, there might have been a chance for a recovery, but…

“Realizing this, I can finally let go of a burden. After all, treating Nie Zhe as an opponent and engaging in a life-and-death struggle is rather embarrassing,” Mu Qingyan sighed softly with a bitter smile. “So I began to understand Nie Hengcheng…”

“You said, you said!” Li Ruxin stared fixedly at the figure above, her eyes showing both greed and longing. It had been more than a decade since she had heard anyone speak of Nie Hengcheng so seriously.

Mu Qingyan continued, “Nie Hengcheng was a man of great talent…”

“No need to outline it. But it made me realize… Madam Li, do you know? Nie Hengcheng, he’s always favored those he chose.”

“In his youth, pressured by social obligations and networking needs, he reluctantly took on a few disciples. However, it was never his focus, and few knew about it. It wasn’t until his power grew that he carefully selected Zhao, Chen, Han, and Lu as his disciples, nurturing and protecting them.”

Li Ruxin was stunned. “What are you trying to say?”

Mou Qingyan continued, “These four disciples chosen by Nie Hengcheng—Zhao Tianba is his fiery and impulsive side, Chen Shu is his cunning and deceptive side, Han Yisu is his bold and fierce aspect, and then there’s Lu Chengnan, embodying his ideals of excellence, kindness, and loyalty.” — It could even be said that Lu Chengnan is Nie Hengcheng’s ideal self, which is why he cherishes and favors him the most.

“What exactly are you implying?!” Li Ruxin cried out, sensing something amiss.

“Nie Zhe, Yu Huiyin, and you, none of you were chosen by Nie Hengcheng himself. You were responsibilities he ‘had to’ accept.” Mou Qingyan’s tone was cold yet piercing. “Nie Zhe is the son of his deceased brother and sister-in-law, Yu Huiyin died for him, and you are the orphaned daughter of his sworn brother. Nie Hengcheng ‘had to’ take care of you three, but it wasn’t his choice.”

“Don’t try to drive a wedge between me and my adoptive father!” Li Ruxin shouted hoarsely.

“You know these are all true,” Mou Qingyan stated matter-of-factly. “Compare how Nie Hengcheng treats you three with his four major disciples, and you’ll understand everything. Though he cares for you and shows no neglect, he never guided you on how to conduct yourself or taught you martial arts, medicine, poison, star formations, or any skills. Instead, he allowed you to become arrogant and skillless, facing an uncertain future!”

Li Ruxin trembled violently, tears streaming down her face, repeating in disbelief, “You’re lying, you’re lying! He loves me, pities me, he couldn’t bear to see me suffer! He promised to protect me for a lifetime, he did!”

Her cries were desperate and filled with despair, almost too painful for Yan Xu to transcribe.

Mou Qingyan approached Li Ruxin slowly, speaking clearly. “Regardless, Nie Hengcheng died long ago, on the summit of Tu Mountain over a decade ago, at the hands of Cai Pingshu. He died cleanly and decisively. Holding onto his ghostly shadow is futile.”

“As for Nie Si’en’s lineage, you may deceive everyone, even yourself, but can you deceive the Nie Hengcheng in the underworld? The Nie Hengcheng there, looking at the sons born of two people he did not care for, carrying his name and blood. How would he feel about that?”

With these words, Mou Qingyan gestured for You Guanyue to silently lead Li Ruxin away.

At this moment, Li Ruxin was like a statue, motionless and silent, as if drained of all her spirit, leaving only an empty shell.

Mou Qingyan nonchalantly returned to his desk, writing on a piece of white silk, his thoughts inscrutable.

A couple of hours later, Shangguan Haonan and You Guanyue returned together with their reports.

Shangguan reported that Lü Fengchun and fifty-eight key rebels had been executed, and Yu Huiyin had also passed away on the mountain.

You Guanyue, on the other hand, stated that in the dungeon, in front of everyone, Li Ruxin first strangled her son, Nie Si’en, then dashed her head against a stone wall and died.

“Elder Yan, this segment can conclude,” Mou Qingyan said softly, still writing.

Yan Xu murmured his agreement, his pen trembling as he finished the final lines, sealing the scroll into a brocade bag, which he handed to Mou Qingyan. As he turned to leave, he noticed the white silk on the desk with the words ‘Mou Zhengyang’ written in the center, surrounded by winding lines pointing to different people and events.

Before leaving the hall, Mou Qingyan suddenly spoke up. “Elder Yan, I recall from the records that to safeguard the secrets of the sect, the early generations of Scribes-in-Chief would mutilate their tongues as a sign of determination when they assumed office. It wasn’t until the fourth generation, under Master Mu Huaning’s compassion, that this rule was abolished.”

Yan Xu shuddered and immediately knelt, gritting his teeth. “Old servant will cut off this meddling tongue…”

“That won’t be necessary,” Mou Qingyan said calmly. “However, now that the rebellion is quelled, all sect affairs should return to normal, and Elder Yan should consider the conduct of his predecessors.”

Yan Xu left the hall drenched in sweat.

He knew Mou Qingyan disapproved of his interference and meddling. The duties of the Scribes-in-Chief were upheld even before the Elder of the Seven Stars. The iron rule for the Scribes-in-Chief was ‘seeing, hearing, acting, but never speaking.’

A few steps later, he stopped.

Something was wrong. Since Mou Qingyan took charge, he had praised the young and dignified new sect leader for every decision. He had never opposed him before.

Wait a moment, he remembered now. There was one thing, only one thing, he had never said or disagreed with.

Yan Xu sighed helplessly and continued walking.

He saw a dozen or so people rushing over from the side, heading straight to the Pavilion of Delightful Observations. It seemed they had completed their mission and returned to report. Yan Xu wondered what news the sect leader had sent them to investigate.

The sudden rain had stopped, the morning sun was rising, and the golden sunlight gradually covered the magnificent and vast Paradise Palace with its colorful glazed tiles, shining brightly.

Taking in the fresh air without the stench of alcohol, Yan Xu felt ten years younger.

He thought to himself, if the sect leader wanted to be more powerful, so be it. He could just quit drinking and speaking less in the future.

And from this morning onward, the nearly century-long Nie family rebellion against the sect was finally over.
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Morning at Jiuli Mountain.

Fan Xingjia followed the crowd ahead, walking towards the mountain. He adjusted his fur collar, feeling the chill of late autumn creeping in.

The soft laughter of girls rustled in the breeze, tickling his ears. He looked up and saw Furong and Feicui ahead, carrying their purchases from the market below.

Since Cai Zhao’s release, these two girls finally found their laughter again.

Over a year ago, at the end of that summer, after Cai Zhao was lifted from the execution platform, the heads of the Five Sects finally remembered to discuss the duration of his penance. Yang Heying didn’t hold back, speaking harshly for ten years. However, it was Song Shijun who first opposed, nearly cracking a teapot over Yang Heying’s head, as though his family line was about to be extinguished.

Thus, his sentence was halved to five years. After much protest from the Cai Pingchun couple, it was reduced to just over a year. Cai Zhao was finally released a half-month ago by Qi Yunke—his reason being the wedding of Qi Lingbo and Dai Fengchi.

Indeed, Qi Lingbo and Dai Fengchi were finally going to be married. After catching them together for the eighth time looking at stars and chatting about “life ideals” beside the rockery at midnight, Li Wenxun, who was responsible for the night watch, finally couldn’t bear it and demanded an explanation from the Sect Master and Mistress.

Qi Yunke hesitated, but Yin Suliang had already spoken: “Let the two children marry.”

Thinking of Mistress Suliang, Fan Xingjia couldn’t help but sigh lightly, a faint mist appearing before his mouth and nose.

Since Qiu Renjie’s death, Mistress Suliang had changed drastically, spending her days reciting scriptures and practicing asceticism. The once splendid and spacious Shuanglian Hua Chi Palace gates were tightly closed, surrounded by a serene quietness. The smoke from burnt incense lingered above the palace tiles for months on end.

What surprised Fan Xingjia was Qi Lingbo’s immediate acceptance, much to Dai Fengchi’s joy.

Curiosity getting the better of him, Fan Xingjia couldn’t help but ask, “Lingbo, are you giving up on Third Senior Brother?”

Qi Lingbo paused from arranging her jewelry, asking in return, “Fifth Brother, do you remember the incident at Taichu Hall over a year ago?”

Fan Xingjia was puzzled.

“I saw the skills of that scar-faced demon myself. Back then, we exposed him as not Chang Ning in the Muwei Palace, in front of Senior Li, Senior Ouyang, Senior Chen, and that Qiu surname, with many minions. He calmly slipped away. I think his cultivation must be quite profound.”

Fan Xingjia thought, more than just “quite profound.”

“He was captured because he wanted to see that little … to see Seventh Sister before he was caught.”

Qi Lingbo murmured, “I hope my future husband, regardless of his abilities, will make a good Sect Master’s wife, must be sensitive and considerate. Mother has thought about it. After the wedding, Second Senior Brother and I will settle in the old home of the Yin family, where we can still live in splendor.”

Seeing Miss Qi suddenly mature, Fan Xingjia felt inexplicably melancholic.

With plans to settle back home, Mistress Suliang allowed her daughter and future son-in-law to return to their ancestral home before the wedding, to pay respects to their ancestors and repair the Yin family ancestral house. Concerned, Zeng Dalou took Fan Xingjia and other disciples of the sect to accompany Dai and Qi on their journey for three days. If not for Zeng Dalou’s impending departure in a few days, he needed to return to handle matters, he might have sent them directly to their destination.

The familiar and rhythmic sound of the iron cable twisting echoed on the peak of Fengyun. Zeng Dalou stumbled slightly as he stepped onto the iron cable. Watching his slightly stooped figure, Fan Xingjia felt like sighing for the third time. He knew that Big Brother loved Qi Lingbo and had long wanted to take care of sect affairs for her once she became Sect Mistress, but now he had to settle for something else.

However, Fan Xingjia still felt that Zeng Dalou had been unusually silent recently, often lost in thought even when dealing with sect affairs, wondering what he was thinking.

After the two senior brothers arrived at the back hall of Muwei Palace, they learned that Master Cai and Song Yuzhi had just arrived and were talking inside. Cai Zhao and Song Yuzhi were also present.

After reporting Qi Lingbo’s itinerary to Zeng Dalou, Zeng Dalou went out to prepare for his departure, while Fan Xingjia eagerly squeezed into a corner of the room to watch the drama unfold.

Ning Xiaofeng complained to Zeng Dalou, “Luoying Valley has been indifferent to world affairs for more than ten years, you know that. What does it have to do with Guangtian Gate and Siji Gate? Why must Xiao Chun go over to mediate…”

“If it were an ordinary dispute, why would I come to you? Guangtian Gate and Siji Gate are on the verge of fighting.” Zeng Dalou was also upset, “Now the orphan of the Huangsha gang has accused Guangtian Gate of refining living people into corpse slaves, and killed the entire Huangsha gang to kill them!”

“What does this have to do with Yang He Ying? Since when did he become a champion of justice?” Ning Xiao Feng pouted.

Cai Ping Chun gently replied, “It might be because the Yellow Sand Gang has some connection with Lady Yang’s family, the Sand Tiger Gang.”

Qi Yun Ke agreed, “Yes, the deceased leader of the Yellow Sand Gang was the father-in-law of the Sand Tiger Gang’s leader. Now, Yang He Ying demands an explanation! It’s pitiful, an entire village wiped out. No matter who did it, we can’t ignore it.”

Song Yu Zhi stood up and bowed, “Master, Valley Master Cai, my father would never commit such atrocities.”

“We know, we know. Sit down,” Qi Yun Ke waved his hand. “We’ve known your father for decades; we understand his character.”

Ning Xiao Feng frowned, “That Song Shi Jun, who fell for the same courtesan’s scam three times, could never come up with such a sinister plot.”

Despite the inappropriateness of such remarks in front of the younger generation, Qi Yun Ke and Cai Ping Chun could only lower their heads and smile bitterly.

“Such cruelty, who could be responsible?” Song Yu Zhi’s expression turned grave.

Everyone in the room exchanged glances, all thinking the same thing but reluctant to voice it.

Finally, Cai Zhao spoke considerately, “Could it be the work of the Demon Sect?”

The room fell into sudden silence.

Over a year had passed since the shocking upheaval of last summer. Zhou Zhi Zhen had secluded himself in Pei Qiong Villa, Qi Yun Ke had more white hair, Yin Su Lian had become deeply immersed in her cultivation, Li Wen Xun Shibo’s authority had grown, Lei Shibo had become increasingly nagging, and Song Yu Zhi appeared even more coldly handsome.

Time flowed, seasons changed, and nothing remained unchanged, including Cai Zhao.

The girl had grown taller, her delicate collarbones resembling small bowls, her waist slender. After over a year of confinement in a cave without sunlight, her skin had become as smooth as jade, and a faint flush appeared on her cheeks as white as thin rice paper.

Fan Xingjia recalled how, upon first meeting her, she had been a pretty but playful and naive girl with a round, teasing smile. Now, she had transformed into a refined and radiant beauty, fragile yet resilient, a mysterious contradiction.

Qi Yun Ke broke the awkward silence with a light cough, “It shouldn’t be. This happened months ago, and the Demon Sect has been embroiled in fierce battles for over a year, too busy to manage this.”

“That’s a relief,” Cai Zhao said.

Ning Xiao Feng frowned, “What’s good about that?”

Cai Zhao smiled, “This way, my parents and master won’t have to worry about me or whether I’m still concerned about Mu Qing Yan. That’s truly good news.”

At the mention of that forbidden name, the room fell silent again.

“Enough, don’t involve yourself in this,” Ning Xiao Feng said irritably, then added worriedly, “It’s not that I don’t care about the lives of innocent people, but once you’re involved in these matters of the Jianghu, you can’t escape.”

Qi Yun Ke reassured, “Don’t worry. You go to Guang Tian Gate and stabilize the situation. I’ll invite Master Fa Kong and Brother Zhou. You just observe.”

Seeing Ning Xiao Feng’s reluctance, Song Yu Zhi frowned, “Why doesn’t Master go to Guang Tian Gate while Valley Master Cai and Lady Ning invite Master Fa Kong and Master Zhou? Wouldn’t that be better?”

Fan Xingjia nodded, “Right.”

Cai Zhao explained meticulously, “Because Master is the head of the six sects. If Yang He Ying presents conclusive evidence, what should Master do? Enforce the law impartially and take down your father, Song Men Zhu. My parents don’t have the authority to adjudicate, so they can stall for time until Master Fa Kong and Uncle Zhou arrive to mediate.”

“What? Conclusive evidence? Zhao Zhao, are you saying my father…” Song Yu Zhi was agitated.

“Don’t worry, Senior Brother,” Cai Zhao said soothingly. “The Jianghu is treacherous, ever-changing. Even ‘conclusive evidence’ might not be real. Yang He Ying wouldn’t make such a fuss without something substantial.”

Her implication was clear, and even Fan Xingjia understood, though Qi Yun Ke and Ning Xiao Feng pretended not to.

“Is that so?” Song Yu Zhi asked.

Cai Ping Chun said gently, “We’ll go stall for time. Some people can help smooth things over.”

Cai Zhao sighed, “It’s a pity Uncle Zhou hasn’t been going out lately. Otherwise, Master wouldn’t need to run to two places.”

Ning Xiao Feng glared, “It’s all because of you! You injured him at Tai Chu Temple and broke his heart. He’s been disheartened, using his injuries as an excuse to stay out of Jianghu’s affairs!”

Cai Zhao sincerely offered to go back to Pei Qiong Villa for another year of reflection and attend Zhou Yu Qi and Min Xin Rou’s wedding.

Ning Xiao Feng was almost apoplectic, “You better behave!”

Song Yu Zhi hurried to intercede, “Please calm down, Lady Ning. Junior Sister Zhao has realized her mistakes. She has already suffered severe punishment and confinement for over a year. Let’s not dwell on the past.”

Cai Ping Chun said contentedly, “Yu Zhi understands. Those days of confinement were hard, but thanks to your care, Zhao didn’t suffer too much.”

Ning Xiao Feng reluctantly agreed, “Yes, I heard you had Guang Tian Gate’s chef send her good food daily. Thank you on Zhao’s behalf.”

The Cai couple had initially disliked the playboy Song Shi Jun and his children, but compared to their daughter’s previous entanglement, Song Yu Zhi seemed like the perfect choice.

“When you were young, your master and Uncle Zhou adored you. How could you hurt them so badly?” Ning Xiao Feng admonished. “The past is over. Zhao, you must behave and not cause any more trouble.”

“Mother, what I did has a name: ‘Peach Blossom Maze’,” Cai Zhao said softly. “Think positively; I didn’t cause trouble for just anyone. Mu Qing Yan is a significant figure.”

“So don’t worry. I won’t make the same mistake again. Even if I wanted to cause another ‘Peach Blossom Maze’, where would I find another Demon Sect leader?”

The room fell silent once more, leaving everyone speechless.

“Why don’t we set out for Guang Tian Sect today?” Cai Pingchun suggested, turning to his wife.

Qi Yunkuo was taken aback, “What? You just arrived. Why not stay a couple of days?”

Ning Xiaofeng sighed, “Let’s leave before we unpack. I don’t want to be driven mad by that girl.”

She couldn’t help but retort, “Seriously, what kind of reflection and penitence is your Qing Que Sect practicing? After over a year, not only hasn’t that girl improved, she’s become more sarcastic!”

Qi Yunkuo awkwardly laughed, “After Lingbo’s wedding, we’ll have Zhao Zhao stay with you at Ning Old Madam’s for a while. You can teach her properly then.”

Fan Xingjia glanced at Song Yuzhi to gauge his reaction.

Song Yuzhi, however, focused intently on the view outside the window, pretending not to hear anything.

Five or six days after the Cai couple left, Qi Yunkuo prepared to depart as well.

Before leaving, Qi Yunkuo carefully advised Cai Zhao, “Zhao Zhao, don’t blame your parents. They’re terrified you’ll end up like your aunt. I know you’re unhappy about us pairing you with Yu Zhi, but don’t act impulsively. Yu Zhi has a good character and is learning to be more considerate. You’ll see his good qualities in time.”

Cai Zhao listened quietly and finally asked, “Master, do you also blame Uncle Zhou a bit?”

Qi Yunkuo stroked his beard without responding.

Cai Zhao continued, “Uncle Zhou got injured and was enraged by me, bedridden for over a year. You’re so kind and righteous, yet you never visited him until now when you need something at Pei Qiong Manor…”

Qi Yunkuo sighed, gazing at the distant, glowing mountain peaks. “I’ve often wondered over the years, if Zhou Zhizhen had been more responsible and treated your aunt better, maybe she wouldn’t have been deceived by that scoundrel Mu Zhengyang. Such a good woman deserved a renowned, honorable hero.”

After a while, he snapped out of his reverie, shaking his head repeatedly. “I’m being unfair to Brother Zhou… unfair…”

As Qi Yunkuo and the Cai couple disappeared down the slope at Feng Yun Peak, Zeng Dalu dismissed the disciples.

Song Yuzhi stifled his smile, tugging at Cai Zhao’s sleeve and motioning towards a side path. When she pretended not to understand, he forcefully pulled her arm, ignoring the disciples’ teasing laughter behind them.

“What’s with you?” Once they reached a secluded corner, he confronted her, “You’ve been gloomy for a year, barely speaking. Why are you suddenly so talkative and cheerful these past few days?”

“Young Master Song, be reasonable. I was reflecting in silence. Naturally, I shouldn’t talk during that time!” Cai Zhao straightened her sleeves. “But you, taking advantage of Master turning a blind eye, sneaked into the Reflection Gorge every few days to ‘console’ me. Who asked for your consolation? When did I ever need you to cheer me up?”

Song Yuzhi’s face darkened, “Yet you accepted everything I brought!” – Isn’t it said that a girl only accepts gifts from a man she likes? Those stories are all lies!

“I just didn’t want to talk, not to starve myself to death. Why should I wrong my own heart, liver, spleen, lungs, and kidneys?”

Song Yuzhi stared at her for a moment, then said slowly, “You still believe Mu Qingyan is innocent. You think there’s a traitor in the Six Sects who killed Master Wang.”

Cai Zhao’s eyes were clear and unwavering, “I never doubted it. So, are you going to report me?”

Song Yuzhi was momentarily speechless.

“I know, you’re still doubtful about this.” Cai Zhao said, “Actually, I need your help. Before that, we should talk and clarify things. Do you know Lu Fengchun?”

“Yes,” Song Yuzhi replied, “He’s one of the Seven Stars Elders of the Demon Sect. But compared to the elders we fought twenty years ago, he’s far inferior. A few days ago, you suddenly asked to enter the library to investigate his background, right?” – Every book and scroll in the library was organized by him, so he knew what she had read.

Cai Zhao sighed, “It wasn’t just a few days ago. I wanted to go long ago, but I was stuck in the Reflection Gorge. I was only released recently.”

She continued, “Lu Fengchun is cautious and calculating, too devious to be a loyal minister, yet too timid to be a treacherous courtier. When Nie Hengcheng was alive, he stayed in hiding. After Nie Zhe took power, he remained fearful of Nie Hengcheng’s disciples and influence, not daring to act rashly. What could make such a man rebel so decisively in just a few days?”

Dry leaves drifted down from the thinning branches. Cai Zhao squatted, picking up a yellowed leaf and placing it in her small, white palm. “The elders say the ‘person behind the scenes’ was fabricated by Mu Qingyan. But Lu Fengchun’s rebellion convinced me there’s indeed a traitor in the Six Sects.”

“Explain clearly,” Song Yuzhi said gravely.

Cai Zhao said, “First, Lu Fengchun was defeated and killed, so the rebellion wasn’t a ploy between him and Mu Qingyan.”

Song Yuzhi couldn’t help but laugh, “His whole family was wiped out, hardly a ploy.”

Cai Zhao continued, “Since it was a real rebellion, what made a cowardly old turtle suddenly decide to act?”

She opened her palm, letting the leaf blow away, “It must have been something that convinced the old turtle he’d succeed.”

Song Yuzhi’s mind raced, and he blurted out, “Someone told him Mu Qingyan was captured!”

“Exactly,” Cai Zhao said, “To make Lu Fengchun believe Mu Qingyan was truly trapped, not faking it, the informant had to be someone he trusted deeply, even someone who saw Mu Qingyan imprisoned. Only then would the old turtle dare to act.”

Song Yuzhi paced, troubled.

He knew the details of Mu Qingyan’s captivity a year ago. It was heavily guarded, like a fortress. If he hadn’t closely guarded Mu Qingyan, Li Yuanmin would have killed him. Without Cai Zhao’s unexpected intervention, Mu Qingyan would have been crippled.

He stopped and asked, “Why didn’t you tell Master and your parents about this?”

Cai Zhao smiled, “If I thought of it, so did they. But without concrete evidence, just reasoning, they’d rather believe the Demon Sect is up to more tricks. Even you can’t fully believe this yet, right? It’s fine, as long as you’re willing to help.”

Song Yuzhi was curious, “You believe there’s a traitor in the Six Sects, yet you don’t suspect me and even confide in me?”

Cai Zhao smiled, “I don’t suspect you, or Master Song, because I’ve checked your meridians. The injury from the Netherworld’s cold energy hasn’t healed and requires the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower for treatment.”

“But the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower has been lost for years. What if my aunt destroyed it or it was lost at sea? Your cultivation would be stuck. You and your father wouldn’t take such a risk.”

Song Yuzhi felt a twinge of bitterness, thinking, “You trust Mu Qingyan without hesitation, but need all this reasoning to trust me.”

He pondered and said, “Did they injure me with the Netherworld’s cold energy to make me find the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower?”

Cai Zhao’s eyes shone with admiration, “You figured it out. Yes, I guess the person behind the scenes searched for it for years without success, so they needed more people to help.”

Song Yuzhi frowned, “Didn’t the Demon Sect say the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower was useless? Why is it essential for that person?”

“To practice the ‘Purple Micro Heart Sutra.'” Cai Zhao said and saw Song Yuzhi’s pupils contract slightly.

She continued, “For over a century, Demon Sect leaders forbade practicing the ‘Purple Micro Heart Sutra,’ warning their descendants. But Nie Hengcheng found a way and wreaked havoc with it. We learned from Lu Chengnan’s last words that the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower is essential to master the ‘Purple Micro Heart Sutra.’ I suspect the person behind the scenes wants to practice it too!”

“Third Senior Brother, this is the favor I need from you. I hope you can show me Elder Master Yin’s records on the ‘Ziwei Heart Sutra.’ I need these clues to further my research.”

Song Yuzhi’s gaze turned serious. “Why do you think my grandfather has any information about the ‘Ziwei Heart Sutra’?”

Cai Zhao explained, “For two reasons. First, Elder Master Yin was renowned for his exceptional intelligence and strategic mind. He spent years investigating Nie Hengcheng’s unusual cultivation methods, even at the cost of many skilled disciples. I don’t believe he found nothing.”

Song Yuzhi replied coldly, “You give him too much credit. Perhaps he found nothing.”

Cai Zhao continued, “Second when my aunt went to Mount Tu alone, no one knew what would happen. As the head of the Six Sects, Elder Master Yin’s cautious approach would have been to deploy assistance and set traps to ensure Nie Hengcheng’s death. However, he didn’t, and he even stopped my master from helping her, as if he was certain that my aunt would succeed if she fought with all her might.”

“No matter how much people criticize Elder Master Yin’s selfishness, it’s undeniable that he was a hero who ruled the Northern State for decades. If my aunt had failed, the righteous path would have had no one to stop Nie Hengcheng, with dire consequences. Elder Master Yin wouldn’t ignore such stakes.”

“My aunt said that Nie Hengcheng hadn’t fully mastered his evil skills; otherwise, he wouldn’t have died. This was her conclusion after risking her life. But how did Elder Master Yin know beforehand? I guess he discovered something.”

“This kind of secret, Elder Master Yin would only share with someone he trusted deeply—like your late mother, Lady Qinglian.”

“Third Senior Brother, please.”

Song Yuzhi was silent for a long time, letting the western wind blow fallen leaves around like dancing butterflies. Finally, he spoke. “I know about the ‘Ziwei Heart Sutra,’ but I didn’t know it was Nie Hengcheng’s evil skill. If I had, I would have told our master long ago.”

“Now I realize that my grandfather knew about Nie Hengcheng’s secret back then but told no one, leaving Lady Cai to fight alone. I’m sorry, Zhao.”

“Come with me, and I’ll tell you everything.”

—

Late night at Funiu Fortress.

Drums pounded at the fortress gates amidst intense battle. The blazing torches, fire pits, and burning straw stacks illuminated the dark mountain, creating an eerie daytime-like commotion.

With a loud crash, the thick gates cracked open under the force of a battering ram. After two more strikes, the gates shattered, and a dozen black-armored warriors charged in like phantoms. The bandits resisted fiercely, but despite their numbers, they were outmatched and defeat was imminent.

The second-in-command, his face covered in blood, saw the situation worsening and rushed to a burly man, shouting, “Brother, these guys are too tough. We can’t hold them off. You need to escape!”

The burly man swung his nine-ring broadsword and roared, “If I leave, what happens to you? We vowed to live and die together!”

“Brother, just go!”

Amidst their brief exchange, cries of pain and flying limbs filled the air as the fortress’s defenders dwindled. The remaining fighters were soon surrounded by the black-armored warriors.

The second-in-command shouted, “May I ask who you are? Our Funiu Fortress has always kept to ourselves and never crossed the Funiu Mountain borders. How have we offended you?”

Funiu Fortress, one of many mountain strongholds, was modest, relying on ambushes and small robberies to survive. They weren’t ruthless but weren’t saints either. There was no reason for them to attract such deadly enemies.

The black-armored warriors parted like a stream, allowing a tall, handsome young man in a black robe to walk forward. He appeared to be in his twenties, yet commanded respect and silence from his formidable subordinates.

The young man spoke loudly, “I do not quarrel with your fortress. I just want to ask your leader a few questions. However, he ignored my messages and secretly sent his family away. So, I had no choice but to take this approach.”

The bandits turned to their leader.

“Shao Youfu, what do you say?” the young man asked.

The second-in-command quickly responded, “You must be mistaken. Our leader is Shao Zhengshan, not Shao Youfu. He—ah!”

A scholar next to the young man kicked a small stone, hitting the second-in-command’s forehead. He collapsed, unconscious.

The bandits were horrified. The third-in-command, furious, shouted, “Leader, we’ve fought for you! Say something!”

Shao Zhengshan remained resolute. “I am Shao Zhengshan, not Shao Youfu. You are mistaken.”

The young man said nothing, giving a signal with his eyes. The scholar ordered someone to bring forward a shabbily dressed old woman. Her face was wrinkled and sorrowful, but her hair was adorned with bright flowers.

As soon as she saw Shao Zhengshan, she screamed, “It’s him! He’s Shao Youfu from Sui Shi Village! He ruined my family. I’d recognize him even if he turned to ashes!”

Shao Zhengshan sneered, his eyes venomous. “Ah the third aunt of the village head. I should have killed you long ago, but I wanted you to suffer longer.”

The old woman, full of rage, was dragged away, cursing loudly.

Mu Qingyan stepped forward. “Leader Shao, do we need more witnesses?”

Shao Youfu, covered in blood, said, “Yes, I’m Shao Youfu from Sui Shi Village. Shao Zhengshan is the name he gave me. Seeing your face, I know who you are. You look just like him.”

Mu Qingyan said calmly, “Why cause all this trouble? I just want to ask you a couple of questions.”

Shao Youfu laughed bitterly. “Kill me if you want. No matter what you ask, my answer is ‘I don’t know.’ I promised him I’d never reveal his past. Do your worst, I won’t flinch!”

Mu Qingyan replied, “Torture is too much work. I’ll just ask you nicely. If you refuse, I’ll kill your second-in-command.”

The second-in-command lay motionless on the ground.

Shao Youfu remained defiant. “We live and die together. Do what you want.”

Mu Qingyan continued, “If you refuse a second time, I’ll kill everyone in your fortress.”

The bandits shivered. The third-in-command pleaded, “Leader, please answer. We’ve followed you for years!”

Shao Youfu stayed silent, glaring.

Mu Qingyan said, “If you refuse a third time, I’ll send your family to the underworld ahead of you.”

Before he finished, a group of ragged women and children were brought forward, Shao Youfu’s family. Under the sharp blades, the children cried.

Shao Youfu’s face twitched. After a struggle, he said, “Fine, we’ll all die together.”

“Good! You’re tough,” Mu Qingyan praised. “Bring up the old lady.”

An elderly woman was brought up. Though her hair was white, she had a hint of former beauty.

Mu Qingyan said, “You sent your family away to protect your mother, didn’t you?”

Shao Youfu’s eyes reddened. “Mother!”

Mu Qingyan said, “Let me tell you three things. First, the person you promised is dead. Whether you talk or not doesn’t matter to him. Second, his death is a mystery. If you help me, maybe he can rest in peace. Third, your mother has suffered enough. Don’t make her die because of you.”

Shao Youfu, desperate, tried to reach his mother but was restrained by the black-armored warriors.

After a long internal struggle, he lowered his head and said hoarsely, “Don’t harm my mother. I’ll tell you everything.”

Mu Qingyan nodded. The black-armored warriors slowly released the bandits.

The third-in-command sighed in relief. “That’s right. We’ve all heard of the Divine Sect’s reputation.”

Before he could finish, Mu Qingyan struck, decapitating him. The body slumped, spilling blood and brains.

In the cold moonlight, surrounded by corpses, only the children’s cries broke the silence, quickly muffled by their mothers.

Shao Youfu gritted his teeth. “No need to intimidate me. I know your sect’s power. I promised, so I’ll talk.”

Mu Qingyan nodded. “You’re wise, Leader Shao.”

The bandits were led away. The elderly woman and other family members were taken inside to warm up, and a quiet room was prepared for questioning.

Shao Youfu, with his pressure points sealed, was seated on a low stool. He looked at Mu Qingyan, who sat calmly, “Have you been to Sui Shi Village?”

“Yes, it’s desolate, with some white bones in the grass. You and Mu Zhengyang did that, didn’t you?”

Hearing the name, Shao Youfu sighed. “It’s been over ten years. I guessed something happened to Zhengyang. He would’ve come to see me otherwise.”

Under the dim light, Mu Qingyan’s familiar face seemed almost nostalgic.

“What do you want to ask?”

“I haven’t decided. Why don’t you start from the beginning, as a way of catching up?”

Sui Shi Village was remote and barren, with poor soil and scarce water. The villagers barely survived on meager crops and hunting.

In the village, two boys were extremely disliked. The older one was called Sangmen Xing, while the younger one was known as Gou Zazhong.

Sangmen Xing was not a native child of the village; he had been abandoned by a passing beggar one year. Guo Sanwang and his wife, who lived at the village’s end, had been childless for years and decided to take him in. However, the following year, the couple had a son of their own. From then on, they treated Sangmen Xing harshly, often beating and scolding him. The village children also loved to bully him, throwing stones and mocking him with songs.

Despite this, Sangmen Xing was stubborn and defiant. Even when beaten until his head was bloody, he never shed a tear.

From the beginning, Sangmen Xing had been called by that name, but Gou Zazhong was not always known as such.

Initially, his name was Fubao.

Fubao’s father was the village’s most capable hunter, able to catch snakes and kill bears. His skills provided the family with a comfortable life. Fubao’s mother was a gentle and kind woman who often helped the elderly and poor in the village.

One bitterly cold winter day, she saw the three or four-year-old Sangmen Xing being pushed out by the Guo couple to fetch water. Feeling sorry for the child, she took him into her arms, made soup and porridge for him, and frequently cared for him afterward.

Fubao’s happy and prosperous childhood ended when he was eight years old. His father died after falling while hunting, plunging the family into poverty.

Initially, Fubao’s mother, Madam Xue, managed to scrape by by doing laundry and mending clothes for the villagers. However, the village chief and his son, under the pretense of having her do embroidery, took advantage of her. They shamelessly bragged about it afterward, claiming she seduced them for money.

From then on, Madam Xue was seen as a promiscuous woman everyone could insult, and Fubao became known as Gou Zazhong. The village children eagerly bullied him. Each time this happened, Sangmen Xing would step in to stop them.

By the time he was nine, no child in the village dared to bully Sangmen Xing. Although thin, he was tall and strong, with a deadly aim when throwing stones and never missing a punch or kick. His gaze was as fierce as a hungry wolf’s, scaring even grown men. The Guo couple no longer dared to mistreat him.

With Sangmen Xing’s protection, Gou Zazhong’s life improved slightly.

However, the village women no longer allowed Madam Xue to work for them, and the men harassed her even more. In the closed-off village, there were no other means of livelihood. Several times, the frail woman thought of ending her life but endured for her young son’s sake, becoming the village’s outcast.

Unable to defeat Sangmen Xing physically, the children resorted to taunting Gou Zazhong with cruel words.

“Who was your dad yesterday, Gou Zazhong?”

“I saw Uncle Qian and two others go to your house. Wow, three men at once! Gou Zazhong can have meat tonight!”

“My dad says your mom is worn out, like a tattered sack. She’s worthless now!”

“She was always trash, ha ha ha…”

Even as the two boys clenched their fists until they bled and cried rivers of tears, the harsh and cruel world around them did not change.

Fortunately, time is the best healer, and the two boys gradually grew up.

By age twelve, Sangmen Xing had grown tall and handsome, with fair skin, long bones, and a strikingly beautiful face that made him stand out from the other rough villagers.

Curious about his origins, Sangmen Xing repeatedly questioned the Guo couple. They no longer dared to mistreat him and reluctantly revealed the truth: a well-dressed and beautiful woman had left him there. They described her as a celestial beauty, though cold and full of resentment. She had sought out the most remote village, found out the Guo couple was childless, and left the two-year-old boy with them, saying his father was the most heartless and unfortunate man in the world.

The beautiful woman never returned, and the Guo couple speculated she must have been a noble lady deceived by a man, abandoning her illegitimate child in this remote village.

Hope and fantasies could not feed them, and for the sake of the now mentally unstable Madam Xue, Sangmen Xing and Gou Zazhong went to the town to work as laborers at a young age. Because of his striking appearance, Sangmen Xing had to endure the advances of the town’s bullies.

After working hard for a few years, they managed to save some money. Just as they were planning to move Madam Xue to the town, they happened to save a dying traveler by a creek at the foot of the mountain.

Initially, Gou Zazhong did not want to get involved. His heart had hardened, remembering how no one had shown compassion to his mother when she had helped so many. However, Sangmen Xing noticed the man’s luxurious accessories and speculated that he must be someone important. If they saved him, they might receive a reward or other opportunities. If he died, they could at least take his valuables.

Gou Zazhong always followed Sangmen Xing’s lead, so he agreed.

The two boys used all their strength to revive the traveler, but he only managed to say two sentences before dying.

“Y-Young Master? How did you get here?!” the delirious traveler mumbled through his injuries and fever. “Young Master, you’re worth a fortune. Hurry, go back before the Northern Star dogs catch you, or the Divine Sect will be in turmoil!”

These two sentences changed the boys’ lives forever.

The Northern Star Six Sects were renowned, as the leaders of the righteous martial world. The boys had heard stories about them while working in town. It was a world of elegance and mystique, far removed from their impoverished, remote village.

Sangmen Xing, exceptionally sharp, gleaned several pieces of information from the brief words.

First, there was a “Young Master” who looked exactly like him.

Second, this “Young Master” held a very high status, and any mishap involving him would shake the “Divine Sect.”

Lastly, the “Young Master” was part of a faction opposing the Northern Star Six Sects.

Suppressing his greed for the traveler’s valuables, Sangmen Xing left everything untouched and carried the body downstream to the town outskirts, where it was collected by the local mortuary.

Soon, a group of imposing, masked men in gray arrived at the town, retrieved the body from the mortuary, and generously rewarded the mortuary staff.

Sangmen Xing quickly inquired about these men from a familiar mortuary worker. He learned they had mentioned returning to Youming Huangdao—the headquarters of the Demon Sect—while purchasing supplies.

Excited, Sangmen Xing decided to visit the Hanhai Mountains.

Gou Zazhong found it too dangerous to venture to the legendary Demon Sect’s headquarters based on a dying man’s words and tried to dissuade Sangmen Xing.

Finally, Sangmen Xing revealed he had some memories from before he was two or three years old.

He vaguely remembered a child his size, with people feeding them, comforting them when they cried, their exquisite tiger-head shoes adorned with large beads, and silver bells hanging above their heads. They played on a spacious, soft bed, and whenever they fell, many people rushed to catch them.

“No matter what, I must see for myself! Whether I die or return empty-handed, I have to try! I can’t rot away in this miserable village forever!” The tall, slender boy, with his ragged clothes and resolute voice, had a stunning beauty that no dirt could hide.

A mongrel dog only deserves an agreed share.

“Fubao, when I return, I’ll build a big house for you and Mother Gan, dress you in fine silk and satin, and feed you chicken, duck, and fish every day!”

These were the last words before the star of misfortune departed.

And that departure lasted three years.

As the candlelight dimmed, Mu Qingyan rose to change to a new, thick oil candle.

“When he left, Zhengyang was not even fifteen. The journey to the Hanhai Mountains was long and treacherous, and he had hardly any money on him. I asked Zhengyang later, but he didn’t say a word. He’s not like when he was a child when he used to tell me everything—has Zhengyang been treated well where you are?”

Mu Qingyan didn’t answer, instead asking, “When he returned three years later, did he kill everyone in the village?”

Xue Youfu sighed again. “…Six months after Zhengyang left, a group suddenly came to the village and took away the Guo couple and several neighbors near his home. They returned months later. I later learned that the ones who took them were Nie Hengcheng.”

Initially, Xue Youfu didn’t pay much attention to this incident. At that time, he was busy working everywhere to earn money for his mother’s comfort. It was much later when he heard rumors that the families taken away had suddenly become wealthy. But no matter how the neighbors asked, they didn’t dare to reveal a word.

Two more years passed. One day, after finishing his work in the town, Xue Youfu returned home with an aching waist and back, boiled water to make porridge, attended to his elderly mother’s eating and sleeping, and prepared dry rations for the next day, ensuring his mother wouldn’t go hungry when he wasn’t home.

The seventeen-year-old inherited his hunter father’s sturdy physique, broad shoulders, and strength. Originally, he wanted to continue his father’s trade of selling hides and animal bones for quick money. However, Xue Niang, who had already become foolish, would cry and make a fuss whenever she heard words like ‘hunting in the mountains,’ so Xue Youfu had to give up.

Late at night, with the moon rising above the treetops, he saw a red glow and black smoke in the direction of the village’s end through the window—the Xue family’s thatched house happened to be located in the middle rear of Sui Shi Village, otherwise, Xue Niang would not have met Mu Zhengyang, who came from the end of the village to fetch water.

Xue Youfu immediately got out of bed and ran towards the village’s end. What met his eyes was a terrifying sea of blood, burning houses emitting scorching heat, and several neighboring households near the Guo family lying in a pool of blood. The bodies either had tongues cut off or jaws shaved flat, limbs scattered around, leaving behind crying children on the ground.

Xue Youfu’s heart skipped a beat as he dashed towards the Guo family.

He saw Mr. and Mrs. Guo Sanwang both with severed limbs, nailed alive to the broken wall, while their only beloved son, Guo Dabao, lay on the ground, head separated from his body.

Xue Youfu knew how much Mr. and Mrs. Guo loved their son, who had everything comparable to a young master in the city in terms of food and clothing.

He remembered a cold day when he was six years old, Xue Niang cooked two extra hot chicken eggs for him to secretly give to Mu Zhengyang. As Xue Youfu approached the Guo family’s door, he saw Mu Zhengyang wearing a tattered single-layer shirt, shivering in the cold wind, almost unable to stand due to hunger. Mr. and Mrs. Guo sneered and splashed him with a bowl of sour water and rice soup. At the same time, Guo Dabao, dressed warmly and elegantly, sat on the kang gnawing on braised chicken legs.

At the back of the room stood a tall young man with a bloody sword in his hand. As he turned around, Xue Youfu saw his face and rushed forward with joy: “Big brother!”

As he approached, he noticed a fierce red flower mark on Mu Zhengyang’s slender neck. He trembled as he touched it, “Did they brand you with a hot iron? Did they torture you?!”

After three years apart, the poor and emaciated young man had become a well-dressed and handsome youth.

“Fubao, I’m back,” Mu Zhengyang smiled, shaking his wrist to flick off the blood drops from the tip of the sword and sheathing it. “We have grudges to settle and debts to repay.”

It was then that Xue Youfu learned of Mu Zhengyang’s current situation. Although he had struggled to reach the Hanhai Mountains, he had been mistaken for an impostor and barely escaped with his life, still unrecognized.

Inside the bed frame, there were two hidden holes filled with gold and silver.

Mu Zhengyang pointed to the first hole, neatly filled with over a dozen round silver ingots. “This is the reward money they got for betraying me over two years ago.”

He pointed to the second hole piled with gold and jewels. “This is the jewelry my birth mother left with them over a decade ago.”

Xue Youfu stared dumbfounded. Aside from the silver bars, just a couple of pieces of jewelry would be enough to support ten rural children. Yet the Guo couple had treated Mu Zhengyang so cruelly.

Mu Zhengyang drew a shining short knife from his waist and solemnly placed it in Xue Youfu’s hand. “Fubao, this world is as dark as night, and you can’t tell if you’re in the human world or the underworld. Without gods or Buddhas to bring us justice, we have to find it ourselves. Those who bullied Mother Gan in the village, men or women, we won’t let a single one go.”

Xue Youfu raised his head, looking into those cruelly beautiful eyes tinged with blood-red. Deep-seated resentment surfaced from the bottom of his heart, and he firmly gripped the knife…

“…And then you two slaughtered the entire village,” Mu Qingyan gently blew out the flickering candle.

Xue Youfu shook his head. “We only killed those who insulted my mother and those ungrateful animals. After that, we set fire to the whole village, and Zhengyang scattered bags of poisonous snakes and scorpions in the fields. Sui Shi Village couldn’t house people anymore, and those who didn’t die could only escape.”

Mu Qingyan was very patient. “What happened next? What are Mu Zhengyang’s plans?”

Xue Youfu shook his head. “Brother Zhengyang said Nie Hengcheng has many eyes and ears, so he cannot meet with me frequently to avoid endangering my mother and me. He provided me with a substantial amount of silver, allowed me to change my name, and found a kind-hearted master for me to apprentice under, laying a solid foundation. My aptitude for inner cultivation was lacking, so I could only practice some external martial arts. According to my abilities, Brother Zhengyang compiled a booklet of suitable internal techniques and guided my training.”

Mu Qingyan asked, “So, Master Zhengyang deeply resents Nie Hengcheng? He would never work for him?”

Xue Youfu chuckled. “Work for Nie Hengcheng? Impossible. Brother Zhengyang dreams of annihilating Nie Hengcheng and reclaiming the Mu family’s legacy.” His expression darkened. “Unfortunately, Nie Hengcheng not only has numerous lackeys but also possesses exceptional martial prowess. The Nie faction seems impenetrable, like a solid iron plate, impervious to any attempt to infiltrate.”

Mu Qingyan furrowed his brows as he paced around the room, seemingly understanding something.

After stopping, he said, “Master Xue, please continue.”

Xue Youfu continued, “Over the next few years until Brother Zhengyang disappeared, we met four times in total.”

“The first time, three years later, I had just begun to master martial arts and had gathered over a dozen men to establish a small stronghold in the Funiu Mountains. Brother Zhengyang came late at night to toast me with wine on the rooftop. He was very pleased that night, saying he had finally found a way to defeat Nie Hengcheng. If successful, not only Nie Hengcheng but the entire Nie faction would collapse, allowing him to reclaim the Divine Sect and unify the realm, securing his place in history.”

Mu Qingyan raised an eyebrow. “Did he mention what this method was?”

“No,” Xue Youfu shook his head. “Brother Zhengyang said no matter how difficult it would be, he was determined to execute the plan successfully.”

He continued, “The second meeting was two years later. One night, Brother Zhengyang suddenly brought a crystal box containing a fresh Snow Lingzhi, a rare plant that only grows on the remote peaks of snowy mountains. Once removed from the snow region, it withers within ten days.”

“Snow Lingzhi?” Mu Qingyan’s interest was piqued. “Such a precious item grows only in such inaccessible places. He happened to obtain it while handling matters in the snowy mountains and gave it to my mother to replenish her health.”

Mu Qingyan’s lips curved slightly with a hint of amusement – good, things were starting to connect.

“Besides the Snow Lingzhi, what else did he say?”

Xue Youfu replied, “That time, Brother Zhengyang was even happier than before, drinking over a dozen barrels of wine with me. He laughed and mentioned… he had met a girl with whom he could share life and death. She not only came from a good background and had a good character but was also gentle and cheerful. When Nie Hengcheng meets Yama, Brother Zhengyang plans to bring the girl to meet my mother.”

“I was worried the girl might look down on my mother, but Brother Zhengyang assured me she would not. He described her as the best girl in the world, pure-hearted like a clear sky. Oh yes, her name seemed to be ‘Xiao Shu’. Although I heard that women from the demonic… Divine Sect is fierce and domineering, this name sounded like that of a virtuous lady.” – He instinctively thought that Mu Zhengyang’s sweetheart might also have left the church.”

Mu Qingyan’s face revealed a trace of strangeness. “Does Mu Zhengyang really like that girl?”

“Of course.”

“Not just pretending?”

“Brother Zhengyang wished he could take out his heart for her!”

Mu Qingyan asked again, “Has Mu Zhengyang ever used that girl?”

This time, Xue Youfu hesitated. “This… the third time I met Brother Zhengyang was more than a year later. That time Brother Zhengyang looked a little lost, saying… he said…”

He hesitated and glanced at Mu Qingyan, who said coldly, “Xue Da, the person has died, so what does it matter to you and me?”

Xue Youfu bit his teeth. “Brother Zhengyang said he had accidentally hurt his twin brother, the great Master Miao’s father, Miao Zhengming!”

Mu Qingyan abruptly turned his head, his eyes like lightning.

Xue Youfu continued. “Although Brother Zhengyang often complained about Master Miao, saying that he was too tepid and lacked any ambition, I knew that Brother Zhengyang still deeply respected this elder brother. He often said that after defeating the Nie, he would let his eldest brother Miao go wherever he wanted and do whatever he wanted, and he would be free.”

Mu Qingyan’s menacing aura gradually subsided. “Why did he injure my father?”

Xue Youfu looked puzzled. “Brother Zhengyang was drunk and spoke unclearly. I didn’t quite understand. It seemed like there was something he wanted to do, but Father didn’t agree, so the brothers quarreled, and he accidentally injured Father. Brother Zhengyang also mentioned that luckily ‘Xiao Shu’ didn’t know his intentions. If she knew she had been used, I don’t know if she would forgive him.”

“Was that all he said during that meeting?” Mu Qingyan asked.

“That time, Brother Zhengyang was distressed and came to me to vent. After sobering up, he left, and that was all.”

Mu Qingyan sat down heavily, his expression grave. “What about the fourth and final meeting? Tell me.”

Xue Youfu looked saddened. “About half a year later, it happened to be my mother’s birthday. Brother Zhengyang came late at night to bring gifts—this time, he was smiling. He eagerly said that Xiao Shu had accepted his proposal, and he planned to choose a good day to propose formally. He also said that Nie Hengcheng’s days were numbered, and his wish would soon be fulfilled.”

“Little did I know, that was the last time I saw him. It’s been almost twenty years now, and I haven’t heard any news about him since. I’ve always suspected… suspected that he might have… might have…”

The burly man suddenly shed tears, choked with emotion, unable to continue. “Brother Zhengyang suffered throughout his life. He encountered a mother like Ouyang who couldn’t understand anything, a couple like Guo who were heartless beasts, and Nie Hengcheng, the cunning old bastard. Just when he was finally seeing better days, he… he…”

“It’s nothing that can’t be overcome,” Mu Qingyan said calmly. “Mu Zhengyang’s hands were stained with blood, and he killed those who deserved it and those who didn’t. He turned the martial world upside down, leaving mountains of corpses. Many talented and extraordinary heroes died without anyone to hold them accountable. Even if Mu Zhengyang went to Yama’s underworld, he didn’t lose out.”

As the candlelight extinguished and the sky brightened, Mu Qingyan strode out of the house. You Guanyue hurried to catch up.

After they had walked several dozen steps, You Guanyue spoke, “Master, surname Xue may not have told everything.”

“I know, there’s no rush,” Mu Qingyan said lightly. “These matters can’t be forced. We’ll let him remember slowly.”

“However, I’ve already learned quite a bit.”

Volume Six – Silent Blood Marsh Chapter 123
The Library within the Qingque Sect wasn’t a forbidden area. Generally, entry was permitted with the approval of either the sect leader or the key-holding disciple. Song Yuzhi held this position for the current generation.

Inside, bookshelves stretched to the ceiling, housing various martial arts manuals, mental cultivation texts, and chronicles of the past two hundred years of martial arts history. Hidden compartments were scattered throughout. Without guidance from someone familiar with the layout, a newcomer would be lost in the vast sea of disorganized scrolls.

Cai Zhao recalled Mu Qingyan mentioning that the Nine Provinces Treasure Scroll Hall of the Separation Sect followed a similar pattern. Known for their ruthlessness, they had amassed countless dark secrets and sinister martial arts techniques over two centuries. Eventually, the presiding sect leaders only knew the records of the previous two generations. Since the Hall was off-limits to outsiders, uncovering older information required the sect leader to personally sift through voluminous historical texts.

As incense wafted through the air, Cai Zhao patiently leafed through delicate, yellowed papers at the desk. Song Yuzhi climbed a ladder, retrieving yet another dusty scroll from the high shelves. He placed several thin papers from inside the scroll before Cai Zhao, saying, “These are the last ones. All of my grandfather’s hidden notes are here now. The rest of the records were officially documented in the sect’s books.”

Cai Zhao couldn’t help but admire the strategy. “No wonder they say ‘the tree hides in the forest, and the great hermit in the marketplace.’ Even if someone knew Old Master Yin left secret notes, they’d never find them.”

Thinking Cai Zhao was mocking his grandfather, Song Yuzhi explained, “My mother said on her deathbed that this information was crucial. Grandfather feared causing chaos if it became known.”

Cai Zhao waved one of the thin papers, smiling. “If this got out, it would certainly cause an uproar in the Siqimen.” She was referring to the scandal involving Yang Yi, Siqimen’s former leader, who had affairs with seven of his father’s eight concubines in his youth.

Song Yuzhi blushed, realizing which incident Cai Zhao meant. He praised his grandfather’s meticulous research, noting that Yin Dai had carefully pieced together evidence as a mere disciple, unable to directly spy on Yang Yi. He even refrained from including the eighth concubine due to insufficient evidence, merely noting “behavior unclear.”

“Your grandfather had quite a way with words,” Cai Zhao remarked, having read through several secrets. She found Yin Dai’s writing vivid and engaging, blending shock, suspense, and even romance. For a moment, she felt transported back to her days of reading novels in bed.

Remembering her task, Cai Zhao asked about the Purple Meridian Heart Sutra, finding it on a mostly blank sheet. Song Yuzhi’s expression grew complex as he confirmed its location.

Unlike other scattered secrets, the Purple Meridian Heart Sutra was recorded separately. Yin Dai didn’t explicitly state it was the evil technique Nie Hengcheng practiced in his later years, only mentioning “a powerful but extremely unorthodox skill passed down by the Demonic Sect elders.”

After years of investigation, including infiltrating the Demonic Sect with carefully trained spies and examining records left by the Six Orthodox Sects, Yin Dai concluded that the Purple Meridian Heart Sutra was a mysterious technique passed down by the Demonic Sect’s founding leader, Mu Xiujue. Both he and his eldest son could practice it. However, after their deaths, the third son, Mu Lanyue, who succeeded in leadership at a young age, couldn’t master the technique.

The Separation Sect claimed Mu Xiujue’s other children had gone into seclusion, which was only half true. They had left the Hanhai Mountains to avoid martial world conflicts but continued cultivating. Most, however, went mad or died trying to practice the Purple Meridian Heart Sutra. Seeing his siblings’ tragic fates, Mu Lanyue forbade future generations from practicing it but kept the manual out of sentimentality.

By the sixth-generation leader Mu Song’s time, his exceptionally gifted son seemed to have mastered the Purple Meridian Heart Sutra but died mysteriously soon after. Mu Song then fell gravely ill, and upon recovery, burned down a garden behind the Palace of Extreme Pleasure. He became obsessed with Taoist alchemy until his sudden death in the alchemy room. A power struggle ensued, with Mu Yinong emerging victorious with his foster brother’s help.

Yin Dai noted at the end: “After extensive research, I found no records of widespread killings or massacres during this time.”

Cai Zhao was startled by this revelation. “So, Mu Song’s son could master the Purple Meridian Heart Sutra without absorbing the energy of numerous masters like Nie Hengcheng did?!”

“Correct,” Song Yuzhi replied. “If Lu Chengnan’s words are true, then Nie Hengcheng must have practiced it incorrectly.”

Cai Zhao mused, “How did someone manage to deceive a genius like Nie Hengcheng? It couldn’t have been easy.” She then realized, “So Old Master Yin knew early on that Nie Hengcheng’s cultivation had gone awry.”

“Not just that,” Song Yuzhi handed her another paper. “My grandfather also deduced that Nie Hengcheng had at most three to five years left to live.”

After Lu Chengnan’s injured escape, Nie Hengcheng became increasingly volatile and murderous. Even in his madness, he sought medical attention for minor ailments like colds. To keep his condition secret, he killed the physicians who treated him. Unbeknownst to him, two of Yin Dai’s spies were among these doctors. Before their deaths, they managed to relay crucial information through the sect’s secret channels. Based on this, Yin Dai concluded that Nie Hengcheng’s mind had collapsed, his meridians were in chaos, and his life was nearing its end.

“After realizing Nie Hengcheng was practicing a strange technique, my grandfather spent years establishing a secret network within the Demonic Sect, exhausting almost all of his most capable confidants,” Song Yuzhi explained softly. “If not for this, he wouldn’t have fallen victim to Zhao Tianba and Han Yisu’s ambush.”

Cai Zhao understood: “So your grandfather wasn’t certain my aunt could kill Nie Hengcheng. He knew Nie wouldn’t live much longer anyway, which is why he didn’t arrange more support for my aunt…”

Song Yuzhi was overwhelmed with shame: “I’m truly sorry.”

Cai Zhao, struggling to control her emotions, stood and paced before sitting down again, trembling slightly. “Don’t dwell on it, Third Senior Brother. Even if my aunt had known this, she would still have gone to Tushan to kill Nie Hengcheng. In just one year of his madness, the martial world was already awash in blood. How many more innocent lives would have been lost if he continued for three to five more years?”

Song Yuzhi felt even more ashamed but didn’t defend himself, silently accepting her words.

Thinking of the sickly, bedridden Cai Pingxu, Cai Zhao turned away to wipe tears from her eyes. She pressed her hand to her chest, trying to steady her breathing. After a moment, she said, “Third Senior Brother, I’d like to see the records of the Demonic Sect’s activities during those years.”

“Of course,” Song Yuzhi replied eagerly. “These aren’t in the secret notes but in the sect’s official records.” He hesitated, then added, “I’ve always wanted to make these notes public, but I worried about damaging my grandfather’s reputation. I planned to incorporate them into the sect’s books after I became… well, later.”

Over the next few days, Cai Zhao carefully studied the records from those years. Meanwhile, Song Yuzhi grew increasingly anxious as he hadn’t received a reply to the message he’d sent to Guangtian Gate inquiring about his father.

“Stop pacing, Third Senior Brother. You’re making me dizzy,” Cai Zhao said, looking up from the records. “With Guangtian Gate’s influence, who could trouble your father unless Yang He’ying has irrefutable evidence?”

Just then, Fan Xingjia burst in, out of breath: “Third Senior Brother, terrible news! Disciples near Guangtian Gate report that Master Yang of Siqimen has found evidence of your family using living people to create corpse puppets! They’ve not only unearthed villagers’ bodies killed by Guangtian Gate’s sword techniques but also captured over a dozen corpse puppets!”

Cai Zhao was momentarily stunned. “So they caught them red-handed.” She realized she had jinxed it. Song Yuzhi’s face turned ashen.

“Elder Li has already sent a message to Master,” Fan Xingjia said, wiping sweat from his brow. “He told me to inform you.”

Song Yuzhi collected himself. “I’ll ask Elder Li for leave immediately. I need to go home. Xingjia, come with me. We might have many injuries to deal with, and we’ll need your skills.”

Fan Xingjia was startled but agreed, though reluctantly.

Cai Zhao, her finger resting on a specific part of the open records, casually stood up. “I’ll go too. An extra pair of hands could be useful.”

Song Yuzhi hesitated. Cai Zhao smiled warmly. “Third Senior Brother, not to brag, but I’m quick-witted and reasonably skilled. Whether it’s arguing or fighting, I’m a valuable ally.”

Song Yuzhi was tempted. Cai Zhao pressed further, “Think about it. The second Senior Brother is with Senior Sister Lingbo visiting her hometown, the Fourth Senior Brother is out with the Master, and the Big Senior Brother is always busy. Now you and Fifth Senior Brother are leaving too. I’m the only one left in the inner sect. Are you comfortable leaving me alone?”

Song Yuzhi closed his eyes briefly. “Alright, you can come. But don’t interact with anyone from the Demonic Sect. We don’t want Master to be furious.”

Cai Zhao smiled. “Don’t worry, Third Senior Brother. Apart from their leader, when have I ever associated with anyone from the Demonic Sect?”

Song Yuzhi felt he might die of frustration first.

Fan Xingjia was still concerned. “Little Sister Zhao, you’ve truly parted ways with Mu, right?”

“Of course,” Cai Zhao assured them. “We separated amicably, without any resentment. From now on, we’ll each follow our paths.”

Song Yuzhi felt relieved. As he was about to leave, he turned back and pulled something from his robes, placing it in Cai Zhao’s hand. “When you helped… that person escape, I traced your path through the villages and found this. I thought you wouldn’t want your belongings left behind, so I redeemed it for you.”

In her pale palm lay a delicate, fine gold chain, coiled into a small heap.

Cai Zhao forced a smile, clutching the chain. “Thank you, Third Senior Brother. If I ever run out of money, I can pawn it again.”

Song Yuzhi laughed. “How could I let you pawn your things while I’m around?”

Cai Zhao casually tossed the chain into her waist pouch. “Indeed. Why would I make the same foolish mistake twice?”

Meanwhile, Mu Qingyan had spent several days at Funiu Fortress, repairing the broken gate and even sending the ghost doctor Linzhu to cure Madam Xue’s chronic illness. Xue Youfu was deeply moved.

Mu Qingyan sighed lightly. “Madam Xue is kind and compassionate, deserving of respect. If my great-grandmother, Madam Ouyang, had even a fraction of her virtues, many things might have been different…”

At the mention of “Madam Ouyang,” Xue Youfu’s heart skipped a beat.

Mu Qingyan’s clear eyes fixed on him. “I know, and you know, that my great-grandmother’s coffin is empty.”

Xue Youfu broke into a sweat. “That’s because…”

“Where did Mu Zhengyang take her remains?” Mu Qingyan’s voice was calm, but it hit Xue Youfu like a thunderbolt. He couldn’t even raise his head.

“Did Mu Zhengyang grind her bones to dust and throw them in a sewer?” Mu Qingyan asked placidly.

Though not entirely accurate, it wasn’t far from the truth. In Mu Qingyan’s view, considering that Ouyang Xue’s narrow-mindedness and madness had caused Mu Zhengyang’s lifelong tragedy, this revenge wasn’t excessive.

Xue Youfu anxiously defended Mu Zhengyang, explaining how Madam Ouyang’s cruelty had caused him immense suffering.

Mu Qingyan’s tone grew even gentler. “Don’t worry, Chief Xue. I understand — not all parents deserve to be parents. While Madam Xue endured hardships for her children, my great-grandmother unjustly blamed an innocent child, ultimately leading to disaster… Sigh… Chief Xue, you should take good care of Madam Xue. After all her suffering, she deserves a long and healthy life.”

These words nearly brought tears to Xue Youfu’s eyes.

Mu Qingyan patiently continued, “Now that Nie Hengcheng is dead, you don’t need to hide in this remote bandit stronghold anymore. If you’re interested, I can find you a pleasant place to settle down, where you can care for Madam Xue and raise your children.”

Xue Youfu was too moved to speak.

The next morning, as Mu Qingyan prepared to leave with his group, Xue Youfu, who had tossed and turned all night, came to see them off with dark circles under his eyes. After several attempts to speak, he finally asked Mu Qingyan for a private word just as they were about to exit the fortress.

“Do you remember what I told you about my second meeting with Brother Zhengyang?” Xue Youfu’s voice trembled slightly.

Mu Qingyan smiled. “Of course. You said he was overjoyed and brought a snow lingzhi to nourish Madam Xue’s health.”

“I had never seen him so happy in all our years of friendship. He didn’t have many reasons to be happy in his life,” Xue Youfu said wistfully. “That night, we drank over a dozen jars of wine. When we were completely drunk, Brother Zhengyang mentioned a place…”

Mu Zhengyang was an extremely careful person, which allowed him to hide from Nie Hengcheng for so long. Although he had many conversations with Xue Youfu, he never mentioned specific names of people, places, or events. Xue Youfu still didn’t know who the “little Su” girl was or where to find Mu Zhengyang if he disappeared.

But that night — with the initial success of their plan and his blossoming romance — Mu Zhengyang believed he was finally escaping his ill fate and was genuinely happy.

“Brother Zhengyang kept mumbling about taking care of his mother and how there would be better days ahead. I casually said, ‘Mother’s quite healthy lately, but you shouldn’t risk going to some desolate place in the heavy snow.’ He muttered something about having to go to ‘Snow Marsh’…”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes flashed. “Snow Marsh?!”

“Yes, I remember wondering if there were marshes in the snowy mountains,” Xue Youfu scratched his head. “When Brother Zhengyang sobered up, he sternly warned me not to tell anyone. I swore on my blood not to. Is this important, Sect Leader Mu?”

Mu Qingyan smiled. “Even if it were, it’s already a matter from over a decade ago.”

After Xue Youfu left, You Guanyue approached Mu Qingyan, who was standing silently at the edge of a cliff. Before You Guanyue could report, Mu Qingyan said, “Prepare for a light, quick journey. We’re going to Blood Marsh.”

You Guanyue was momentarily confused. “What marsh?”

“Blood, as in bleeding. Blood Marsh,” Mu Qingyan clarified.

You Guanyue remembered the name and frowned. “Oh, that place.”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes glinted. “Indeed, the Blood Marsh is hidden in the dense forest behind the northern mountain of Guangtian Gate.”
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Pressed for time, Cai Zhao and her two companions first glided over a hundred li along the towering Jiuli Mountains on sky kites, then switched to swift horses, covering three to four hundred li daily. Whenever her muscles ached from the jarring ride, Cai Zhao longed for the two fierce-looking but gentle golden-winged rocs.

After two and a half days of urgent travel, they arrived at the massive city gates outside Guangtian Gate. Disguised, they entered the city to find a tense atmosphere. Not only were disciples of Guangtian Gate and Siqimen at odds, but even different branches within Guangtian Gate were wary of each other. Various martial artists roamed the streets.

“If it weren’t for us Guangtian Gate maintaining your prestige all these years, Siqimen would have been crushed by Qiu Yuanfeng of Taichu Observatory long ago!” a young disciple in a vermilion robe embroidered with a golden sun sneered. “Now that Taichu Observatory has backed down, you think you can challenge us? Bringing a few old coffins to demand justice from Guangtian Gate—you must have eaten bear hearts and leopard gall!”

Song Yuzhi, listening from a corner, frowned at these words.

A middle-aged man in a black horse and yellow clothing retorted loudly, “Don’t boast! I know Guangtian Gate has many people and great influence, but everything in this world comes down to reason! The mysterious deaths of over a dozen people from the Yellow Sand Gang’s old leader’s family can’t be glossed over! Now we have both witness testimony and physical evidence. Not all heroes in the world will side with the Songs!”

Another Guangtian Gate disciple in red robes and gold sun emblem spoke sarcastically, “Watch your words, Li. Don’t casually refer to ‘the Songs.’ Though we share a surname, they’re the direct subordinates of the Maozhi Young Master, living in luxury. We’re just eating simple meals under the Third Great Uncle and the Hall Branch Patriarch. We didn’t benefit from your past glory, so don’t drag us into your troubles now.”

Fan Xingjia looked questioningly at Song Yuzhi, but his disguised face revealed nothing.

Cai Zhao calmly poured herself a cup of tea, whispering under her wide-brimmed hat, “Indeed, every advantage has its disadvantage. A large family brings its troubles.”

Fan Xingjia chuckled, “What about your Cai family?”

Cai Zhao grinned, “What Cai family? Luoying Valley has changed names four times already. Little Han wrote recently that he’s changed his mind again. He finds mechanical mathematics boring and thinks being a monk and hitting wooden fish is more interesting. Maybe Luoying Valley will have to rely on me taking in a husband and changing names again.”

“Little Sister Zhao,” Song Yuzhi said sternly, “Taking in a husband doesn’t require changing surnames. Changing surnames isn’t called taking in a husband. Please be more precise.”

Cai Zhao: … Seems like you’re not that anxious after all.

Leaving the restaurant, Cai Zhao suggested they not enter Guangtian Gate immediately, but find a secluded inn to stay and sneak in after dark. Fan Xingjia immediately agreed, and Song Yuzhi, after some thought, sighed, “The situation seems far more unpredictable than we imagined. Sister, you’re right. Let’s not show ourselves yet and observe first.”

They made their way to the outskirts and found a teahouse. Despite its name, it was a place for merchants who missed the city gates’ closing time to stay temporarily. It had a complete set of buildings, including a dining hall, guest rooms, and verandas.

When Cai Zhao and her companions entered, the teahouse was empty except for an old couple and their young son working. The old shopkeeper lamented the lack of business due to the turmoil in the city, hoping their sect leader would resolve the issues quickly.

After freshening up in her room, Cai Zhao went downstairs alone. Attracted by the fine snow outside the window, she unconsciously wandered to the back courtyard and sat on a bamboo chair under the veranda, which had bamboo screens on both sides. The teahouse was quiet, and assuming the old shopkeeper and passing merchants wouldn’t recognize her as the young lady who had turned the Six Northern Zhen Sects upside down over a year ago, she didn’t wear her veil, exposing her peach blossom-like delicate face to the cold wind.

Luoying Valley was spring all year round, and Cai Zhao had seen her first snow on Jiuli Mountain. However, amidst the chaos then, she had never truly appreciated the beauty of a snowy landscape. Now, in early winter, the fine, fluffy snowflakes fell like powder, not too cold, but playful and adorable to the eye.

As night fell, a small lamp beside Cai Zhao cast a warm, dim yellow light that blended with the cold snow color, creating shadow patterns like a puppet show through the tree branches. Born cheerful and always finding amusement in everything, even watching ants carry food as a child, she couldn’t help but chuckle softly at the sight.

Suddenly, she heard very faint footsteps behind the bamboo screen and turned her head alertly. The screen lifted, revealing someone who seemed equally surprised to encounter Cai Zhao here. He, too, had been drawn by the scattered snowflakes in the night sky.

In the dim lamplight, against the dark snowy night dotted with silver, his handsome face had a strange, blurry quality. Cai Zhao felt as if in a dream; though he stood before her, he seemed very distant as if separated by an entire desert and snow-covered land.

He wore a half-old navy blue robe and seemed taller. His expression was gentle yet dazed, only his eyes remained deep and unfathomable. After over a year apart, they were at a loss for words, gazing at each other in silence.

Mu Qingyan raised his long arm to roll up the bamboo screen. “… What were you laughing at just now?”

Cai Zhao replied blankly, “I remembered the shadow puppet shows I watched as a child.”

“Mm, what play was it?”

“I’ve forgotten.” Cai Zhao looked at the flying snow in the night sky. “As a child sitting in the audience, no matter how tragic or joyous the play, how difficult the partings, I always clapped and cheered happily. My aunt teased me, saying I only enjoyed the excitement without understanding the play’s meaning.”

— Aunt, when did you start to understand? It would have been better if you never had.

Mu Qingyan tied the rolled-up bamboo screen. When he had first lifted it, he saw Cai Zhao sitting straight like a schoolchild, her small hands neatly folded on her lap, only her rosy cheeks slightly tilted, a small, secret smile on her lips. Through the hazy, dim yellow lamplight, he seemed to see a small, fair Cai Zhao sitting under the stage, full of joy — surely the most lovable little girl in the world.

“… Have the whip wounds on your back healed?” he asked softly.

This question brought back memories of over a month of suffering. The recollection of sleepless nights, burning with pain, made Cai Zhao shudder. Yet, in the end, she only answered, “They’ve all healed.”

Mu Qingyan clenched his fist, then opened it. Looking at his long, clearly lined palm, he realized that despite now having the power to move mountains and seas, there were still things beyond his control — like bringing his father back to life or preventing her from being hurt.

“I never thought they would torture you…”

Cai Zhao shook her head gently: “I made a mistake. I deserved punishment.”

Mu Qingyan made a sound of acknowledgment, gazing into the night: “So, you’ve already considered me a mistake.”

Cai Zhao seemed to have come to terms with it and advised kindly: “Actually, I’m just as much a mistake for you. Without this entanglement, we could both live more freely.”

Mu Qingyan coldly replied: “That’s your feeling of freedom. Don’t ‘feel’ on my behalf!”

Cai Zhao struggled to maintain politeness: “Sect Leader Mu now holds great power, ruling the world alone. Why bother with these old matters?”

“If I truly had boundless power and ruled the world alone, I wouldn’t helplessly watch you walk away from me!” The young man’s eyes darkened as if a cold flame burned within them.

“Did the great Sect Leader Mu come specifically to argue with me?!” Cai Zhao felt annoyed. She reached into her waist pouch and pulled out a golden object, hanging it on the railing under the bamboo screen. “Since we’ve met by chance, I’ll return this to you.”

Mu Qingyan was startled. He wrapped the slender gold chain around his hand. “Didn’t you pawn this?”

“I did, but Third Senior Brother redeemed it later.”

Song Yuzhi’s unexpected appearance in their conversation was like a stone thrown into a lake, instantly breaking the brief moment of nostalgia and anger. Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao simultaneously realized something they should have asked earlier —

“What are you doing here?”

“Why have you come here?”

The two questions came out almost simultaneously, surprising them both.

Mu Qingyan’s expression was calm. “Siqimen and Guangtian Gate are in conflict. As the leader of the Demonic Sect, shouldn’t I come to watch the excitement? But why is the little heroine Cai here?”

Cai Zhao cleared her throat. “As you said, Siqimen and Guangtian Gate conflict. Third Senior Brother is worried about his family, so Senior Brother Fan and I accompanied him to check on the situation.”

Mu Qingyan laughed coldly. “Weren’t you always annoyed by the grudges and entanglements in the martial world? Now you’re willing to wade into troubled waters for Song Yuzhi. Such deep feelings between fellow disciples.”

Cai Zhao didn’t defend herself, instead retorting: “Sect Leader Mu is right. As one grows up, one should think more about future important matters to avoid making mistakes. The third Senior Brother is upright and virtuous. My father, mother, master, and even my two sharp-tongued maids all speak well of him. Who in the world could be more suitable!”

“Important life matters? Well said, well said indeed!” Mu Qingyan couldn’t stop his cold laughter. “Recently, You Guanyue sent Xing’er to serve me. I find that girl gentle and obedient, quite to my liking. I wonder if this counts as an important life matter?”

Cai Zhao’s smile froze on her face: “Then I sincerely wish Sect Leader Mu a bright future and a harmonious marriage!”

Mu Qingyan cupped his hands lightly: “Thank you. Let’s both strive for that.”

After saying this, he slapped the wooden railing post with his palm. Wood chips flew, and the railing shattered. He left without looking back, his robes billowing violently.

Cai Zhao was equally furious. She shakily put the wooden stool back in place and, as she left, noticed he had hung the gold chain on the wooden railing again. Angrily, she snatched up the chain and walked away quickly, as if ghosts were chasing her.

Mu Qingyan turned the corner of the backyard to find You Guanyue and Shangguan Haonan waiting respectfully outside, with several dozen skilled fighters about fifty paces behind them.

As Mu Qingyan was about to move forward, he sensed something amiss. Turning back, he saw You Guanyue’s face streaked with tears, his expression filled with sorrow, resembling a grieving widow crying for justice in the street. Upon noticing Mu Qingyan’s gaze, You Guanyue let out a whimper and fell to his knees, sobbing, “Sect Leader, I… I… Xing’er… she…”

Finally realizing what was wrong, Mu Qingyan quickly cut him off: “Silence! When Xing’er gets married, I’ll provide her with a generous dowry. Your voice is barely intelligible, you spineless fool!”

As Mu Qingyan’s figure receded into the distance, You Guanyue wiped his tears and struggled to his feet. Shangguan Haonan kindly helped him up, saying, “What are you crying for? If Xing’er could be with the Sect Leader, it would be a tremendous blessing. And you, clearly in love with Xing’er but too stubborn to admit it – be careful not to regret it later!”

“You don’t understand,” You Guanyue replied, still sniffling. “If a good man truly cared for Xing’er, I’d be overjoyed! But the Sect Leader… Xing’er among a group of maids… he might not be able to resist her!”

“That’s true,” Shangguan Haonan nodded, suddenly realizing something. “Wait a minute, you’ve never sent Xing’er to serve the Sect Leader, have you?”

You Guanyue froze. “You’re right! I was afraid the Sect Leader might frighten Xing’er, so I never let her enter the Palace of Extreme Pleasure. How could I have forgotten? It seems the Sect Leader was just using Xing’er to provoke others. What a false alarm…” His tears turned to laughter.

Shangguan Haonan shook his head repeatedly. “Oh my, look at your pathetic state. I wonder if the Sect Leader will be able to deliver that dowry within the next twenty years.”

Meanwhile, Cai Zhao returned to her room, fuming. She found Song Yuzhi and Fan Xingjia already packed and ready. Song Yuzhi asked where she had been, as they couldn’t find her anywhere. Cai Zhao forced a smile and replied, “I was admiring the snow in the backyard.”

Fan Xingjia shrank his neck, “It’s freezing out there. Why don’t we leave tomorrow?”

“No, we depart tonight!” Cai Zhao slammed her palm on the table with impressive force.

Elsewhere, You Guanyue wiped his face clean and entered the room with Shangguan Haonan to report to Mu Qingyan. He inquired softly, “Sect Leader, our men are positioned around the perimeter, ready to assist no matter what happens. When do you plan to leave?”

Mu Qingyan replied decisively, “We leave tonight!”

That night, two groups set out in different directions from the teahouse, disappearing into the gently falling snow.

For ordinary people, the city walls towering over 50 zhang high were an insurmountable barrier. However, for Song Yuzhi and Cai Zhao, it merely required a few quick steps up the stone face. Gripping Fan Xingjia by the shoulders, they leaped high, easily clearing the wall. As they landed in a dark, secluded corner, they heard a cacophony of heavy voices and horse neighs behind them, as if a sizable group was approaching.

While the three stood in confused alarm, they heard the clanking of iron chains from the direction of the gate tower. Unexpectedly, the city gates – which should have been tightly guarded – began to open in the middle of the night! The fierce night wind quickly tore the slowly opening gates wide apart. Immediately after, 50 to 60 riders in tight-fitting clothes galloped in on their tall steeds, while dozens of torch-bearing guards stood by naturally, showing no intention to stop them.

In the dim light, Cai Zhao recognized the riders’ attire and exclaimed softly, “Dark horses and yellow clothes – it’s the Siqimen people!”

Fan Xingjia’s eyes widened, “That can’t be right. This is Guangtianmen’s territory. How could other sects bring in such a large, well-armed group?”

Although the Six Northern Sects were considered brother sects, each had its own territory and sphere of influence. Even Luoyinggu, with its small numbers and close ties to Zhou Zhichen and Xi Yunke, had never allowed Peiqiong Manor or Qingque Sect to station their forces there, let alone Guangtianmen.

Both Cai and Fan turned to look at Song Yuzhi, whose face had turned extremely grim. After a long pause, he said, “…This west side gate is guarded by my grand-uncle’s disciples.”

“Which group are we?” A yellow-clad rider reined in his horse. In the cold night, both horses and men exhaled white mist.

The guard captain approached leisurely and said, “You’re the last group. The three groups before you have already arrived.”

The rider grinned, spurred his horse, and galloped away.

In their corner, the three exchanged glances. Song Yuzhi gritted his teeth, “Something’s wrong. We need to get to the main building on the mountain!”

Guangtianmen was built along the mountainside, with layers of grand residences ascending the slope. Although Song Yuzhi had left home at a young age to become an apprentice, he still clearly remembered the layout. The three made their way towards the main building as quickly as possible, avoiding Guangtianmen’s patrolling disciples. Apart from Fan Xingjia getting a stomach full of cold air, they encountered no dangerous situations.

As they neared the main building, they saw disciples from various sects hurrying about with worried expressions. An unsettling atmosphere permeated the air. The three soon noticed that most people were heading in the same direction. Fan Xingjia asked, puzzled, “Where is everyone going in the middle of the night instead of sleeping?”

Song Yuzhi pondered for a moment before answering, “That’s the direction of Guangtian Sacred Hall. It’s where we pay respects to the Song ancestors and worship the Three Pure Ones.”

Cai Zhao smirked, implying, “I suppose it could also be used to deal with unworthy descendants.”

Song Yuzhi’s expression darkened.

It was late autumn, verging on early winter, and the night was cold. Most disciples wore thick cloaks. Cai Zhao moved with lightning speed, unceremoniously knocking out three low-ranking Guangtianmen disciples and taking their cloaks for the three of them. They then blended into the crowd moving towards the Guangtian Sacred Hall.

The vast open area in front of the hall was lit as bright as day by huge fire basins around the perimeter and dozens of torches. Surrounded by a dense crowd, several familiar figures sat at the front of the hall. In the center of the highest seats was, of course, Guangtianmen’s leader Song Shijun, his brows furrowed and face full of worry, a far cry from his usual arrogant demeanor. To his left and right, slightly lower, sat three people each. On the left were Yang Heying and Cai Pingchun, while on the right were three elderly men Cai Zhao didn’t recognize.

Song Yuzhi explained in a low voice, “Those are my grand-uncle, great-uncle, and great-great-uncle from the fifth branch. They’re the highest-ranking elders in the Song family with the most disciples under them.”

Cai Zhao, unfamiliar with such complex family relationships due to Luoyinggu’s small population, was immediately confused. “Your Song family has so many people…”

Fan Xingjia, however, was intrigued and helpfully explained, “So, this grand-uncle is the brother of Third Senior Brother’s grandfather, the great-uncle is the cousin of Third Senior Brother’s grandfather, and that great-great-uncle from the fifth branch is probably a distant cousin of Third Senior Brother’s great-grandfather.”

Cai Zhao asked curiously, “So what are these elders trying to do in the middle of the night?”

Before Song Yuzhi could respond, his father, Song Shijun, spoke to Yang Heying. “…When will you be done? Waking everyone up in the dead of night – even if you want to condemn our Guangtianmen, at least wait for Qingque Sect and Peiqiong Manor to arrive!”

A haughty-looking elder coldly replied, “Stop saying ‘our Guangtianmen’ all the time. The disaster your precious son has brought upon us will implicate hundreds of the Song clan. It’s unreasonable. As a Song family elder, I ask everyone here today to discuss this matter.”

Song Maozhi, who had been holding back, finally exploded, “Song Junhao, you old fool! In Guangtianmen, sect rules have always been above family rules. The Sect Leader’s word is law. How dare you try to pull rank on my father!”

“Maozhi, shut up!” Song Shijun suppressed his anger. “Grand-uncle, although Maozhi is usually reckless, there’s no concrete evidence that he’s responsible. Rushing to condemn him now will only make us a laughingstock in the martial arts world!”

Cai Zhao looked around and indeed saw many martial artists from various schools, including Daoist Yunbian and many others who had attended the Northern Ancestor’s memorial ceremony. Sha Zuguang, the leader of the Sha Tiger Gang, stepped out from behind Yang Heying and shouted, “What more evidence do you need? The corpse puppets caught in Guangtianmen’s territory, and those villagers’ bodies bearing Guangtianmen sword marks – it just so happens that your son Maozhi was leading a large group of followers frequently visiting that area during that time. If it wasn’t him, who else could it be?”

Following his gesture, Cai Zhao and the others finally noticed a large iron cage in one corner of the square. Inside were several rotting, ragged figures – walking corpses that continuously crashed against the bars, creating a terrifying sight. Even the crowded masses kept their distance from this cage. Nearby, seven or eight shrouded bodies lay on the ground. Fortunately, the cold weather prevented the stench of decay from spreading.

Song Maozhi cursed loudly, “That’s nonsense! Just because I went there doesn’t mean I did it. I only visited Seven Mist Mountain several times for hunting because of its lush vegetation and abundant game. How was I to know it was the territory of some Yellow Sand Gang or Green Sand Gang!”

Sha Zuguang rushed to the center, bowing repeatedly to all directions and beating his chest as he wailed, “I beg the elders and heroes present to judge this fairly! My father-in-law had retired from the martial world years ago, living peacefully with his family and old comrades on that mountain. Who knew that Song Maozhi, seeing the mountain’s seclusion, would try to seize it to create corpse puppets? When my father-in-law discovered this, Song Maozhi, without hesitation, massacred the entire Yellow Sand Gang, young and old alike!”

“Although the Yellow Sand Gang was small, my father-in-law never bullied the weak in his decades in the martial world. As long as he drew breath, he always helped those in need. I implore the elders and heroes to bring justice for my father-in-law!”

Song Maozhi, accustomed to being the golden child, was now portrayed as a villain of the lowest order. Enraged, he nearly attacked Sha Zuguang, but Pang Xiongxin desperately held him back.

Cai Zhao couldn’t help but mutter, “This Sha fellow is quite the actor. He should be on stage.”

Fan Xingjia whispered back, “It’s over. With his display of weakness, everyone will side with him.”

Sure enough, Daoist Yunbian stepped forward with his followers. “Clan Leader Sha, there’s no need for modesty. Though the Yellow Sand Gang was small, Old Hero Huang was known for his upright and generous nature. Even when Nie Hengcheng was around, he never bowed his head – we all know this! If he truly died from a cover-up killing, we martial artists must seek justice for him!”

Sha Zuguang wiped his tears and thanked him, a glint of triumph in his eyes.

Suddenly, Cai Pingchun spoke up: “Daoist Yunbian speaks true. Heaven’s principles are clear, and karma is infallible. Injustice will eventually be rectified, and conspiracies will be unveiled.”

Yang Heying asked ominously, “What exactly do you mean by that, Valley Master Cai?”

Ignoring him, Cai Pingchun addressed Daoist Yunbian and the others directly: “Affairs in the martial world are complex and unpredictable. Those corpse puppets could easily have been planted in Guangtianmen’s territory by others, and the sword marks on the bodies could be fabricated evidence. To be blunt, the Six Sects are closely connected, and many of our techniques are familiar to each other. Leaving Guangtianmen’s sword marks on a few villagers’ bodies wouldn’t be difficult. If I may be so bold, I could also produce corpses killed by Siqimen techniques.”

Song Shijun’s expression softened. “Brother Xiaochun speaks fairly.” His Guangtianmen disciples loudly agreed.

Yang Heying snorted coldly, “Valley Master Cai seems to be implying something. Are you suggesting that one of the other five sects is framing Guangtianmen? No wonder you raised a daughter like Cai Zhao. Impressive…”

“Watch your tongue, Yang!” Ning Xiaofeng sharply rebuked. “My daughter made a mistake, suffered for it, and was punished. That matter is settled! If you’re so fond of dredging up the past, why don’t we discuss how you were captured by Zhao Tianba, and your father came crying to my sister Pingchu for help?”

“You?!” Yang Heying’s face flushed red. “A real man doesn’t argue with women!”

The grand-uncle harrumphed, “That’s a separate issue. The Cai girl running off with the Demonic Sect’s leader was indeed highly inappropriate…”

Ning Xiaofeng, undefeated in arguments, turned to him, “And you, Uncle Song, when your two sons were struck by Chen Shu’s Five Poison Palm, facing certain disability, wasn’t it my sister Pingchu who risked her life to find the antidote? What did you say then? ‘In the future, if Luoyinggu asks anything, this old man wouldn’t dare refuse.’ Luoyinggu hasn’t asked you for anything yet, so please mind your words!”

The grand-uncle’s face turned red as soy sauce, and he fell silent.

Yang Heying signaled to Sha Zuguang, who squeezed out more tears and prepared to wail again. Ning Xiaofeng cut him off, “Sha Zuguang, why are you crying as if your parents died again? After the Yellow Sand Gang was weakened, didn’t you eagerly take concubines? My sister Pingchu disapproved and threw two bloody dead chickens at your wedding feast – have you forgotten? Over the years, you’ve taken one concubine after another, treating your first wife little better than furniture. I doubt you truly respected your father-in-law. Everyone here is a seasoned martial artist; stop pretending to be a fool!”

After this barrage, except for Cai Pingchun who was secretly amused, no one dared to make a sound, fearing Miss Ning might turn her sharp tongue on them next. Though young at the time, she had always been by Cai Pingchu’s side and knew the embarrassing past of many martial artists, making her verbal attacks lethal and precise.

Many martial artists nodded in agreement. The Sha Tiger Gang’s reputation wasn’t great to begin with, but faced with the Yellow Sand Gang’s tragic fate, few had considered this point.

“We’ve been arguing day and night like common ruffians,” Ning Xiaofeng feigned fatigue. “I suggest we all return to our quarters and rest. We can discuss this further when Sect Leader Xi and Manor Lord Zhou arrive.”

Cai Pingchun stood up, pretending to help his wife back to their room.

“Wait!” The previously silent great-uncle suddenly rose. “If not for new witness testimony, I wouldn’t have disturbed everyone in the middle of the night. Bring him in.”

All eyes turned to see several disciples carrying in a stretcher, accompanied by a burly young man in mourning clothes.

As soon as Sha Zuguang saw the young man, he rushed forward, crying, “My son! Tian’er, why are you here? Shouldn’t you be at home comforting your mother?”

The young man called Sha Tian raised his face from under his white mourning hood. His features were ordinary, with broad cheekbones and a narrow forehead, his eyes cold and lifeless. He answered mechanically, “My grandfather’s family was brutally murdered. Mother has fainted from crying several times and can barely get up. Father, I want to see my grandfather and uncles’ murderers face justice with my own eyes!”

With the true victim now present, even Ning Xiaofeng suppressed her mocking tone, and the surrounding crowd fell silent.

Two disciples from Siqimen came forward and helped the person on the stretcher sit up. Through blood-stained bandages and a sword wound that nearly split his skull in half, people recognized the handsome features of the man.

“Xiuzhi!” Song Shijun cried out, “Xiuzhi, where have you been these past few days? We’ve been searching everywhere for you!”

Song Xiuzhi’s face was ashen, his breath labored. He stared fixedly behind his father and rasped, “Maozhi, was it you who sent people to kill me?”

This statement shocked everyone. Yang Heying said smugly, “A few days ago, Siqimen disciples ‘happened’ to save the eldest Young Master Song from an ambush by several masked assailants. Well, I am half his elder after all. I couldn’t just stand by and watch him die.”

Song Maozhi exploded in rage, “Bullshit! You’re talking nonsense! Song Xiuzhi, have you lost your mind? Why would I want to kill you?”

The grand-uncle perked up, “Isn’t it obvious? Everyone knows you two have been inseparable since childhood. Xiuzhi must have discovered your evil deeds, so you tried to silence him!”

“Bullshit! Bullshit!” Song Maozhi cursed loudly, “You’re all conspiring to frame me! Father, Father, look at them…”

Song Shijun frowned, “Xiuzhi, think carefully before you speak. Don’t be foolish and fall for others’ schemes.”

Song Xiuzhi shed hot tears, forcefully tearing open his clothes and bandages, crying hoarsely, “Father, look for yourself. Could I have done this to myself just to frame Maozhi?”

In the blazing firelight, everyone clearly saw three ghastly wounds on Song Xiuzhi’s body, from his neck to his chest, all deep enough to expose bone. One even extended down to his abdomen.

Yang Heying seized the opportunity, “There are internal injuries too. Anyone can check Xiuzhi’s pulse to see how severe his injuries are!”

Song Xiuzhi’s face was streaked with tears, “Father, I know you’ve always trusted and loved Maozhi, but I’m your son too. How can you be so heartless!”

Song Shijun’s heart softened. He wanted to step forward but was blocked by Yang Heying and Sha Zuguang. He said gently, “Xiuzhi, you’ve been so gravely injured, and it pains me as your father. But the crime of harming innocents to create corpse puppets is too severe for Maozhi to bear. Think carefully, perhaps someone deliberately impersonated Maozhi to attack you!”

Disappointment filled Song Xiuzhi’s eyes, “Father, you’ve always taught us to be upright and magnanimous. Rest assured, I’ll only speak of what I’ve seen and heard, not a word more.”

“Xiuzhi, you…!” Song Shijun anxiously tried to approach his son.

“What are you doing?” Yang Heying laughed, shouldering Song Shijun aside. “Cai Pingchun just said that injustice will eventually be revealed. If you trust your precious son so much, what’s wrong with letting Xiuzhi say a few words?”

“That’s right, that’s right. A real man acts with integrity. What’s there to fear?” The disciples of Siqimen, Sha Tiger Gang, and at least half of Guangtianmen’s disciples chimed in together.

The grand-uncle turned to the martial arts heroes and bowed, “What follows is an internal matter for our Song, Yang, and Sha families. Regardless of right or wrong, Guangtianmen will give an account to the world. Heroes, perhaps…”

Daoist Yunbian and others understood his meaning, realizing that Guangtianmen wouldn’t want too many witnesses to this family scandal of brother exposing brother. After a brief hesitation, they took their leave.

The grand-uncle turned his gaze to the other side, but Cai Pingchun remained immovable, while Ning Xiaofeng defiantly glared back at him. The grand-uncle and others had no choice but to stroke their beards and pretend not to see.

As the situation grew more precarious, Fan Xingjia kept wiping cold sweat, Song Yuzhi looked anxious, and Cai Zhao had already started looking around for escape routes.

Yang Heying looked around with satisfaction, “Alright, Xiuzhi, you may speak.”

Song Xiuzhi struggled to stand, then was helped to sit down. After catching his breath, he said, “Creating corpse puppets is an evil practice of the Demonic Sect, something we’ve only heard of but never seen. Half a year ago, due to internal strife in the Demonic Sect, the new leader Mu Qingyan ruthlessly suppressed the rebellion, causing a few scattered remnants of Nie’s faction to flee to the area around Guangtianmen.”

“At that time, Father happened to be away. Maozhi and I captured these people and interrogated them. Some of them, to save their lives, claimed they had created corpse puppets for Nie Zhe and offered to teach us this evil art.”

Ning Xiaofeng let out a soft “Ah,” looking at her husband with uncertainty. Cai Pingchun’s expression grew serious. Fan Xingjia looked blankly at Song Yuzhi, who appeared alarmed, while Cai Zhao seemed lost in thought, as if she had realized something.

Song Xiuzhi continued, “I immediately said this was evil and vicious, absolutely unacceptable, and that we should quickly hand these Nie faction remnants over to the elders of the Sacred Hall for joint disposal. But Maozhi refused. After a few days, Maozhi suddenly came to tell me that a fire had broken out in the prison, burning all the Nie faction remnants to death. All I saw were a few unrecognizable charred corpses. Maozhi, is there a single false word in what I’ve said?”

All eyes turned to Song Maozhi, who looked embarrassed and angry but still stubbornly said, “That’s right! What you said is correct, and what I said is also correct. There was indeed a fire in the prison, and people did indeed burn to death!”

Yang Heying sneered, “That sounds nice, but who knows where those corpses came from? Did you hide those Nie faction remnants somewhere?”

“You old bastard!” Song Maozhi shouted in anger.

The grand-uncle erupted, “Song Shijun, control your son!”

Song Shijun’s face showed anger as Pang Xiongxin worked hard to calm Song Maozhi down.

Yang Heying’s face was full of smiles, “Xiuzhi, please continue.”

Song Xiuzhi’s neck veins bulged, and he looked extremely weak, on the verge of collapse. Still, he pressed on, “Two months later, I discovered that Maozhi’s movements had become secretive. He often left with only two or three trusted guards and would disappear for ten days to half a month at a time. When I confronted him, he said he had found a lush mountain where he went hunting to relax. But no matter how I asked, Maozhi never told me where this mountain was, nor would he let me follow him. Maozhi, have I falsely accused you of a single word?!”

Song Maozhi’s face turned purple with rage. He roared, “It’s because ever since last year, you kept advising me not to go out hunting, threatening to tell the elders if I did. Of course I couldn’t tell you the location or let you come along!”

This defense was utterly unconvincing, and Song Shijun’s expression grew increasingly grim.

Song Xiuzhi struggled to prop himself up with his arm, “Maozhi, after that, you spent more and more time away from Guangtianmen. You kept withdrawing money, provisions, weapons, armor, and even rare medicines from our accounts. I asked you repeatedly about the reason, but you refused to answer.”

Song Maozhi angrily retorted, “Ever since we were kidnapped by those Demonic Sect villains last year, how many people in Guangtianmen have been secretly laughing at me? I wanted to start anew, train my own loyal followers. What’s wrong with that?”

The great-great-uncle from the fifth branch suddenly smiled faintly, “Shijun, even if we don’t consider the corpse puppet case, Maozhi’s actions have violated our sect’s rules.”

Song Shijun, his heart burning with anxiety, forced a smile and said, “Well, well, Maozhi is young and doesn’t understand. We’ll teach him gradually, gradually…”

The grand-uncle laughed coldly, “He’s well into his twenties, and you still call him young? Nephew Sect Leader, you truly dote on your son!”

Yang Heying interrupted them, “Don’t argue about this now. Xiuzhi, quickly tell us about the last incident!”

Song Xiuzhi began, “A month and a half ago, Maozhi, who had originally planned a two-week hunting trip, returned unexpectedly, covered in blood. Noticing his three trusted guards were missing, I inquired about what happened. He claimed that a group of masked assailants had ambushed their campsite at night, killing everyone except him. He barely managed to escape. Later, I learned that the Yellow Sand Gang, including women and children, had been massacred that same night.”

Sha Zuguang chuckled darkly, “Young Master Maozhi must be quite skilled. So many died, yet you alone survived.”

“What are you laughing at? Your mother’s infidelity?” Maozhi shouted back. “I’m telling the truth! I had painstakingly gathered dozens of skilled fighters, only to have them all slaughtered in one night! As for the Yellow Sand Gang or Red Sand Gang, I’ve never even heard of them!”

Song Xiuzhi, seemingly exhausted, slumped back in his chair. “That’s all I know. Everything I’ve said is based on what I’ve personally seen and heard. Maozhi, if you think I’ve spoken a single falsehood, I’ll accept whatever punishment Father deems appropriate.”

“Alright, Xiuzhi, you should rest now,” Yang Heying said with a kind smile. Turning to face the others, his expression hardened as he declared, “It’s because of Xiuzhi’s knowledge that he was nearly killed. Song Zhumen, you mustn’t be lenient with your rebellious son.”

Song Shijun froze, unsure how to respond. Ning Xiaofeng, puzzled, whispered, “How could this happen? Is there some mistake?”

Cai Pingchun shook his head at his wife, signaling her to remain silent. The grand-uncle stepped forward and formally bowed to Song Shijun. “Song Maozhi has betrayed our sect, killed innocents, created corpse puppets, and violated our Guangtian Gate’s rules. Heaven and Earth cannot tolerate such actions. I request that the sect leader deal with this immediately!”

A chorus of voices echoed, “We request immediate action from the sect leader!”

In a corner, Song Yuzi mumbled, “Could it be true? Could it really be true?”

Fan Xingjia was equally bewildered, but Cai Zhao declared confidently, “It’s false.”

Song Yuzi’s expression shifted from fear to hope. Cai Zhao added, “Your brother has been set up.”

“How do you know?” Song Yuzi gasped.

Cai Zhao lowered his voice and explained, detailing the inconsistencies in the accusations against Maozhi. He pointed out that Nie Zhe’s followers, who were skilled in creating corpse puppets, had been eliminated by Mo Qingyan long ago. He also highlighted the differences between various factions within the demonic cult and their loyalties.

As Cai Zhao finished his explanation, Song Yuzi’s eyes lit up with understanding. He was about to rush forward to defend his brother when Cai Zhao held him back.

“Third senior, have you lost your mind?” the girl warned, her eyes filled with caution. “Even without our deductions, your father could have insisted on waiting for the master and Uncle Zhou to arrive before passing judgment. So why are your three elders and Yang Heying so bold as to make their move tonight? That’s the real danger!”

Song Yuzi’s eyes widened as he recalled what he had seen at the city gate earlier. Cold sweat broke out on his forehead as he realized, “They… they’ve conspired together. They’ve already made all the arrangements! I must warn them!”

“It’s too late!” Cai Zhao exclaimed. “Right now, we should—”

Before she could finish, Song Shijun’s powerful voice rang out, “Don’t push me too far!”

While the three had been talking, the argument in the hall had escalated. Song Shijun, seeing that reason was futile, could no longer contain his anger.

Yang Heying laughed shrilly, “With both witness testimony and physical evidence, I hope Sect Leader Song won’t remain obstinate and continue to shield his treasonous son!”

“Shut your mouth, you bastard! I’ll deal with you later!” Song Shijun roared. Turning to his grand-uncle, he said gravely, “Uncle, we’re blood relatives. Do you really want to destroy everything we’ve built?”

Yang Heying, stung by the insult, flashed a vicious look but held his tongue. The grand-uncle stroked his long beard calmly and reminded Song Shijun of the sect’s succession history, implying that Song Shijun’s father had unfairly taken the position of sect leader from him years ago.

Song Shijun scoffed, “You were only sixteen when my uncle passed away. How could you have led the sect? My father was older and more influential. His succession was rightful!”

“Very well,” the grand-uncle said nonchalantly. “Just as I wasn’t fit to be sect leader then, your son Song Maozhi is unworthy of the position now. I advise you to step down.”

Song Shijun laughed coldly, “I see. I understand now.” He turned to his second uncle, “You’ve always been gentle and kind. Why are you pressuring me now?”

The second grand-uncle slowly stood up, his voice heavy with sorrow. He recounted losing five sons in battles against the demonic cult, and how he had raised his late-born son, Shi Tai, to be respectful towards Maozhi. “Three years ago,” he continued, his eyes glistening, “Maozhi went hunting in the mountains, ordering Shi Tai to guard the base. That night, a storm raged. Fearing Maozhi’s anger, Shi Tai didn’t dare leave his post. A mudslide buried him alive, while Maozhi had already left through another path.”

The old man’s grief moved many in the hall. Maozhi, flustered, tried to defend himself, “How is this my fault? I didn’t tell Uncle Shi Tai to stay there at all costs! Any sensible person would have left when the weather turned bad. How was I to know he’d be so stu—”

Slap! Song Shijun cut off his son’s foolish words with a harsh backhand. “Shut your mouth!”

The second grand-uncle laughed bitterly, “I was never a good father. I always taught Tai to be humble, gentle, and patient. Even after his death, I dared not grieve too long, fearing to offend the current and future sect leaders. My poor Tai…”

His words inflamed the Guangtian Gate disciples behind him, who shouted for justice.

Song Shijun shook his head, bowing, “I’ve wronged Brother Shi Tai. Second Uncle, I understand your feelings.” He then turned to his great-grand-uncle, “And you? How have we offended you?”

The fifth branch’s great-grand-uncle chuckled, “You haven’t. It’s just that Maozhi, in his youthful arrogance, increasingly disdains us old folks, marginalizing and glaring at us. I fear our lives will become difficult once he becomes sect leader.”

Song Shijun bit his cheek and nodded, “I see.” Finally, he addressed Song Xiuzhi, “Xiuzhi, you see now. They’re using you as a witness to force your father and brother to their deaths.”

Xiuzhi smiled painfully, “Father, even now, you still protect Maozhi. After all he’s done over the years, from Uncle Shi Tai’s unjust death to alienating our clan members, do you still think he’s fit to be the next sect leader?”

Maozhi, clutching his cheek, roared, “If not me, then who? You?”

Xiuzhi spoke softly, “If Father and Maozhi doubt me, I’m willing to take my own life right now.”

Maozhi faltered, and Song Shijun’s gaze grew complex. Only Yang Heying exclaimed, “No, no! My daughter Xiaolan is waiting to marry you, good son-in-law!”

The grand-uncle laughed, “Don’t worry, Yang Sect Leader. I’ll arrange a grand wedding for the children, haha…”

As the two old men cackled, Ning Xiaofeng turned away in disgust, whispering, “I can’t believe the clever Yin Qinglian gave birth to such a fool as Song Maozhi!”

Cai Pingchun quietly replied, “When chaos breaks out, stay close to me. Don’t leave my side.”

Ning Xiaofeng was puzzled, but Cai Pingchun explained in a low voice, “They came prepared. Song Shijun is in big trouble, but with his skills and loyal guards, he should be able to escape.”

Song Shijun, no longer polite, challenged, “Elders, if I refuse to comply, what will you do? Force Song clan members to kill each other?”

“That won’t be necessary,” the grand-uncle said, signaling to Yang Heying. With a whistle, hordes of Siqimen disciples in yellow robes flooded the area, greatly outnumbering Song Shijun’s supporters.

The grand-uncle called out, “Master Cai, Madam Cai, we’re cleaning house today. What’s your stance?”

Cai Pingchun replied calmly, “Luoying Valley has always kept out of jianghu disputes.”

Satisfied with this response, Yang Heying boasted, “Brother Shijun, surrender now!”

Song Shijun scoffed, “These weaklings don’t scare our Guangtian Gate disciples! Everyone, form ranks!”

To his shock, when the Song family elders issued their own orders, a large portion of the Guangtian Gate disciples deserted him.

“You traitors!” Song Shijun’s eyes blazed with fury.

Pang Xiongxin shouted, “You ungrateful bastards! How can you betray the sect leader’s kindness?” He added, “Don’t worry, Brother. We still have dozens of Holy Hall Guardians, each worth a hundred men!” The remaining Guardians drew their swords, swearing loyalty.

Before Song Shijun could relax, the grand-uncle waved his hand. His trusted disciples brought forth dozens of women, children, and elders, crying for help. The Guangtian Gate’s living quarters mixed clan members with outside disciples, originally meant to ensure loyalty. Now, this arrangement allowed insiders to easily capture the Holy Hall Guardians’ families.

Cai Zhao couldn’t help but admire the strategy: “Clever. Song clan members can’t kill each other, but they can restrain their disciples from fighting, letting the Siqimen followers do the killing.”

“This is no time for jokes!” Fan Xingjia’s voice trembled with anxiety. “Look at Third Senior’s face. Shouldn’t we go out there?”

“Not yet. They haven’t shown all their cards,” Cai Zhao said calmly.

Sure enough, amidst the cries of women and children, more of Song Shijun’s Holy Hall Guardians and disciples abandoned him. They found themselves surrounded by Siqimen, Shahu Gang, and the followers of the three Guangtian Gate elders.

“Are you really going to wipe us out?!” Song Shijun’s voice was hoarse.

Yang Heying sighed, “Actually, we just want—”

Suddenly, the silent youth Sha Tian shouted, “I’ll avenge my grandfather! Song Maozhi, prepare to die!” He pulled out a dagger and charged at Song Maozhi.

Most martial arts experts present could tell the boy’s skills were poor, but Cai Pingchun frowned slightly. Song Maozhi laughed, leaped up, and with two swift kicks, disarmed Sha Tian and knocked him down. He then grabbed the boy’s neck, using him as a shield. “Anyone who dares approach, I’ll kill this brat first!”

As Song Shijun stepped forward to negotiate, Cai Pingchun suddenly shouted, “Song Maozhi, watch out!”

Everyone turned to see Sha Tian unexpectedly spring up, his left hand reaching for Maozhi’s abdomen with fierce intent. As Maozhi reeled in pain, Sha Tian hugged him tightly. Maozhi struck back, breaking several of Sha Tian’s bones, but the youth wouldn’t let go. To Maozhi’s shock, the boy’s strength nearly matched his own. Sha Tian’s right hand then struck Maozhi’s back with full force.

Maozhi screamed, blood soaking his clothes. In that instant, Song Yuzi rushed forward, while Song Shijun and Pang Xiongxin attacked Sha Tian simultaneously. The boy was sent flying, but Maozhi collapsed, a gaping wound in his back. He gasped twice and died in his father’s arms, just as Yuzi reached them.

“Tian’er, my son!” Sha Zuguang wailed, holding his son’s body. He quickly rallied, “Attack! Avenge my boy!”

Chaos erupted. Yuzi, unable to grieve, immediately drew his sword against the Siqimen and Shahu Gang members. His swordsmanship was unparalleled, cutting down opponents like wheat.

Realizing they had underestimated Yuzi’s presence, Yang Heying shouted to the Song family elders, “Stop watching and act! If Song Shijun and his son turn the tables, I can flee to Siqimen, but what about you?!”

Sha Zuguang added, “To achieve great things, you must be ruthless!”

The three Song elders grimaced and joined the fray. Initially, Song Shijun fought Yang Heying and Sha Zuguang alone, while Pang Xiongxin and Song Yuzi battled the Siqimen and Shahu Gang disciples. But with the powerful Song elders joining in, the tide quickly turned.

As Song Shijun’s side began to falter, Ning Xiaofeng asked tremblingly, “Brother Xiaochun, won’t you help them?”

Cai Pingchun replied calmly, “My priority is protecting you.” In his mind, Maozhi’s arrogance and disregard for life had led to his downfall, while Shijun’s excessive indulgence of his son was partly to blame.

As the battle raged, Fan Xingjia whispered nervously, “Zhaozao, aren’t you going to help?”

Cai Zhao shook her head, “Not yet. Look closely. The Song elders are holding back, mostly injuring or immobilizing rather than killing. They probably want to capture Song Zhumen alive. Third Senior’s life isn’t in immediate danger.”

Just then, a silent dart flew towards Song Yuzi. Distracted by the three elders, he was hit, feeling intense pain followed by strange numbness. Seeing Yuzi injured, the second grand-uncle and great-grand-uncle retreated, feeling a pang of sympathy.

Only the grand-uncle, eyeing the sect leader position for himself and his son, saw the talented Song Yuzi as a threat. He thought, “He’s already injured. Might as well finish the job.”

Song Shijun, realizing his grand-uncle’s intentions, desperately fought off Yang and Sha to protect his remaining son. The grand-uncle, seeing Shijun’s fury, met his attack. Their clash sent shockwaves through the air, but Shijun’s superior strength sent the grand-uncle flying, spitting blood.

Yang Heying and Sha Zuguang attacked Shijun from behind, but Cai Pingchun intervened, shouting “Cowards!” and sending teacups flying. Sha was knocked down, but Yang pressed on, both he and Shijun ending up injured.

Song Yuzi, despite his wound, engaged the other two elders. The intense exchange left all parties shaken, with Yuzi barely holding back his blood.

Suddenly, Yang Heying ordered, “Wang Laosi, now!” A group of Siqimen disciples appeared with strange wooden tubes, spraying a foul-smelling mist.

Before it could reach its targets, a slender figure leaped through the air. Cai Zhao scattered tiny silver darts, destroying the tubes. She quickly rescued Song Yuzi, retreating towards Ning Xiaofeng.

Cai Pingchun identified the substance: “It’s Lu Chengnan’s ‘Bone-Eating Sky Rain’!” The toxic liquid caused horrific injuries to those it touched, creating chaos.

Sha Zuguang, recovering, used a hidden weapon to spray the poison at Song Shijun. Pang Xiongxin sacrificed himself to save his leader, using his body as a shield. In his final act, he tackled Sha Zuguang, ensuring the traitor shared his fate.

Cai Pingchun, realizing they couldn’t stay, devised an escape plan. Using makeshift wooden shoes and a flagpole, he cleared a path through the carnage, carrying Ning Xiaofeng and guiding Song Shijun and his remaining guards.

Cai Zhao, experienced with such poisons, improvised protection using thick carpets for herself, Song Yuzi, and Fan Xingjia. They escaped over the rooftops, Zhao taunting Yang Heying as they fled.

The group split, with Cai Zhao leading Song Yuzi and Fan Xingjia north towards the Blood Swamp. Pursued relentlessly, they ran from dawn to dusk, finally reaching the edge of a dense forest.

As Zhao contemplated fighting their pursuers, three swift figures emerged from the forest. The first two voices were familiar to her, engaging the pursuers in combat.

The third figure approached slowly in the moonlight. Cai Zhao turned, their eyes met, and they spoke simultaneously:

“What are you doing here?”

“Why have you come to this place?”

Volume Six – Silent Blood Marsh Chapter 125
One day later, in the same wilderness outside Guangtian City, under the same deep night sky, two people asked the same question. It was clear that their fates were deeply intertwined.

Shangguan Haonan and You Guanyue laughed heartily as they leaped forward, killing several riders in an instant, splattering blood across the wilderness.

The leading knight of the Siqi Gate reined in his horse and shouted, “Who are you? State your names!”

You Guanyue replied with a grin, “I am Zhang Xiaoyao, the illustrious Zhang Sanye, known for my keen eyes and love for cooking cranes! And he,” pointing at Shangguan Haonan, “is Wang Xiaoer.”

Shangguan Haonan shot him a glare but continued attacking the pursuers from Siqi Gate. Wielding a pair of pitch-black iron tiger claws, he moved swiftly, killing another three or four men in moments.

Seeing the dire situation, the leading knight hastily reorganized his remaining twenty men into a defensive formation, facing off against Shangguan Haonan and You Guanyue. He shouted, “Today’s matter is internal to the Six Northern Factions; it does not concern outsiders!”

Pointing at Cai Zhao and her companions, he added, “These three have committed countless crimes within Guangtian Gate. We, Siqi Gate, are here to apprehend them. Please do not interfere.”

You Guanyue scoffed, “Do you take me for a fool? That unconscious young man is clearly Song Yuzhi, the third son of Guangtian Gate. ‘Apprehend together’? What a joke!”

The leading knight gritted his teeth. “You demonic cultists, so shameless. Fine, let’s see how you handle this…” Before he finished, the sound of galloping hooves echoed from behind, indicating more pursuers were coming.

A smile spread across the knight’s face. “We are just the first wave. There are two or three more waves behind us. Let’s see how you survive!”

Shangguan Haonan, irritated, retorted, “If you want to fight, then fight! Why so much nonsense? Do you think I’ll believe your words about reinforcements?”

In truth, even if three more waves of pursuers came, You Guanyue wouldn’t be afraid. With Mu Qingyan and Shangguan Haonan’s skills, they could always retreat safely. However, their goal was to enter the Blood Marsh, a perilous place. It was best not to waste energy beforehand.

You Guanyue glanced back at Mu Qingyan, asking, “Young Master, what do you think…?”

To his surprise, Mu Qingyan wasn’t paying attention. Instead, he walked step by step to Cai Zhao. “You didn’t come with Song Yuzhi to mediate disputes. You came for the Blood Marsh.”

Cai Zhao, clutching her wounded shoulder, replied, “And you didn’t come to watch the Northern factions’ infighting. You’re here for the Blood Marsh too!”

Mu Qingyan frowned slightly. “How do you know about the Blood Marsh?”

Cai Zhao bit her lip. “I saw it on a map.”

Mu Qingyan knew she understood what he was really asking. He swiftly reached out to the panting Fan Xingjia lying on the ground. Before Cai Zhao could react, he had already seized Fan Xingjia by his pressure points, lifting him off the ground effortlessly.

“Haonan, catch.” Mu Qingyan said calmly as he tossed Fan Xingjia into the air. Then, he turned to Cai Zhao. “If you don’t cooperate, I’ll throw him to Siqi Gate.”

“Got it!” Shangguan Haonan extended his long arm, catching Fan Xingjia and tucking him under his arm.

Fan Xingjia, terrified, pleaded, “No, no, please spare me! Help me, Junior Sister!”

Cai Zhao, desperate, tried to rush forward, but Mu Qingyan intercepted her with an outstretched arm. In her panic, she drew her Yan Yang blade, but before she could wield it, Mu Qingyan flicked a small stone, striking her wrist and causing it to go numb.

Though her wrist was paralyzed, Cai Zhao reacted quickly, throwing a silver chain with her left hand. Mu Qingyan didn’t resist. Instead, he caught the chain and, using a maneuver called ‘Inverted Hanging Cloud’ from Qingyun techniques, flipped in mid-air. Before his feet touched the ground, he had already grabbed Cai Zhao’s wounded shoulder, disarming her.

“Guanyue, secure the blade,” Mu Qingyan instructed.

You Guanyue eagerly picked up the Yan Yang blade and wrapped it in soft silk, carefully placing it in his backpack.

Cai Zhao, in pain, fell to one knee. Mu Qingyan’s palm, brimming with immense internal energy, hovered over her, the power fluctuating yet contained, demonstrating the pinnacle of inner martial arts.

Cai Zhao had known her skills might be slightly inferior to Mu Qingyan’s, but she hadn’t anticipated that his internal energy had grown so much in a year. Realizing the depth of his improvement, she thought back to what her father had once said: absorbing another’s internal energy requires having nearly equal strength oneself.

Mu Zhengming hadn’t died of old age or injuries but from poisoning, transferring his life’s internal energy to his son, Mu Qingyan, before passing. Mu Qingyan, though young, had inherited this vast power, integrating it seamlessly.

While You Guanyue admired the Yan Yang blade, Cai Zhao’s eyes filled with anger and frustration. She felt humiliated by her inability to protect her aunt’s weapon and by Mu Qingyan’s deliberate actions to embarrass her.

Mu Qingyan remarked, “Your aunt left too early, and your parents gave you the Yan Yang blade too soon, fostering your reliance on it. Remember, weapons are merely aids. Now, answer me, how did you know about the Blood Marsh?”

Cai Zhao hesitated. Mu Qingyan called out, “Haonan, throw him.”

“No, no, don’t throw me! I’ll talk!” Fan Xingjia screamed, clutching Mu Qingyan’s arm. “I’ll tell you—I found it in Yin Dai’s secret notes. About three or four months before Nie Hengcheng’s power surged, Chen Shu led a large group here…”

“At that time, Chen Shu had already been disabled by my aunt using the Five Poison Palm, and he hadn’t left the Youming Bamboo Path for a long time. However, he traveled thousands of miles to the vicinity of Guangtian Gate on that occasion. If it weren’t for a task that only he could handle, why would Nie Hengcheng let him take such a risk?”

Mu Qingyan nodded, “Indeed, among Nie Hengcheng’s four disciples, only Chen Shu knew the secret of the ‘Ziwei Heart Sutra.’ If it involved that matter, it had to be Chen Shu who dealt with it.”

At this moment, the sound of pursuing hooves grew louder, indicating that the enemies were only two or three miles away. Cai Zhao couldn’t help but feel anxious.

Mu Qingyan glanced at the girl and instructed, “Haonan, Guanyue, take care of them quickly.” With that, he walked alone into the dense forest.

Shangguan Haonan threw aside Fan Xingjia, excitement gleaming in his eyes.

Even You Guanyue, who usually maintained a refined demeanor, couldn’t hide his satisfaction. He shook his sleeves, revealing a pair of gleaming ghost-head curved hooks, and charged into the riders of the Siqi Gate with a loud laugh.

Fan Xingjia crawled to Cai Zhao’s side, panicked, “Didn’t you say you parted amicably, without any resentment?”

“I thought it was amicable…” Cai Zhao replied, confused.

Fan Xingjia, exasperated, said, “He looks like he wants to eat you alive! Is that what you call amicable?”

Cai Zhao sighed deeply, unable to respond.

In front of them, the screams of the Siqi Gate disciples filled the air. Under the assault of Shangguan Haonan and You Guanyue, the disciples fell dead one after another, and riderless horses broke free and fled.

Seeing Cai Zhao’s reluctance, Fan Xingjia hurriedly said, “Don’t look! This is the right thing to do. If they see us with people from the Demon Sect and escape, who knows what they’ll say about us.”

Cai Zhao could only sigh again.

Fan Xingjia struggled to lift the unconscious Song Yuzhi, muttering, “Now you see the benefits of being skilled in martial arts. If you had known, you should have spent more time practicing instead of wandering around the flower market!”

“No,” Cai Zhao regretted, “I should have spent less time at the flower market, vegetable market, lantern market, Ullambana festival, and temple fairs dedicated to Manjusri, Samantabhadra, Guanyin, and Ksitigarbha, and more time practicing!”

Fan Xingjia: …

Suddenly, Cai Zhao felt a tug on her left hand. She looked down and saw the silver chain on her wrist pulled taut, leading to the young man standing at the edge of the forest.

Mu Qingyan said coldly, “Follow me.”

The dense forest was located north of Guangtian Gate. From above, it looked like a giant carpet woven from fine hemp, densely packed and endless. Since records began in the martial world, few had managed to cross this forest. Just as the Azure Sect had the towering Sky Piercing Peak behind it and the Demon Sect had the vast Hanhai Mountain Range, this forest served as Guangtian Gate’s natural barrier, preventing enemies from attacking from behind.

Upon entering the forest, the bright moonlight suddenly dimmed. It felt like a thick curtain covered the sky, making even the faces of companions barely visible. Cai Zhao looked around and noticed that all the tree trunks were tall and slender, growing unusually close to each other. The branches and leaves above intertwined, forming a canopy like a tent.

Cai Zhao wanted to light a torch, but Mu Qingyan’s silver chain pulled tight whenever she slowed down, forcing her to stumble after him. On her left and right were Shangguan Haonan carrying Song Yuzhi and You Guanyue dragging Fan Xingjia. The six of them moved silently deeper into the forest.

After several twists and turns, they had no idea how long they had been walking when Mu Qingyan suddenly stopped. Cai Zhao almost bumped into his back. Mu Qingyan turned and pointed to the upper side, instructing Shangguan Haonan and You Guanyue, “Go there and let Fan Xingjia tend to Song Yuzhi’s wounds.”

They obeyed, each grabbing Song and Fan and leaping into the air. Cai Zhao looked up, realizing there were small, pointed green silk tents supported on the interlocking branches, with another smaller tent some distance away.

Suddenly, Cai Zhao felt a tight grip on her left arm. She looked down to see four slender, frost-white fingers pinching her sleeve. In the next instant, Mu Qingyan lifted her and leapt into the smaller tent.

Inside the tent, the dense foliage of the tree crowns was pushed aside by the tent frame, allowing the moonlight to filter through the green silk, illuminating the interior. Cai Zhao saw that the tent floor was covered with smooth tree trunks topped with soft carpets, and a neatly packed bundle lay in the corner.

Upon entering, Mu Qingyan pushed Cai Zhao’s shoulder down and reached to untie her collar. Cai Zhao blushed and tried to fend him off with an elbow strike. Mu Qingyan evaded slightly, then pinned her arm behind her back, pressing her down to prevent further resistance.

Cai Zhao, face down in the carpet, was overwhelmed by Mu Qingyan’s weight, feeling like a small lamb crushed by a mountain. She struggled futilely, realizing the man pinning her was tall and strong, his chest hard and his arms powerful, like a cage enclosing her.

Mu Qingyan suddenly said, “You’d better stop moving!”

Cai Zhao, confused, turned her head slightly, her cheek almost brushing his lips. They were nose to nose, their breaths mingling. The young man’s breathing was heavy, his usually calm eyes dilated with a strange excitement, his pale face flushed.

Cai Zhao, having read many racy books, felt both embarrassed and nervous. Her face reddened from her cheeks to her neck. She noticed the heat radiating from his body and feared he had a fever. Desperate, she cried, “I know you want to bandage my shoulder. I can do it myself. Please, just let me go…” Her last words were almost a plea.

Mu Qingyan’s eyes lingered on her exposed shoulder and neck, her soft skin glowing like snow with a touch of pink. Her frail body trembled like a frightened kitten, her eyes pleading. Mu Qingyan felt an urge to crush this seemingly fragile but cunning kitten yet also wanted to hold her tenderly.

After staring at her for a while, emotions flickering in his eyes, he finally closed them to calm himself. When he opened them, he released her hand. “Loosen your collar yourself.”

Cai Zhao, feeling relieved, quickly crawled to the corner of the tent.

Mu Qingyan turned to retrieve medicine and cloth from the bundle. When he turned back, he saw Cai Zhao trembling as she undid her collar, revealing the arrow wound on her shoulder.

He smiled sarcastically, “Today I’ve learned that Miss Cai can indeed endure and adapt.”

“Actually, I just realized it today too,” she replied.

After the sting of cleaning and applying medicine, Cai Zhao carefully fastened her clothes. Under the soft moonlight, the tall young man looked handsome and cold, his expression indifferent. Cai Zhao recalled the recent scene:

After Shangguan Haonan and You Guanyue had killed all the Siqi Gate pursuers, the field was strewn with corpses, and the ground was stained with blood. Mu Qingyan had tossed a porcelain bottle to them, “Dissolve the bodies to prevent anyone from identifying the wounds.”

A bottle of corrosive liquid quickly turned the bodies into a stinking puddle. Fan Xingjia and Cai Zhao nearly vomited, even Shangguan Haonan and You Guanyue turned away. Only Mu Qingyan remained unfazed, watching quietly until the sound of pursuing hooves approached. Then he ordered them to enter the forest.

“If I wanted to violate you,” Mu Qingyan said as he watched Cai Zhao tie her sleeves, making each knot tight, “you couldn’t stop me.”

Cai Zhao blushed, “No, I didn’t mean that. Of course, you wouldn’t do that.”

Mu Qingyan smirked, “The morals of the Demon Sect are not high. Miss Cai, you should be aware.”

Cai Zhao looked up warily, “What do you mean?”

“Nothing,” he replied, “just that I occasionally think about the uses of the golden chains in Leader Mu Donglie’s palace.”

Mu Qingyan sat elegantly, like a jade statue, while Cai Zhao tensed, preparing to defend herself if he made a move.

Seeing she was sufficiently frightened, Mu Qingyan changed the topic, “Previously, I investigated Mu Zhengyang’s past and found a close friend from his childhood. This friend told me that after returning from Snow Ridge with your aunt, Mu Zhengyang planned to come to this Blood Swamp. So, I came here. Now, it’s your turn. What did you find?”

Cai Zhao, though annoyed by his overly simple explanation, was relieved that his attention had shifted. She quickly recounted the secret she discovered in Yin Dai’s notes and sighed, “I wonder how Mu Zhengyang managed to lure Nie Hengcheng into practicing the ‘Ziwei Heart Sutra.’ He must be very capable.”

Mu Qingyan looked surprised and asked, “Weren’t the many siblings of Leader Mu Lanyue hidden in the mountains, training in the ‘Ziwei Heart Sutra,’ either dying or becoming crippled?”

“Yes, that’s right,” Cai Zhao replied. “Yin Dai collected old fragmented records from the six northern sects to reach this conclusion.”

“And the eldest son of Leader Mu Song also mastered the ‘Ziwei Heart Sutra,’ but he died before his father?” Mu Qingyan murmured in confusion. “However, the history I read clearly states that Mu Yinong’s three brothers all died in a subsequent power struggle.”

Cai Zhao explained, “At first, I didn’t understand either. Then I thought about the saying ‘family scandals should not be spread outside’—like in my family, the ancestors who acted outrageously were always described vaguely in the genealogy. If it weren’t for that, I wouldn’t know that Gu Qingkong had retired to the snowy mountains. While families don’t record such things, other families might.”

Mu Qingyan still had doubts. “It makes sense to hide the record of Mu Lanyue’s siblings being crippled by the ‘Ziwei Heart Sutra’ to avoid tarnishing our sect’s reputation. But why distort the cause of Mu Song’s eldest son’s death? Since he mastered the ‘Ziwei Heart Sutra,’ what kind of scandal could there be, unless…”

He seemed to have thought of something, casually looking up. “Also, before your aunt fought to kill Nie Hengcheng, did Yin Dai already know that Nie Hengcheng wouldn’t live long? Did he deliberately let your aunt risk her life?”

Cai Zhao slumped her small shoulders, dejected. “Yes.”

“That old fox!” Mu Qingyan cursed, then glanced ahead mockingly. “Then why are you still running around with his grandson?”

Cai Zhao replied helplessly, “If it weren’t for the trouble at Guangtian Sect, I wouldn’t have had the chance to leave Jiuli Mountain. Sigh, I don’t know how my parents are doing now or where they took Sect Master Song.”

Mu Qingyan snorted, “Don’t worry. If what we heard is true, there are several groups of pursuers behind you. Yang Heying must have used most of the people from the Siqi Sect to capture you, so your parents are probably safe.”

He continued, “I originally thought Yang Heying had merely found some leverage on Song Maozhi to get benefits from Guangtian Sect. Now, it seems there’s more to it. What exactly happened last night?”

Cai Zhao quickly recounted what she saw last night and asked, “Was Song Maozhi really the one who killed the members of the Huangsha Gang? And who turned the villagers into corpse puppets?”

Mu Qingyan asked in return, “Does Yang Heying have the Eroding Bone Rain?”

Cai Zhao was startled. “Yes, he said that after Nie Hengcheng died, the six northern sects took advantage of the chaos in your sect and seized some branches, acquiring it then.” She saw Mu Qingyan’s cold expression. “Isn’t that true?”

Mu Qingyan slowly explained, “The Eroding Bone Rain was accidentally created by Lu Chengnan. Knowing its immense power and destructive capability, he never shared the recipe with anyone and never distributed it to the branches, fearing indiscriminate killing. Yan Xu said that because of this, Lu Chengnan had many disputes with his senior brother Zhao Tianba. When he was severely injured and fled, there were still over a hundred altars of Eroding Bone Rain in the Bliss Palace, but Nie Zhe and Han Yisu used most of it when I attacked. Now, the Eroding Bone Rain is in very limited supply.”

Cai Zhao was shocked. “Then where did Yang Heying get it? Could it be from that person behind the scenes? Did Nie Zhe give a few altars of Eroding Bone Rain when collaborating with that person, who then gave it to Yang Heying?”

Mu Qingyan nodded slowly. “That’s likely.”

“Should we catch Yang Heying for questioning first?” Cai Zhao asked.

Unexpectedly, Mu Qingyan said, “No, let’s go to the Blood Swamp first.”

Cai Zhao was puzzled.

Mu Qingyan asked, “What do you think an elderly person fears most?”

Cai Zhao wondered why he was asking this but answered, “Sickness? Aging? Both sickness and aging?”

“Yes,” Mu Qingyan said. “Do you know what kind of skill the ‘Ziwei Heart Sutra’ is?”

“I have no idea.”

“It’s said that when the ‘Ziwei Heart Sutra’ is mastered, not only can one become invincible, but it also extends life and reverses aging.”

Cai Zhao exclaimed, “Does Nie Hengcheng want to live forever?”

“Not necessarily,” Mu Qingyan replied. “But for someone as ambitious and proud as Nie Hengcheng, who is now old and has no wife or children, he might become fixated on his life’s achievements.”

Cai Zhao whispered, “He almost wiped out your family; I’d say that’s quite an accomplishment.”

Ignoring her remark, Mu Qingyan continued, “He might think that despite seizing power from the Mu family, the six northern sects remain intact, and the world is still divided. It seems he hasn’t achieved anything earth-shattering.”

Cai Zhao felt a twinge in her heart. “Is that what you think too?”

Mu Qingyan looked at her deeply but didn’t answer. “At this point, if he knew about the ‘Ziwei Heart Sutra,’ it’s hard to imagine he wouldn’t be tempted. Earlier, you asked how Mu Zhengyang lured Nie Hengcheng to practice the ‘Ziwei Heart Sutra.’ I guess this is the reason.”

Cai Zhao tilted her head, thinking. “That makes sense. Continue about the ‘Ziwei Heart Sutra.'”

Mu Qingyan said, “In general, the ‘Ziwei Heart Sutra’ has three stages. Each breakthrough significantly increases inner strength. However, its most sinister aspect is that these stages must be completed in one go. Once you break through one stage, you must immediately push for the next, without any pause, or face severe backlash.”

“In other words, you can’t just be satisfied with mastering the first or second stage; you must continue until the skill is fully mastered. Unlike other martial arts, where you can pause and recover when encountering difficulties, the ‘Ziwei Heart Sutra’ has only two outcomes: complete mastery or sudden death.”

“When we encountered Duan Jiuxiu in the snowy mountains, we learned that the first stage of the ‘Ziwei Heart Sutra’ requires the saliva of the Snow Scaled Dragon Beast. From Lu Chengnan’s last words, we know that Nie Hengcheng has reached the final stage, needing the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower. So, what does the second stage require?”

Cai Zhao caught on. “You mean the key to the second stage is in this Blood Swamp?”

Mu Qingyan nodded slightly. “Nie Hengcheng is cunning. He wouldn’t risk starting the practice without ensuring he had everything needed for all three stages. He obtained the Snow Scaled Dragon Beast’s saliva, probably using some excuse to present it to Nie Hengcheng, and the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower is a sect treasure. As for the Blood Swamp…”

“Nie Hengcheng initially didn’t have whatever’s in the Blood Swamp; otherwise, he wouldn’t have sent Chen Shu,” Cai Zhao added.

Mu Qingyan nodded again and said, “Now, the person behind the scenes also wants to practice the ‘Ziwei Heart Sutra.’ The Snow Scaled Dragon Beast’s saliva, which never decays, might still be obtainable from old families like Jin Baohui’s, but the other two items are not. Since Lü Fengchun and Yu Huiyin couldn’t reveal the identity of that person, Yang Heying likely won’t be able to either. It’s better to investigate the Blood Swamp and see who else has been here looking for treasures.”

Cai Xiao nodded vigorously.

“Tonight, we’ll rest and recover. At dawn, we’ll head into the depths of the forest. Do you want to find out who that person is?”

Cai Xiao continued to nod enthusiastically.

“Lie down and rest now. Are you hungry? Have some dry rations. There’s no chicken soup or wontons available, so just close your eyes and sleep!”

Meanwhile, in the other large tent…

You Guanyue pulled out a poetry collection from somewhere and started reciting with exaggerated seriousness.

Shangguan Haonan lay on his bedroll, propping his head up with one hand while teasing the wild rabbits in a cage with a blade of grass in the other.

As Fan Xingjia inserted silver needles into the unconscious Song Yuzhi, he kept glancing anxiously at the small tent across the way, obscured by branches. “Do you think my junior sister will be okay?” he asked worriedly.

You Guanyue snorted but said nothing.

Fan Xingjia continued fretfully, “Your sect leader seems to have a bad temper. He was already like this back on Jiuli Mountain. My junior sister said she parted ways with him amicably, but I hope he doesn’t give her a hard time. She’s had a tough year, not to mention the caning she suffered…”

Shangguan Haonan suddenly spoke up, “Young brother, have you experienced intimacy yet?”

Fan Xingjia froze. “What do you mean by intimacy?”

Shangguan Haonan sat up, pushing the lively rabbit cage aside, and smirked, “I mean, have you slept with a woman?”

Fan Xingjia blushed deeply. “I… I haven’t married yet.”

“Experiencing intimacy doesn’t necessarily require marriage, young brother,” Shangguan Haonan chuckled.

You Guanyue frowned. “Stop talking nonsense. Keep it clean.”

“Get lost, you pretentious coward,” Shangguan Haonan waved his hand dismissively, then patted Fan Xingjia on the shoulder. “Listen to me, nine times out of ten, quarrels between men and women end in reconciliation.”

Fan Xingjia looked horrified and shook his head. “They’re not a couple, and there’s no bed here!”

Shangguan Haonan clicked his tongue. “You’re so naive.”

Fan Xingjia couldn’t hold back. “Senior, please don’t be so presumptuous.”

Shangguan Haonan boasted, “I have three loving wives at home. How could I not know?”

“He’s planning to marry a fourth,” You Guanyue grumbled.

Fan Xingjia was speechless. He spent the night half-awake in a state of anxiety and fear. The next morning, after freshening up, he was shocked to see his dear junior sister with dark circles under her eyes, yawning and looking exhausted. “Junior sister, are you alright?” he cried out in despair.

Cai Zhao asked curiously, “Did you have nightmares too, Fifth Brother?”

She had been too tired and nervous, especially with a certain demon sleeping just an arm’s length away, causing her to lose sleep all night.

In her dreams, Mu Qingyan’s face kept appearing, one moment scolding her harshly, “You still expect me to make wontons for you after treating me so cruelly? Dream on!” and the next moment sneering, “Now you see the consequences of breaking up with me. You’ll never eat my wontons again…” What nonsense.

“Is Third Brother feeling better?” Cai Zhao asked.

Fan Xingjia looked around, seeing Mu Qingyan was not present and the other two demon sect leaders were off washing up. He gathered his courage and said, “Junior sister, come up and see for yourself.”

Cai Zhao had the same thought and climbed into the large tent with Fan Xingjia.

Song Yuzhi lay quietly on his bedroll, his pale face faintly tinged with blue.

Fan Xingjia pulled out a bundle from his pocket and handed it to Cai Zhao. “This is the hidden weapon that hit Third Brother. He pulled it out while he was still conscious and kept it in his sleeve. The poison hasn’t worn off yet. Last night, I used silver needles to help detoxify him and applied a powerful antidote. He should wake up in a few hours.”

Cai Zhao examined the weapon wrapped in the cloth. It was an ordinary willow leaf dart, small and thin, with a rough surface intentionally carved with many winding grooves.

“It’s to hold more poison,” she guessed.

“Exactly,” Fan Xingjia agreed. “Look here.” He lifted Song Yuzhi’s shoulder to reveal the wound under the bandage. “Doesn’t this wound seem strange to you?”

Cai Zhao examined it closely. “Hmm, the wound is shallow, just a scratch. What’s going on? Did you see when Third Brother was hit last night?”

“No, I was watching Master Song fight three opponents. What about you, junior sister?” Fan Xingjia asked. He had seen countless fights involving Song Yuzhi but rarely witnessed such high-stakes battles involving grandmasters.

Cai Zhao replied, “I didn’t see it either. I was looking for escape routes. When I turned back, Third Brother was already down. I didn’t realize his wound was so shallow.”

Fan Xingjia continued, “Junior sister, is it better for a hidden weapon to hit deep or shallow?”

“Of course, deep is better. The deeper, the more damage,” Cai Zhao answered without hesitation.

“Then why didn’t this person aim deeper? Did they prefer not to?”

“Obviously, they either lacked the strength or underestimated Third Brother’s skill,” Cai Zhao speculated.

Fan Xingjia pressed on, “If they lacked skill, how did they hit Third Brother at all? Was there someone else with a hidden weapon, or did Third Brother’s hearing fail him?”

Cai Zhao pondered, “I get what you’re saying. You think this person was very familiar with Third Brother’s skills. They observed him quietly, predicted his next move, and struck at the right moment.”

“But who could it be? There were only three of us from Qingque Sect last night,” she said, puzzled.

“I don’t know, but it wasn’t you or me. We were hiding together when Third Brother was hit,” Fan Xingjia shrugged. “And the poison on the dart is peculiar. It’s not a deadly poison but a rare one that paralyzes the body instantly. I’ve never seen it before.”

“A shallow wound wouldn’t be fatal even with a deadly poison. Third Brother could have sealed his energy and detoxified slowly. Instant paralysis is much more dangerous,” Cai Zhao remarked.

As they discussed, Cai Zhao sensed movement below. She quickly kicked Fan Xingjia down the tree and followed him. Fan Xingjia nearly fell flat but got up to see You Guanyue and Shangguan Haonan smirking at him.

“Young Master Fan brought Miss Zhao to visit Master Song, I see,” You Guanyue teased.

“They’re close siblings. It’s natural,” Shangguan Haonan added sarcastically.

“Are there really different types of sibling relationships?” You Guanyue mused.

“Siblings who discuss marriage are close; those who don’t are distant,” Shangguan Haonan joked.

“Nonsense!” Fan Xingjia retorted.

Just then, Mu Qingyan appeared, walking briskly with a large bundle on his back.

He addressed the four of them, “A place like the Blood Swamp is no place for a crowd. Today, Zhao and I will go in alone. You wait here. Guanyue, send word to the disciples outside to have Yan Xu bring me all the records about the sixth-generation sect leader Mu Song and his sons. Haonan, if I don’t return by sunset, have the disciples from the Blazing Fire Camp burn the forest.”

“What?” Cai Zhao snapped awake. “You plan to burn the forest?”

Mu Qingyan handed her a paper-wrapped package, and the aroma of hot, savory food wafted out. Fan Xingjia saw it was a set of meat-stuffed flatbreads. You Guanyue and Shangguan Haonan respectfully handed over the Yan Yang Knife and the rabbit cage. Mu Qingyan took them, then turned and left with Cai Zhao.

You Guanyue watched them go and murmured, “So, the sect leader went out early to buy food?”

They hadn’t lit any fires in the forest yesterday to avoid detection.

Shangguan Haonan shook his head. “Seems like nothing happened last night.”

You Guanyue leaned closer. “How do you know?”

Shangguan Haonan thought it wouldn’t be wise to gossip about the sect leader’s private matters and risk punishment. He grinned and dodged, “I don’t know, but Xing’er surely does. Ask her.”

——A harmonious relationship should make a man look refreshed and happy. Why would he go out for food looking grim, as if he’d fought the Six Northern Sects?

You Guanyue scoffed, “Fine, don’t tell me then.”

The surroundings grew increasingly eerie.

Previously, the dense forest, though thickly wooded, had retained a semblance of normal vegetation. However, after walking deep into the woods for over an hour, Cai Zhao noticed the ground beneath his feet becoming progressively wetter and softer. The surrounding tree trunks grew more twisted and frail, eventually degenerating into winding vines that entwined several together, forming barriers across the path.

What was more unsettling was the reddish soil and vines around them, the hue intensifying the deeper they ventured.

To ensure they could find their way back, Mu Qingyan had prepared a long coil of golden silk thread from his pack. He tied one end to the last visible normal tree trunk and carefully unwound the other, wrapping it around his arm.

“Yesterday, you used this to find your way out?” Cai Zhao stared at the delicate golden thread.

Mu Qingyan nodded. “Yesterday’s thread wasn’t long enough. Today’s should suffice. If we can’t find our way out using this thread, we’ll retreat the same way.”

Cai Zhao silently marveled. Knowing Mu Qingyan’s fearless nature, the fact he was using a thread for self-rescue spoke volumes about the dangers they had faced the day before.

After walking a while longer, Cai Zhao felt her steps growing heavier. Each time her foot lingered on the ground a bit too long, or lifted slightly too slowly, she risked sinking into the boggy ground.

“So this is the Blood Marsh,” Cai Zhao examined her mud-caked boots, surrounded by eerie, twisted vines that now dominated the landscape, adorned with small clusters of flowers resembling orchids, but with unsettling crimson petals.

“These vines have completely taken over,” she observed, leaning in closer. “Most vines elsewhere grow around tree trunks, but here they’ve consumed them, replacing them entirely.”

She reached out to touch one but was stopped by Mu Qingyan, who handed her a pair of leather gloves.

“Don’t touch anything here,” he warned. “Just watch.” With that, he took a rabbit from his cage and threw it into a dense tangle of vines.

A bizarre and unsettling sight unfolded as the tightly coiled vines seemed to come alive, ensnaring the lively rabbit. Despite its vigorous struggles, which even a grown adult might struggle to control, the rabbit soon lay motionless.

Shocked, Cai Zhao moved closer to see transparent slime coating the vines, tiny thorns piercing the rabbit’s skin. As she watched, dark red pus oozed slowly from the joints of the vines, beginning to corrode the struggling rabbit—though it remained alive, its hindquarters now exposed bones, its eyes still moving.

Cai Zhao had seen massive pythons in the Snow Peaks, aware of creatures that swallowed prey whole, breaking them down with stomach acid.

Now, a similar scene unfolded before her eyes, unabashedly grotesque. She felt nauseous.

Mu Qingyan glanced at her and flicked a pebble, smashing the rabbit’s head.

Pale-faced, Cai Zhao turned away, trying to compose herself. “I’ve heard of plants in the southern Yunnan region that can consume living creatures, but I never thought…”

Mu Qingyan’s expression hardened. “Let’s keep moving.”

Struggling with her clay-caked boots, Cai Zhao approached a vine, a sudden realization striking her.

Mu Qingyan asked what was wrong, and she replied solemnly, “I think I’ve figured something out.”

“What is it?” he asked.

“It’s about grafting peach trees in swampy areas.”

Mu Qingyan frowned. “Stop lying to my face!” He turned and walked away.

Blushing, Cai Zhao hurried after him.

The atmosphere grew increasingly damp, shrouded in mist. Visibility beyond ten steps was obscured, even in daylight—nighttime would be unimaginable.

Seeing Cai Zhao panting lightly, Mu Qingyan lifted his Bright Sun Sword and swiftly cut down three or four vines. The severed vines writhed as if in pain, knots swelling and contracting, joints emitting a grating sound like teeth grinding, unsettling Cai Zhao.

Mu Qingyan callously kicked the vines aside, laying them out across the marsh. He unfolded a leather pouch and gestured for Cai Zhao to sit and rest.

“The ground is getting wetter,” Cai Zhao noted after drinking some water. She encouraged herself silently, “But why does this place feel familiar?”

Mu Qingyan pondered. “Could this be the formation of the Falling Petal Valley?”

“If it were, I’d recognize it.”

“Then it must be the formation of the Qingque Sect.”

Cai Zhao defended herself, “Though I may sneak around my sect now and then, I’m not so unfamiliar with our own sect’s formations.”

Mu Qingyan chuckled softly. “Forget about it for now. Even if there were a formation, it wouldn’t be set up on the outskirts like this. Walk a bit farther, and you’ll see what a real Blood Marsh is—we reached that point yesterday.” He pointed ahead.

Cai Zhao smiled. “It’s amazing that you managed to find your way back.”

“We didn’t find our way back. We wandered until sunset yesterday and got completely lost,” Mu Qingyan looked up. “In the end, we had to leap onto the vines and return straight from above.”

“Oh, I didn’t think of that,” Cai Zhao sighed. “So now we can enter the center of the Blood Marsh from above.”

Mu Qingyan glanced at her. “Go up and see for yourself.”

They leaped into the air, grabbing onto the vine tips. Disappointed, Cai Zhao looked down.

The surroundings grew increasingly eerie.

Earlier, the forest had been dense but still consisted of normal vegetation. However, after walking deeper into the woods for over an hour, Cai Zhao noticed the soil underfoot becoming softer and wetter. The tree trunks around him twisted and thinned, eventually devolving into crooked vines. Several vines intertwined to form a single mass, and the masses connected to block the path forward.

More alarming was that the soil here was red, as were the vines, with the color intensifying the deeper they went.

To avoid losing their way back, Mu Qingyan had taken a long spool of fine gold thread from his bag before entering the blood swamp. He tied one end to the last normal tree trunk within sight and wound the other end around his arm, slowly releasing it as they proceeded.

“Did you use this method to find your way out yesterday?” Cai Zhao asked, staring at the thin gold thread.

Mu Qingyan replied, “The rope we prepared yesterday wasn’t long enough. Today’s should suffice. If we can’t find our way out when the rope runs out, we’ll retrace our steps.”

Cai Zhao reflected silently, thinking that someone as fearless as Mu Qingyan resorting to using a rope for safety indicated the peril they had faced the previous day.

As they walked further, Cai Zhao found it increasingly difficult to move. If he let his feet linger too long on the ground or moved too slowly, he risked sinking into the mire.

“So this is the blood swamp,” Cai Zhao remarked, looking at the thick red mud clinging to his boots. He glanced around at the twisted, deep red vines, noting clusters of small, strange flowers that resembled orchids but were an eerie shade of red.

“These vines have taken over,” he observed closely. “Most vines in the world rely on trees to grow, but here, the vines have consumed the original tree trunks and replaced them.”

As he reached out to touch one, Mu Qingyan stopped him and handed him a pair of leather gloves.

“Don’t touch anything here,” Mu Qingyan warned. “Watch this.” He took a rabbit from a cage and threw it into a dense tangle of vines.

An astonishing scene unfolded. The tightly wound vines moved as if alive, wrapping around the struggling rabbit. Despite its vigorous efforts, the rabbit soon lay motionless.

Cai Zhao leaned in to inspect and saw fine, transparent mucus on the vines, with small thorns piercing the rabbit’s flesh. Deep red sap oozed from the joints of the vines, slowly corroding the still-living rabbit, whose eyes continued to move even as its hind legs exposed bone.

Cai Zhao had seen giant pythons in the snowy mountains and knew some creatures swallowed their prey whole, crushing their bones and dissolving them with stomach acid. Now, a similar scene played out before her, making her nauseous.

Mu Qingyan flicked a pebble, smashing the rabbit’s head, sparing Cai Zhao further horror.

Cai Zhao turned away, pale but trying to remain calm. “I’ve heard of plants in the southern regions that can devour living creatures, but I didn’t expect to see it here.”

“Let’s keep moving,” Mu Qingyan said curtly.

Cai Zhao lifted his mud-caked boots and hesitated as they passed the vine.

Mu Qingyan asked what was wrong, and Cai Zhao murmured, “I think I’ve realized something.”

Mu Qingyan asked what it was, and Cai Zhao, in a serious tone, replied, “How to graft peach trees in a swamp.”

Mu Qingyan’s face darkened, and he snorted, “Lying to my face!” He brushed past her, his expression displeased.

Cai Zhao, feeling guilty, quickly followed.

The air grew increasingly humid, and a thick mist obscured visibility beyond ten steps, even during the day. Nightfall would be unthinkable in such conditions.

Mu Qingyan noticed the girl panting and used his Yan-Yang sword to chop down three or four vines. The severed vines writhed and twitched as if in pain, with bumps on their surface swelling and contracting. The joints emitted a grinding sound, which disturbed Cai Zhao.

Without emotion, Mu Qingyan kicked the vines into a pile, spread out a leather tarp, and pulled the girl down to rest.

“The soil is getting wetter. We must be heading in the right direction,” Cai Zhao said, drinking some water and trying to bolster her courage. “But this place seems familiar.”

Mu Qingyan wondered, “Could there be an array from Luo Ying Valley here?”

“If it were from Luo Ying Valley, I’d recognize it immediately,” Cai Zhao retorted.

“Then it’s an array from Qingque Sect.”

Cai Zhao defended herself, “I may slack off, but I can still recognize our sect’s arrays.”

Mu Qingyan chuckled, “Don’t worry. If there is an array, it wouldn’t be this far out. Go a bit further, and you’ll see what a real blood swamp is. We reached that spot yesterday.” He pointed ahead.

Cai Zhao smiled, “You managed to find your way back?”

“We didn’t find our way back. We got completely lost until sunset and had to climb the vines to return.”

Cai Zhao exclaimed, “Why didn’t I think of that? We can use the vines to reach the center of the blood swamp.”

Mu Qingyan glanced at her, “Try climbing up and see for yourself.”

They both leaped up, holding onto the vine tips, and Cai Zhao’s hope quickly faded.

The vine was exceptionally tall, oozing potentially poisonous sap everywhere. To make matters worse, its uppermost tip was covered with clusters of fine, dandelion-like filaments. These filaments swayed with the slightest breath, making it impossible to land on them even with exceptional lightness skills, and they obscured vision.

“These filaments are quite toxic,” Mu Qingyan remarked as he jumped down from the vine’s tip, carrying Cai Zhao. He rolled up his sleeve to show her his arm, which was marked with bloodstains as if corroded.

“Yesterday, the three of us tried to get out by tearing off the hems of our clothes to cover our heads and faces. We braved the filaments and leaped straight towards the southern wilderness. With Qingyun Zong protecting me, I fared better, but You Guanyue and Shangguan Haonan were severely injured. When we met you last night, we had just finished treating our wounds and changing clothes.”

Cai Zhao realized, “No wonder you didn’t bring them today.” She smiled mischievously, revealing her little tiger teeth, “Mu Boss, you do care about your men.”

Mu Qingyan remained expressionless. “They would only be a burden.”

After a brief rest, they set off again, but the dense fog ahead began to take on a faint reddish hue.

Mu Qingyan warned, “We are approaching miasma. Inhaling it for too long can cause dizziness and numbness. It’s best to hold an antidote pill in your mouth.” He looked down, “The Qingxin Pill from your Luo Ying Valley is renowned. Little Heroine Cai, take out two.”

Cai Zhao was embarrassed. “I didn’t bring any.”

“Hmm?” Mu Qingyan’s lips twisted in mockery. “Entering the Blood Swamp unprepared? Little Heroine Cai, you are truly bold.”

Cai Zhao stammered, “I didn’t bring them because I thought the Guangtian Gate matter would be quickly resolved. I planned to prepare everything then. Who knew we’d be chased into the Blood Swamp so soon, without even saying much to my parents?”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes hinted at a smile, but he said, “I told you, following Song Yuzhi wouldn’t lead to anything good.”

Cai Zhao thought to herself, ‘Following you hasn’t brought much good either. The whip marks on my back haven’t even faded.’ While she was silently complaining, Mu Qingyan suddenly stuffed a fragrant pill into her mouth. She licked the pill with her tongue. “Why is it sweet, like a candy?”

“Don’t swallow it, even if it’s sweet.” Mu Qingyan withdrew his finger and walked ahead.

Cai Zhao looked at Mu Qingyan’s tall, slender back. Her mouth was filled with the sweet peach flavor she had loved since childhood. She couldn’t help but smile, then felt a pang of melancholy.

As they continued forward, Mu Qingyan took out the fourth coil of golden silk rope. After securing the ends tightly, he said, “This is the last coil. If we still can’t get out, we’ll go back.”

Cai Zhao nodded seriously.

Now, they were surrounded by eerie pink fog. The ground beneath was almost fluid mud, with a faint downward pull, like an abyss ready to swallow anything trapped in the swamp.

Earlier, Mu Qingyan had released two lively rabbits, which were soon swallowed by the swamp. Fortunately, both Mu and Cai had exceptional lightness skills, allowing them to leap away with just a toe touch.

As the sky darkened, the light in the Blood Swamp dimmed further. When Mu Qingyan chopped down the vine for the fifth time, Cai Zhao hung a luminous pearl on her right wrist for illumination. They watched the cut vine slowly sink into the ground, using the brief moment to rest.

“I still feel like this place is familiar, but I can’t remember why,” Cai Zhao pondered.

Mu Qingyan, looking at the few remaining coils of fine rope on his arm, said, “Stop thinking about it. After a short break, we’ll head back.”

Cai Zhao lifted her face, “Mu Qingyan, are we trapped in a maze within the Blood Swamp?”

Mu Qingyan replied, “Do you know how long my four coils of rope are when stretched out? If we were moving straight ahead, we should have exited the swamp by now.”

Cai Zhao fell silent. “So, we’ve been led astray, and I didn’t even notice.”

Mu Qingyan said calmly, “Let’s wait for the people from the Fiery Camp to set the forest on fire. No matter how mysterious this place is, a fire will reveal everything.”

Cai Zhao smiled, “What if the key to mastering the second level of the Ziwei Heart Sutra gets burned?”

“Then let it burn. I have no intention of practicing that anyway.”

Cai Zhao laughed and then sighed. The people of Luo Ying Valley had a natural affinity for vegetation. She said softly, “Although the Blood Swamp is strange, the forest outside is precious. It’s rare for such a dense forest to grow. It’s a pity to burn it down. I thought that if your uncle could find the secret within, so could we…”

Mu Qingyan, thinking differently, said, “Are you really pitying the forest, or are you worried that Guangtian Gate will lose its northern barrier?”

Cai Zhao was about to retort but suddenly had a thought. “What did I just say?”

Mu Qingyan responded, “You said, ‘I thought we could find the secret too.'”

“No, not that. The previous sentence.”

Mu Qingyan became serious. “You said, ‘Even your uncle found the secret within…'”

Cai Zhao trembled slightly. In the faint light of the luminous pearl, her pupils dilated. “Twenty years ago, your uncle didn’t come to the Blood Swamp alone, did he?”

“Yes, he probably came with your aunt. So what?”

“So, it wasn’t your uncle who found the secret of the Blood Swamp; it was my aunt.” Cai Zhao looked around again. “I know why this place seems familiar now…”

Mu Qingyan was about to ask when Cai Zhao shouted in terror, “We need to go back immediately! This is a trap, we’re in a trap! Hurry!”

Mu Qingyan’s expression tightened as he grabbed Cai Zhao and followed the golden silk rope back. As soon as their feet touched the return path, it was as if they triggered something. The nearly stagnant blood-colored swamp suddenly surged. The vines that had been sinking slowly were swallowed instantly, like waves in a bloody sea.

Cai Zhao stepped into the swamp and screamed, “Something in the mud is biting my foot!”

Mu Qingyan quickly cut a thick vine, pulling her up. “Let’s get to the trees!” As they leapt, they saw an ugly, eyeless blood-red worm clinging to her boot.

Cai Zhao was so disgusted she wanted to throw the boot away, but Mu Qingyan swiftly severed the worm with a strike.

They repeatedly used the vines to propel themselves, but as they soared, vines dripping with stinking sap shot towards them from all directions. Mu Qingyan handed the Yan Yang knife to Cai Zhao and drew ‘Fuying’ from his back. Knowing that ‘Fuying’ specialized in countering strength with flexibility, Cai Zhao focused on cutting as many vines as possible.

The gold and silver lights flashed in the dark vine network, like a glimmer of hope desperately trying to escape from the depths of hell.

Barely reaching the treetops, Cai Zhao saw seven or eight colorful scorpions silently approaching along the branches. Their venomous stingers aimed at her arm. She quickly swung her knife, cutting them in half, but the scorpion corpses splattered yellow-green liquid, burning through her sleeve and seeping into her skin.

Cai Zhao cried out in pain.

“What happened?” Mu Qingyan pulled her close, seeing a line of black blisters on her white arm.

Cai Zhao looked over Mu Qingyan’s shoulder and saw a dozen ferocious flower-armored spiders descending on webs. She swung her knife and shouted, “Forget about me! We need to get out now!”

Mu Qingyan grabbed Cai Zhao and leapt down, “Cut some vines for a raft! Find thicker ones!”

Cai Zhao understood and began hacking at the thick vines while avoiding the poisonous creatures.

As a golden-red light flashed, Cai Zhao cut down a plant entwined with several thick vines. Inside, she saw what she thought was a tree trunk but turned out to be a swollen, moist human face. The stiff muscles and hollow eyes seemed to stare at her. A blood-red vine pierced his temple and emerged from his head, as if sucking out his brain.

This was a human corpse consumed by the blood swamp.

“Ahhh…!” Cai Zhao couldn’t hold back her scream.

Mu Qingyan turned and slashed the remaining vines with a single sword stroke, letting the corpse fall straight into the mire.

“Watch out behind you!” Cai Zhao shouted in terror, simultaneously gritting her teeth and swinging her knife.

A vine silently unfurled behind Mu Qingyan, revealing a ghastly, pale green human figure wrapped within. Its mouth was agape, with two rotten, black holes where eyes once were. The eyeballs were long gone, leaving a thin blood vine crawling out of the eye socket and extending from the mouth.

The released vines slithered from multiple directions. Cai Zhao, suppressing her fear and nausea, quickly severed the living vines. These were not the only “smart” vines; all around, the vines rustled and moved, opening their clasping forms to reveal various degrees of decayed human and animal corpses. The corpses writhed, attacking the two.

They fended off the vines while desperately running back the way they came.

“What on earth is going on?” Mu Qingyan’s sword flashed like mercury, swiftly slicing through several wrist-thick vines pursuing them.

“This is the formation of Luoying Valley…”

“You said it wasn’t before!”

“It is… or was… I mean, it was before!” Cai Zhao, unable to step on the mire, had to tread on fallen corpses and vines, getting covered in vine slime and bloody mud.

“This was the old formation of Luoying Valley! I’ve never seen it in action, only read about it in books!”

They ran at full speed, the golden threads unknowingly severed. Mu Qingyan kept turning back to slash at the vines. They didn’t know how long they had been fleeing, but they began to feel the mire hardening underfoot. Cai Zhao stepped firmly, noticing the mist thinning to a translucent state, and grabbed Mu Qingyan, “This is good enough!”

Mu Qingyan stopped, indeed seeing no vines pursuing them and even spotting a large stone protruding from the ground nearby. He exhaled deeply, examining Cai Zhao’s arm for injuries, “Explain everything to me!”

Cai Zhao, panting heavily, sat on the stone with him, “Luoying Valley hasn’t prospered for two hundred years. You demons don’t mess around either. So, we relied on formations to protect ourselves, making sure invaders never returned. But no matter how good a formation is, it can’t be used endlessly. Sooner or later, enemies will figure it out… Ouch, be gentle!”

Mu Qingyan pierced a red-black blister on her arm with a small silver knife, squeezing out the black blood, and glanced at her, “You still have the strength to yell, so the injury isn’t serious.”

“Where was I? Oh, right. We couldn’t use the same formation forever…” Cai Zhao continued, “So every few generations or decades, we made slight adjustments to the formation to confuse our enemies. However, in the past twenty to thirty years, the formation changes have been more drastic.”

Mu Qingyan looked up, “Why is that?”

Cai Zhao scoffed, “Blame your ambitious ancestor’s adopted son, Master Nie, always scheming to unify the six sects.”

Mu Qingyan playfully pretended to bite her arm, making Cai Zhao yelp and try to maintain a serious demeanor, “Behave yourself. We’ve agreed to part ways. If you harass me again, I’ll… Ah!”

Mu Qingyan slapped her hand lightly and then sucked the black-red blister, slowly drawing out the blood.

Cai Zhao felt a tingling numbness in her arm, her face turning red, “Master Mu is truly heroic…”

Mu Qingyan spat out the pus and gave them both antidote pills, “I won’t speak of this. You can act as if nothing happened.”

“I’d better continue,” Cai Zhao touched her flushed face, “The first formation change was over twenty years ago. My great-uncle, Hero Cai Changfeng, added various things he learned from the martial world into the ancestral formation after the family was left unattended. I don’t know about its power, but the changes were significant. Years later, my aunt and father almost couldn’t get in when they returned home.”

“The second change was over ten years ago when my aunt killed Nie Hengcheng and was left crippled. My mother, fearing the Nie clan’s revenge, combined my grandfather’s lifelong research with the Luoying Valley formation…”

“You mean the current Luoying Valley formation is entirely different from your great-uncle’s version?”

“Yes!” Cai Zhao confirmed, “That’s why I said I’ve never seen the real one, only read about it in an old book. The current formation is completely different.”

Mu Qingyan stood up, surveying their surroundings, “How old is this formation?”

Cai Zhao thought for a moment, “The book is from sixty years ago, and the formation has fluctuated for about twenty years before and after that.”

Mu Qingyan said, “Your aunt was orphaned at eleven or twelve, so she saw the old formation and sensed the dangers of the blood swamp, leading Master Mu Zhengyang to discover the secret of cultivating the Second Heaven.”

Cai Zhao was silent for a moment, “I don’t think my aunt knew about the blood swamp’s secrets or the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva for cultivating the ‘Purple Micro Sutra.’ Mu Zhengyang deceived even Nie Hengcheng, let alone my aunt.”

“Indeed, Mu Zhengyang is truly a cunning and treacherous hero of his generation.”

“… Let’s not delay any longer. We should continue scouting, or else by sunset, your followers will set the forest on fire,” Cai Zhao said, dusting off his clothes and standing up.

“Alright.” Mu Qingyan helped the slightly unsteady girl to her feet, and the two walked determinedly forward.

“Has the sun set?”

“No.”

“The sky seems very dark.”

“That’s because the clouds are thick, blocking the sunlight. The sun is still high in the sky.”

“What do you think, young brother?”

“… I’ll go see if the third senior brother is thirsty.”

“I want to eat roast goose.”

“The sun hasn’t set yet.”

“This formation is old but viciously effective,” Cai Zhao said, holding a luminous pearl as he weaved through the quiet, misty vine forest. “It uses the fog, soil, water flow, and trees to make intruders feel like they are moving forward without losing direction. In reality, the intruders are gradually being led into side paths filled with deadly traps.”

Mu Qingyan followed closely, remaining vigilant. “So, when the fog thickened earlier, we fell into their trap.”

“Exactly.”

Cai Zhao tugged at Mu Qingyan’s sleeve, carefully checking the path and muttering incantations like ‘Gen three, Dui four, Kan two.’ After about half an hour, they suddenly found themselves in a clear, open area. Before them lay a neatly arranged village.

Looking up, they saw countless vines weaving together to form a vast, misty canopy.

Cai Zhao counted and estimated that this village, encircled by the vine forest, had about fifty or sixty row houses, each resembling a southern-style bamboo stilt house, with two or three stories. He figured it could accommodate three to four hundred people.

The village was eerily quiet, almost as if only Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao were present. A village housing three to four hundred people shouldn’t be this silent; it was unnaturally quiet.

“Do you think these houses are particularly…” Cai Zhao hesitated, “particularly small?”

Mu Qingyan smiled slightly. “The word ‘small’ is very apt, Zhao Zhao.”

The surrounding houses were not only low but also had furniture that was smaller than usual.

“I’ve heard that people who have lived in swamps for generations tend to be shorter,” Cai Zhao said.

The two strolled along the dimly lit village paths, noticing that the surrounding buildings were dilapidated, as if uninhabited for a long time. When a slight breeze blew, the vine-covered roofs rustled. The contrast between the dangerous and terrifying blood swamp they had just crossed and this tranquil, desolate place, where silver-white light filtered through the vine canopy, felt like stepping into a moonlit dream.

However, according to their calculations, it was still not yet dark.

“That house looks relatively well-kept,” said Mu Qingyan, who, being tall, could see over the low rooftops. He spotted a vine-covered house with a small flower garden on its roof.

They hurried over, only to find it empty inside. However, the hearth was warm, the firewood still had small flames, and the bed and chairs were clean and tidy.

Cai Zhao was delighted. “People live here, but where have they gone?”

Mu Qingyan frowned. “Did they hide when they saw us? Let’s look elsewhere…”

“—You’re here.”

A slow, elderly voice sounded behind them, catching them completely off guard. Cai Zhao broke into a cold sweat, while Mu Qingyan’s sword flashed to the old woman’s throat, stopping just half an inch short.

The old woman was short, even shorter than Cai Zhao. She wore coarse linen clothes, a vine hairpin, and carried a basket full of wild vegetables and mushrooms. Her face and limbs had faint moss-like markings, making her age indeterminate.

Behind her were seven or eight elderly men and women dressed similarly. Their bare feet made no sound on the soft soil.

Despite the sword at her throat, the old woman remained calm. She looked at Mu Qingyan’s face, smiled with her toothless mouth, then examined Cai Zhao, finally showing delight when her gaze fell on Cai Zhao’s sparkling eyes.

“Are you surnamed Cai or Yang?” the old woman asked. “Oh, I forgot, most of you outside take your father’s surname, so you must be Yang.”

A small old man behind her chimed in, “Sister, don’t forget, in Luoying Valley, some take their mother’s surname too.”

Cai Zhao brushed aside Mu Qingyan’s sword and asked excitedly, “Have you seen someone with a face like his, but with an iris flower birthmark on their neck?”

The old woman nodded. “Yes, and I’ve also seen someone with eyes like yours.”

Cai Zhao was overjoyed.

Mu Qingyan remained stern. “How do I know you’re telling the truth?”

The old woman pointed to the doorposts. “This couplet was carved by Miss Xiaoshu for me.”

Cai Zhao hurriedly turned to look. The upper couplet read, ‘When the moon is full, people don’t know,’ and the lower couplet, ‘When the sun sets, ghosts are unaware,’ with the horizontal scroll reading, ‘Without heaven and earth, I roam freely.’ The carving was bold and carefree, almost as if the wood had absorbed the spirit of the writer.

“Is it her handwriting?” Mu Qingyan asked softly.

Cai Zhao nodded repeatedly. “Yes, I grew up seeing it. It can’t be wrong.”

Mu Qingyan couldn’t help but ask, “Dare I ask, do you know we were coming?”

“No,” the old woman smiled. “If someone comes, they come. If no one comes, they don’t. Those who can find their way here are our guests. Those who end up elsewhere become fertilizer for the swamp vines.”

The gentle tone of her words, despite their ominous meaning, made Cai Zhao shiver.

“Did the person with the iris flower birthmark say his surname was Yang?” Mu Qingyan sheathed his sword.

The old woman confirmed. Mu Qingyan was about to ask more, but Cai Zhao interrupted him urgently. “There’s something important I need to say first!”

She put on a sweet smile and pleaded, “Granny, could you send someone to the southern forest to deliver a message? If we don’t return by sunset, someone will set the forest on fire!”

The old woman was taken aback, then she and the others behind her laughed heartily.

“You and your siblings are just like your parents!” The old woman laughed so hard she leaned back and forth. “Back then, Young Master Yang also planted many explosives in the outer forest and lit long fuses. When Miss Xiaoshu found us, the first thing she did was to tell us to extinguish the fuses, haha… alright, little brother, take two people and go.”

Cai Zhao wanted to lead the way, but the old woman stopped her. “Don’t worry, we know every corner of this forest and swamp like our own fingers and toes.”

The old woman added, “I know you have many questions. Let’s go inside and drink some licorice dew first.”

“Alright, alright…”

“This can wait,” Mu Qingyan said, pushing Cai Zhao aside this time. “There’s something we need to clarify first.”

“We are not siblings.”

“Has the sun set?”

“No.”

“The sky seems even darker.”

“The golden crow dips westward, and the sunlight isn’t as bright, but it hasn’t set.”

“What do you think, young brother?”

“… I’ll go check if the third senior brother needs the restroom.”

“I want to eat roast pork.”

“The sun hasn’t set yet.”

Volume Six – Silent Blood Marsh Chapter 126
About a century ago, conflict erupted once again between the Li Sect and the Six Northern Clans. For reasons unknown, this particular clash was exceptionally fierce, with both sides engaged in brutal combat for five to six years.

(Mu Qingyan interrupts: “Granny Ajiang, there’s no need to start from so long ago. You can begin with events from twenty years ago.”

Cai Zhao: “Oh, don’t interrupt! I want to hear this. Granny Ajiang, what sparked that conflict?”

Mu Qingyan: “Can’t you do the math? A hundred years ago, Sect Leader Mu Song suddenly died, and his children and sons-in-law fought for succession. They probably suspected the Northern Clans had a hand in Mu Song’s death.”

Cai Zhao: “Come on, you think I couldn’t guess that? Due to sect rules, they couldn’t openly kill each other, so they targeted the Six Northern Clans to assert dominance and compete for the sect leader position, right? Hmph.”

Granny Ajiang: “Should I go fetch some water while you two chat?”

Cai Zhao: “No, Granny Ajiang, please continue.”)

Our village had long specialized in silk cultivation and hemp weaving, traditionally staying out of jianghu disputes. We only interacted with the Li Sect when they came to collect our silk and hemp each year in a fair trade. However, during that tumultuous period, as both sides became increasingly ruthless, smaller factions under the Six Northern Clans began to take out their frustrations on us. They bullied and enslaved our people, making life unbearable. We had no choice but to flee into this dense forest.

(Mu Qingyan: “Hmph.”

Cai Zhao: “What does that ‘hmph’ mean?”

Mu Qingyan: “It means exactly what it sounds like.”

Granny Ajiang: “Maybe I should go get that water after all.”

Mu Qingyan: “Granny Ajiang, please ignore her interruptions and continue.”)

Our pursuers, relentless as hunting dogs, chased us deep into the forest until we reached this swamp. Though treacherous, it seemed safer than facing our tormentors outside. Our ancestors initially planned to hide here temporarily, hoping to return once the danger passed. Little did they know we’d soon discover we couldn’t leave.

Sadly, we learned that the native vines in this blood swamp secrete an oddly addictive fluid. Everything the vines touched – wild vegetables, mushrooms, even the spring water, and air – became contaminated. After just two or three years, our ancestors realized they could no longer adapt to the outside world. We became dependent on the water, air, and produce from this place. Without them, our bodies would suffer as if gnawed by insects.

Our ancestors tried to send newborns away, but even they had been affected in the womb and couldn’t survive outside the swamp. Yet this was no place for long-term habitation. The dampness, miasma, and venomous creatures took their toll. Children grew up weak and hunched, while adults had shortened lifespans. We were caught between life and death, praying for divine intervention to rescue us.

Finally, fifty years ago, our village’s great benefactor arrived. I was eight years old then. The elders called her an immortal, but she insisted she was mortal, named Cai Anning from Luoying Valley.

(Cai Zhao: “Ah!”

Mu Qingyan smirks: “Hmm, another connection. Interesting.”)

Our benefactor came to the forest to gather herbs. She was barely twenty, frail and sickly. She explained that she suffered from a congenital deficiency that resisted all treatments, so she searched remote places for a cure. Upon discovering our plight, she quickly left. We thought she was just another person fleeing to avoid addiction.

Surprisingly, she returned two years later with a unique orchid that only bloomed at night. She transplanted it into the blood swamp, waited for new shoots to emerge, and then grafted it with other strange plants. The result was a hybrid orchid with blood-red petals, stamens, and even leaves.

(Cai Zhao: “Are those the small red orchids we saw in the outer swamp? But I noticed they bloom during the day too.”

Granny Ajiang: “Those are modified offspring. The original plant our benefactor brought only blooms at night.”

Mu Qingyan remains silent, deep in thought.)

Our benefactor instructed us to plant these blood-red orchids throughout the swamp, especially near the vine roots. She explained that while this would make the vines highly toxic, it would stop them from secreting the addictive fluid. Although the adults in the village might not recover, newborns would be born normally.

The Great Benefactor lived in the swamp for five years. She taught us how to avoid poisonous vines and plants, and how to cultivate crops in clean soil. She even sent away some of the infants born in later years, asking her trusted old servants to find homes outside to raise them. Indeed, those babies thrived in the outside world.

As time passed, the Great Benefactor’s health deteriorated. She longed to return home and see her aging parents. However, she could no longer go back. Previously, the swamp’s vines were addictive but not lethal. Those who came to gather herbs or accidentally entered could at least escape unharmed. Yet, due to the Great Benefactor’s alterations, anyone who entered the Blood Swamp would die a horrible death from severe poisoning upon leaving.

Their families and friends complained to Guangtianmen, who, along with other sects, sent many disciples to investigate the Blood Swamp. This led to more deaths and escalated the situation. Realizing she could never return, the Great Benefactor didn’t want to further implicate Luoying Valley. She taught us to set up formations, seal off the Blood Swamp, and spread terrifying rumors to keep outsiders away. The Six Northern Sects eventually ceased their investigation.

Soon after, the Great Benefactor passed away. Those of us whose parents died early were raised by her. I wept bitterly at her deathbed, wishing she had never come here to suffer such infamy and injustice. Yet, she said she had no regrets.

From birth, she was told she wouldn’t live past three, then not to adulthood. Each year, various doctors hinted that her parents should prepare for her death. She struggled through endless bitter medicines and pitying glances, searching for rare cures to extend her life. But for what purpose? Only to worry her parents longer?

She never imagined that in her meager, fragile life, she could save so many people. She felt it was worth it. Fifty years have passed since then. Hundreds of children grew up and left the swamp, establishing families and businesses outside. Now, they bask in the sunlight daily, strong and tall like trees. We are the last remnants of the Blood Swamp.

Silence filled the air as memories lingered. The three people in the room remained quiet for a long time.

Mu Qingyan spoke up, “Can we talk about what happened twenty years ago now?”

Cai Zhao glared at him, annoyed that he had broken the atmosphere. Grandma Ajiang chuckled, “Alright, alright. So you two aren’t siblings? We all thought Miss Xiao Shu would marry Young Master Yang. But it’s fine that she didn’t.”

Cai Zhao felt embarrassed, realizing that all elderly aunties seemed to enjoy matchmaking young people. She quickly changed the subject, “Grandma, please tell us about my aunt.”

Grandma Ajiang continued, “About twenty years ago, a young couple suddenly entered our village. We were startled, thinking our protective formations had failed. They came inquiring about the night orchid mother plant, saying Young Master Yang’s friend was ill and needed it for medicine. We agreed, of course, and they took a few cuttings before leaving.”

“Is that all?” Cai Zhao asked.

“Yes, that’s all. Miss Xiao Shu is our Great Benefactor’s descendant. We’d give our lives for her, let alone a few night orchid cuttings.”

Cai Zhao was speechless. Mu Qingyan asked, “Grandma Ajiang, can we see the night orchid mother plant?”

Grandma Ajiang happily agreed and led the way. The night orchid mother plant grew in the courtyard behind the house, surrounded by white stones. After fifty years of nourishment in the secluded forest, its stem had grown thick and strong, its leaves lush and green, with pristine white buds ready to bloom.

Grandma Ajiang sighed, “At midnight, these buds will fully open. It’s a beautiful sight. Take a good look, for tomorrow it will be burned.”

Mu and Cai were surprised. Cai Zhao quickly asked why.

“It’s Miss Xiao Shu’s orders,” Grandma Ajiang explained. “She returned a year after leaving with Young Master Yang. She asked if he had come back, and I told her he had taken more cuttings. I even asked if his friend was still ill.”

“Then Miss Xiao Shu cried. She cried so hard we couldn’t console her. Before leaving, she solemnly instructed us to burn the night orchid immediately if anyone else came asking about it, no matter who they were, even if they were from Luoying Valley.”

Cai Zhao was puzzled, “Why did Young Master Yang come a second time? Couldn’t he have taken more cuttings the first time?”

Grandma Ajiang explained, “Miss Zhao doesn’t know, but the night orchid is very delicate. Cuttings only last half a year, even if stored in crystal boxes or potted. After that, they dry up like kindling, losing all medicinal properties.”

“What if you transplant the entire plant?”

“Unless you’re as skilled in cultivation as our Great Benefactor… Even she only managed to keep one of the dozen night orchids she brought alive.”

Mu and Cai exchanged glances, understanding dawning. Mu Zhengyang’s first visit was to secretly obtain the night orchid for Chen Shu, attempting to lure Nie Hengcheng into practicing the Purple Micro Heart Sutra. The second visit was likely for himself.

When Cai Pingsu found out, she deduced the truth and wept.

Mu Qingyan pondered, “Your aunt was right. It’s best to burn it and eliminate future troubles.” He added, “Why not burn it now?”

Grandma Ajiang replied, “Burning the night orchid while it’s blooming releases toxic fumes. It can only be done during the day. Miss Xiao Shu wanted to burn it on her second visit, but we couldn’t bear to, as it was the Great Benefactor’s last legacy.”

Cai Zhao felt conflicted. They had risked so much to enter the Blood Swamp, seemingly learning a lot, yet also nothing at all. “Is there anything else? What else did my aunt and Young Master Yang say?”

Grandma Ajiang’s eyes twinkled mischievously, “Do you want to hear? Are you sure you want to know what young lovers say to each other?”

“Not that kind of talk,” Cai Zhao blushed. “I mean, was there anything unusual?”

Grandma Ajiang thought hard but couldn’t recall anything. It was Old Man Alin, who came to call them for dinner, who reminded her, “Sister, didn’t you forget about Miss Xiao Shu and Young Master Yang arguing by the spring?”

“Oh, I nearly forgot!” Grandma Ajiang exclaimed. “Miss Xiao Shu and Young Master Yang were always affectionate, but that night, after watching the night orchids bloom, they suddenly started arguing while walking by the spring.”

Mu Qingyan’s expression grew serious, “What were they arguing about?”

Grandma Ajiang explained, “My brother and I were fetching water nearby and overheard bits. It seemed Young Master Yang planned to kill someone, which Miss Xiao Shu discovered. She asked why, and they kept mentioning someone’s name that sounded like ‘Nie Zhe’.”

“Nie Zhe?!” Cai Zhao exclaimed, her mind racing.

Mu Qingyan pressed, “What happened next?”

“Young Master Yang tried to explain, but Miss Xiao Shu raised her voice, saying, ‘If he hasn’t done anything wrong yet, he shouldn’t be killed without reason.’ Later, Young Master Yang seemed to yield, and they went to rest.”

Cai Zhao turned to Mu Qingyan, confused, “He wanted to kill Nie Zhe? Why?”

Mu Qingyan lowered his eyes, saying softly, “He hated Nie Hengcheng intensely. Perhaps he wanted to kill his nephew out of spite.”

Cai Zhao shook her head, “No wonder my aunt disagreed. She never killed an innocent person in her life.”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes narrowed, “Yan Xu said that while Nie Hengcheng was alive, Nie Zhe acted well-behaved, even being polite to servants. But if your aunt hadn’t stopped Mu Zhengyang from killing Nie Zhe, perhaps Sun Ruoshui wouldn’t have had anyone to have an affair with, and my father might still be alive.”

Cai Zhao was shocked, unable to refute.

Mu Qingyan smiled slightly, “I’m being biased. Sun Ruoshui was ambitious. Even if my father had just disappeared, with his fate unknown, she would have found another powerful backer. Besides, someone else was behind her poisoning my father.”

Despite his words, Cai Zhao felt uneasy, unable to stop thinking about the alternative possibilities.

The evening meal consisted of mixed grain rolls, grilled fish, salt-cured chicken, and a large bowl of wild vegetable and mushroom soup. You Guanyue and Shangguan Haonan, having not eaten hot food for days, found the hot soup so delicious they nearly swallowed their tongues.

Song Yuzhi, preoccupied with thoughts, barely ate two bites before retiring to rest. Cai Zhao coughed lightly, “I’m full too. Please enjoy your meal…” She started to move in the direction Song Yuzhi had gone.

A loud crack of splintering wood rang out. Mu Qingyan’s left hand remained motionless on the table, yet a long crack had formed under his jade-like fingers on the thick wooden table. You Guanyue and Shangguan Haonan quickly lifted the broken tabletop to prevent the dishes from falling.

Fan Xingjia shuddered, inexplicably feeling a chill enter the room.

Cai Zhao slowly sat down, “Actually, I’m not full yet. Let Third Senior Brother rest first.”

Mu Qingyan took out a snow-white silk handkerchief and carefully wiped his long fingers. “Miss Cai, don’t mind others. If you have something to say to Third Young Master Song, go ahead.”

“No, no, there’s nothing to say,” Cai Zhao laughed nervously. Mu Qingyan stared at the girl for a moment, his eyes dark and deep as the sea, making Cai Zhao uncomfortable. The other three at the table didn’t dare breathe, two holding the table, one clutching a bowl, all wishing they could disappear into the ground.

After a moment, Mu Qingyan laughed coldly and left, leaving a parting remark, “You can’t stop her anyway, Miss Cai. Do as you please.”

With the intimidating presence gone, the room finally calmed. Cai Zhao laughed awkwardly, ultimately too afraid to seek out Song Yuzhi in Mu Qingyan’s presence, and sheepishly returned to her room.

Fan Xingjia sighed deeply, “Your sect leader is getting creepier. He scared me to death.”

You Guanyue glared at him, “What do you know? Our sect leader is divinely talented and unfathomable.”

Fan Xingjia couldn’t help but add, “Actually, my junior sister is very smart too, just differently from your sect leader. My master says she has great wisdom that appears foolish. When facing situations, your sect leader can anticipate others’ moves, while my junior sister understands things afterward. My master says you might fool her once, but not forever.”

What he didn’t say was that Mu Qingyan’s intelligence was aggressive and controlling, always plotting and scheming. Meeting such a person, you’d be lucky not to be sold out and still help them count the money. Cai Zhao’s intelligence was defensive; she was indifferent unless something directly involved her, at which point she became extremely perceptive and sensitive.

“Our words don’t matter. I think they’ll be entangled for a while,” Shangguan Haonan concluded.

Fan Xingjia was surprised, “Why do you say that? I thought their matter was settled.”

Shangguan Haonan said smugly, “Don’t be naive. Did their behavior just now look ‘settled’ to you?” He frowned, “Hey, Moon, we need to find some iron nails. We can’t keep holding this table up.”

You Guanyue retorted, “Didn’t you notice all the buildings and furniture here use mortise and tenon joints or vine bindings? There are no iron nails.”

“Then what do we do?”

“Well, I have some Nine-Curved Bone-Piercing Nails in my bag. We could straighten them out to use as nails.”

“That works, but what about a hammer?”

“If they don’t even have nails, where would we find a hammer? Use your Iron Finger technique to press them in.”

“That could work. Wait, wait, wait… Are those bone-piercing nails poisoned?”

“Uh, well, yes. But I have the antidote. You could take some first, just in case you scratch yourself. The poison is a bit… potent.”

“How potent?”

“Not too bad, just… instantly fatal if it enters the bloodstream.”

“…”

As the two henchmen bantered, Fan Xingjia sighed deeply into his bowl, feeling a sense of melancholy.

The night deepened. Through the gaps in the intertwined vines forming the dome above, starlight and moonlight filtered down, transforming the damp, cold forest hideaway into a dreamlike scene.

Cai Zhao, troubled and unable to sleep, decided to take a walk. After a couple of rounds, she encountered Song Yuzhi sighing to himself in the empty vegetable garden behind the house.

“Third Senior Brother!” Cai Zhao’s eyes lit up. After glancing around, she hurried over. “I’m so glad to see you. I have something important to tell you!”

Song Yuzhi stood tall and elegant, his thick eyebrows slightly furrowed. “Why are you whispering and looking around? We’re far from the houses; there’s no need to worry about disturbing the villagers’ rest.”

He thought she looked like a little thief.

Cai Zhao felt embarrassed, thinking to herself that she was trying to avoid that madman. “Well, it’s still someone else’s place. It’s better to be quiet,” she said. She took out a wrapped handkerchief from her bosom and opened it in front of Song Yuzhi. “Third Senior Brother, look at this.”

Inside the handkerchief was a short, twisted vine segment covered in a thin layer of reddish, sticky liquid.

Seeing Song Yuzhi’s confusion, Cai Zhao explained, “I cut this from the vines deep in the Blood Swamp today. I’ve tested it on rabbits, chickens, and ducks. Even with just a small skin wound, contact with this vine sap causes immediate paralysis. They can’t struggle at all, just like your condition yesterday.”

Song Yuzhi’s pupils dilated in shock and disbelief.

“I assume Fifth Senior Brother has told you about the hidden dart incident,” Cai Zhao continued. “When I saw this vine, I immediately understood.” She took a deep breath. “The person who attacked you has above-average martial arts skills, but they know your cultivation level and techniques well enough to predict your next move. I remember that although you trained at Qingque Sect, you haven’t abandoned Guangtianmen’s techniques. You must have been using a Song family special technique at that time.”

Song Yuzhi’s expression grew serious. The girl had guessed correctly—when he was hit by the dart, he had been using the Song family’s “Sixteen Cloud-Parting Techniques” to evade.

Cai Zhao continued, “At the same time, this person is familiar with this dense forest and knows about these vines deep in the swamp that secrete a paralyzing sap.”

The Blood Swamp was just north of Guangtianmen.

Song Yuzhi stood alone under the moonlight, his figure as still as an ice sculpture. The identity of his attacker was becoming clear. He spoke with difficulty, “Elder Brother… why would he want to harm me? So, was Second Brother also falsely accused by him?”

“I don’t know. I’m not familiar with your family affairs,” Cai Zhao said firmly, refusing to get involved in the Song family’s internal strife. Her mother, Ning Xiaofeng, always ended her lectures on the drawbacks of large families with multiple wives by saying, “Just watch, if the Song family keeps going on like this, they’re bound to have a major crisis.”

The two stood outside for a while in silence, then walked back to the houses through a large field. As they entered the small courtyard, they saw Mu Qingyan slowly descending from the three-story high roof—the third floor had a large flat top used for drying wild vegetables and mushrooms, with a vine ladder on the side for access.

Seeing Mu Qingyan’s cold, star-like gaze, Cai Zhao hurriedly explained, “No, no, I didn’t intentionally seek out Third Senior Brother. I couldn’t sleep and was just wandering outside when I happened to meet him!”

“Oh,” Mu Qingyan said flatly. “Why was the Third Young Master wandering outside in the middle of the night?”

Song Yuzhi replied coldly, “I was admiring the scenery. May I ask what Sect Leader Mu was doing?”

Mu Qingyan responded, “What a coincidence, I was also admiring the scenery.”

Cai Zhao felt uneasy and didn’t dare to interject.

“Guangtianmen’s sudden changes have left many questions unanswered,” Mu Qingyan suddenly said. “If I were you, I’d investigate Yang He’ying.”

Song Yuzhi’s eyelid twitched. “What do you mean, Sect Leader Mu?”

Mu Qingyan asked, “Do you know the maiden name of Yang He’ying’s first wife?”

Cai Zhao racked her brain. “Madam Yang… I think her surname was Zhuo?” She tried to remember. “Madam Zhuo seems to be the only child of the Guanzhong magnate, Boss Zhuo. Everyone says that the entire Zhuo family fortune became her dowry.”

This mismatched marriage clearly showed Siqimen’s intentions, which weren’t particularly honorable. However, in Ning Xiaofeng’s view, this was a case of the apple not falling far from the tree. After all, hadn’t Sect Leader Yin Dai of the First Sect directly snatched up the only son of the Guo family, the richest in Jiangnan, as his disciple? That wasn’t any more sophisticated.

Cai Zhao scoffed, “My mother said that even with her lavish dowry, Madam Zhuo couldn’t stop that scoundrel Yang He’ying from his philandering ways. But what does this have to do with the changes at Guangtianmen?”

Mu Qingyan explained, “Actually, Boss Zhuo was Madam Zhuo’s maternal grandfather. She took her mother’s surname.”

Song Yuzhi’s interest was piqued. “Then what was her father’s surname?”

“Huang,” Mu Qingyan smiled warmly. “Indeed, Madam Zhuo’s birth father was the old leader of the Huangsha Gang. Her mother died in childbirth, and the childless Boss Zhuo, in his grief, asked his son-in-law for his granddaughter to raise.”

Cai Zhao and Song Yuzhi exchanged surprised glances.

“The old Huang leader was kind-hearted. He sympathized with Boss Zhuo’s loss and loved his eldest daughter who grew up away from him. He only remarried ten years later to have more children. Sha Zuguang was originally a disciple of the Huangsha Gang. The old Huang hero saw his intelligence and capability and married his second daughter to him. You know what happened after that.”

The Huangsha Gang, refusing to submit to Nie Hengcheng, suffered heavy losses in several fierce battles. Sha Zuguang seized the opportunity during his father-in-law’s decline to offer his beautiful younger sister as a concubine to Yang He’ying, establishing his power base and neglecting his first wife, Madam Huang, to pursue his pleasures.

Song Yuzhi couldn’t help but ask, “How do you know these old secrets so clearly?”

Mu Qingyan glanced at him, “As two-hundred-year-old arch-enemies, how could the Demonic Sect not thoroughly investigate the backgrounds of the Six Sects’ leaders?”

Song Yuzhi was nearly infuriated by this sarcastic tone.

Cai Zhao asked, “Did the old Huang leader know about his daughter’s mistreatment?”

“What could he do even if he knew? Besides, Madam Huang soon passed away from illness.”

“Passed away?” Cai Zhao felt something was off but couldn’t pinpoint it.

Mu Qingyan continued, “Afterwards, the old Huang leader, disheartened, took his family and injured brothers to live in seclusion on Seven Bathing Mountain, no longer associating with the martial world, with one exception…”

Cai Zhao understood, “Madam Zhuo. The old Huang leader must have been concerned about his eldest daughter in Siqimen and secretly corresponded with her, which Yang He’ying discovered.”

Song Yuzhi still didn’t understand, “But that’s no reason to kill the entire family of the old Huang hero.”

Mu Qingyan explained, “Months ago, our spies discovered traces of corpse puppets on Seven Bathing Mountain. Soon after, we heard that Yang and Sha were storming Guangtianmen. Initially, I thought Song Maozhi was secretly creating corpse puppets and Yang He’ying had caught him, intending to blackmail Sect Leader Song. But since Song Maozhi is dead, the situation is not as I initially thought.”

After some contemplation, Song Yuzhi and Cai Zhao understood the implications. Song Yuzhi, his mind in turmoil, asked, “What exactly does Yang want to do?”

“Think about it,” Mu Qingyan said. “If someone was indeed creating corpse puppets on Seven Bathing Mountain, and it wasn’t Song Maozhi, then who was it?”

Cai Zhao’s eyes lit up, “We’ve got it backward. It wasn’t Young Master Maozhi’s corpse puppets that were discovered, but Yang He’ying’s. When Song Xiuzhi found out, they decided to make a big gamble—conveniently, Song Xiuzhi is also Yang He’ying’s future son-in-law.”

“Yang He’ying is utterly ruthless and deserves to be executed!” Song Yuzhi exclaimed, breathing heavily. “How could my elder brother associate with such a person? What are they after?”

Mu Qingyan calmly replied, “What else could it be? Look at the current situation. Your brother Song Maozhi is dead, your great-uncle is ‘gravely injured’ and likely won’t live long, and your father Song Shijun is seriously injured. So, who will inherit the position of Guangtianmen’s leader?”

Song Yuzhi staggered, grasping the doorframe in shock and anger. “How could this be? My elder brother isn’t that kind of person! He’s always been gentle and peaceful, never fighting for power. How could he do such a thing?”

“Don’t get too upset, Third Senior Brother. The truth will come out eventually,” Cai Zhao said, now feeling more composed. Seeing Song Yuzhi’s distress, she moved to help him back to his room.

Mu Qingyan, with a sincere expression, stepped in front of her, looking like a caring friend supporting a classmate. He gently pushed Cai Zhao aside and supported Song Yuzhi by the elbow, offering ‘comforting’ words as they walked, “Don’t be afraid or sad, Brother Song. It’s just a matter of family betrayal and fraternal strife, oh, and your father’s uncertain fate. It’s nothing extraordinary. Song Xiuzhi killed his brother and harmed his father—you just need to chop off his head, Brother Song. Don’t forget to cut out his heart and liver for a blood wine ceremony…”

Cai Zhao stood behind them, hands on her hips, glaring helplessly before returning to her room to sleep.
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As dawn broke the next day, the night orchid had withered, leaving only a lush cluster of green stems and leaves. Amid onlookers, Granny Ah Jiang tearfully led people to uproot the entire night orchid. They doused it with tung oil and set it ablaze, burning it to ashes.

Cai Zhao felt relieved, thinking no one could cultivate the sinister “Purple Wei Heart Sutra” anymore. Song Yuzhi was eager to question Song Xiuzhi, while Cai Zhao anxiously wanted to know about his parents’ safety. Mu Qingyan wished to consult Sect Leader Yang Heyingabout a minor logistics issue. Thus, they bid farewell to Granny Ah Jiang and the others.

Before departing, Mu Qingyan asked Cai Zhao and the others to go ahead, staying behind with his two companions. Once Cai Zhao’s group was out of earshot, he retrieved all his gold leaves and instructed Shangguan Haonan and You Guanyue to bring out their gold ingots and silver notes. He respectfully placed the collected valuables in Granny Ah Jiang’s arms, his demeanor entirely serious.

Granny Ah Jiang, cradling the large package of gold and silver, smiled peculiarly on her moss-covered, aged face. “You figured it out,” she said.

Mu Qingyan replied, “Last night, the new bedding you provided was made of coarse silk, which couldn’t have come from the blood swamp. I realized that while outsiders can’t enter, those inside can leave. You and the others occasionally leave the swamp to reunite with your children and grandchildren for a few days, don’t you?”

Granny Ah Jiang looked down at the wealth in her arms and said softly, “This place is poor and dangerous. When our children leave, we can’t provide anything for them. They go out empty-handed to establish themselves, which is very difficult.”

Shangguan Haonan and You Guanyue exchanged glances, realizing these people weren’t martial arts experts but ordinary laborers.

Mu Qingyan said, “Don’t blame Zhao Zhao. She’s never known want and wouldn’t notice such things. Besides,” he smiled, “even if she had noticed, she probably couldn’t produce more than a few taels of silver.”

He explained that Cai Zhao was carefree, Song Yuzhi came from wealth, and even Fan Xingjia was from a prosperous rural family in Jiangnan. None of them were particularly savvy about everyday matters and details. When they left the Qingque Sect, they barely brought any money, assuming they’d be well-provided for at the wealthy and powerful Guangtian Gate.

Granny Ah Jiang shook her head with a smile. “Back then, Miss Xiao Shu didn’t notice on her own either. It was my thoughtless little daughter who kept eyeing her clothes and hairpins that made her realize.”

Mu Qingyan said, “To be honest, Granny, these valuables mean little to our sect. When I say it’s a modest gift, I’m not being polite. Please accept it.”

Granny Ah Jiang accepted without further protest, bowing slightly. “Thank you.” She walked a few steps, then turned back, looking at Mu Qingyan’s beautiful face. It briefly overlapped with another face in her memory before separating. “You and Young Master Yang… you’re not alike,” she said, lost in thought. “Miss Xiao Shu truly didn’t notice our hardships growing up. But I know Young Master Yang saw it long ago, yet he simply didn’t care.”

“You and he are different.”

After leaving the blood swamp village, Shangguan Haonan couldn’t help but say, “So they needed money! If only we’d known earlier, I could have brought dozens of boxes of gold and silver. They could have lived lavishly outside…”

You Guanyue retorted, “Shut up! Do you think you’re the only one who thought of that? The Sect Leader surely has other plans.”

Mu Qingyan, who had been pondering Granny Ah Jiang’s last words, smiled faintly. “They’ll probably leave now. That blood swamp will never be inhabited again.”

Shangguan Haonan exclaimed, “But weren’t they unable to leave the swamp?”

“When Cai An’ning transformed the swamp, they were still young. Though I’m no expert in herbal medicine, after more than fifty years of cleansing, even the most stubborn toxins should have mostly washed away,” Mu Qingyan explained, walking ahead with his hands behind his back. “If I’m not mistaken, they’re all children Cai An’ning raised. They stayed because they couldn’t bear to leave Cai An’ning’s burial place and the night orchid he transplanted.”

You Guanyue realized, “I see. Now that the night orchid is gone, they have no more attachments. If only we’d known they were going to reunite with their children and grandchildren, we could have asked where they were going to offer some help in the future.”

Mu Qingyan laughed, “Better not to ask. Why involve them in jianghu grudges?”

As the blood swamp receded behind them, a gentle breeze rustled through the dense forest. The tall, handsome young man looked carefree, his long hair fluttering in the wind, exuding a refreshing air.

“The Sect Leader seems a bit happy,” You Guanyue whispered.

Shangguan Haonan wondered, “I’d be happy too, leaving that cramped, dangerous place full of snakes and vermin!”

“Fool!” You Guanyue retorted.

They quickly caught up with Cai Zhao and the others. Song Yuzhi, knowing Mu Qingyan’s cunning, asked directly, “I need to question my brother. What are your plans, Sect Leader Mu?”

Mu Qingyan replied, “The Bone-Eroding Sky Rain belongs to our sect. We can’t let others use it carelessly. I need to consult Sect Leader Yang about this matter.”

Cai Zhao thought to herself that she didn’t need to go to Guangtian Gate with them anymore. She had no grudge against Song Xiuzhi, and the Bone-Eroding Sky Rain didn’t belong to Luoying Valley. She was more concerned about her parents’ situation now.

“What does Junior Sister think?” Song Yuzhi asked, as eight pairs of eyes turned to her expectantly.

Cai Zhao sighed, “Let’s find a place to bathe and change clothes first. Then we’ll have a proper meal and get some rest. We can go to Guangtian Gate after dark.” She thought to herself that escaping in the dark would be easier.

Fan Xingjia exclaimed joyfully, “Excellent idea!” Seeing the others’ gazes, he quickly added, “Haven’t you noticed? We six smell like we’ve been buried in rotten meat and stinking fish for three days and nights.”

Even Song Yuzhi, despite his anxiety, had to agree. “Junior Sister is right. We’ve been traveling and fighting for days. We’re exhausted, and Junior Sister and I are wounded. We should rest before making any plans.”

Mu Qingyan nodded in agreement.

The group returned to the quiet teahouse outside Guangtian City. Snow was still falling gently, the tea stove still steaming, and the old shopkeeper still lamenting the lack of business at the entrance. The six of them rented out the entire teahouse, asking the shopkeeper to close up shop.

This time, Cai Zhao paid, removing a gold filigree bracelet to settle the bill. She looked oddly at Mu Qingyan, “You don’t have money? I thought you always carried a bunch of gold leaves. Is the Demonic Sect so poor now?”

You Guanyue mumbled, looking skyward, wishing he could immediately bring two carts of gold to dazzle Miss Cai. Shangguan Haonan’s throat bobbed as he valiantly refrained from speaking.

Mu Qingyan smiled, “It’s delightful to see Miss Cai pay. In the future, Miss Cai should remember to eagerly pay more often.”

Cai Zhao couldn’t help but smile, her green eyebrows relaxing, “Oh, stop it! Of course, you’re ‘delighted’ when someone else is paying! Since the Demonic Sect is in such dire straits, let me teach Sect Leader Mu a way to make money. You just need to pose as a down-on-his-luck scholar and set up a calligraphy and painting stall on the street. With your looks and demeanor…”

Song Yuzhi coughed loudly, and Cai Zhao immediately stopped, putting on a serious face as she headed to the guest room to freshen up.

Mu Qingyan’s expression remained unchanged, but his eyes grew cold. “Even a blind person can see she’s happier with me.”

Song Yuzhi replied coldly, “Can this happiness compensate for never seeing her parents or returning to Luoying Valley again? Sect Leader Mu, you don’t need to look for the Purple Jade Golden Mallow for me anymore. After this guidance, our debt is settled.”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes were filled with a chilling intensity that made Fan Xingjia shudder. Song Yuzhi met his gaze unflinchingly. Finally, Mu Qingyan gave a cold laugh and turned away.

You Guanyue silently cursed Song Yuzhi. The Sect Leader had just started to show some human warmth after leaving the blood swamp, and now he was back to his gloomy self.

As pale snow swirled in the night, the six of them stealthily made their way to Guangtian Gate. However, with thousands of buildings arranged in countless rows, even Song Yuzhi, familiar with the layout, didn’t know where the Siqimen people might be. The night acted as a giant invisibility cloak, covering everything.

“Why don’t we come back during the day?” Fan Xingjia suggested. “They’ll have to eat sometime, and we can ask around for Siqimen people. At this hour, even the cats and dogs are asleep. We can’t search every building, can we?”

“Fifth Senior Brother, catch your breath first. Weren’t you the one who led the escape last time, exhausted? Questioning Siqimen’s leader in broad daylight might alert others, leading to another mad dash,” Cai Zhao disagreed.

Fan Xingjia’s lips moved slightly, thinking that with her “relationship” with Mu Qingyan, those three wouldn’t stand idly by if they needed to escape, but he couldn’t say it aloud.

Since they were in the dark, the six of them randomly subdued a few Guangtian Gate disciples on night patrol to question them. Although they still didn’t know where Yang Heying was staying, they learned of another major event: Qi Yunke had just arrived today with Zhou Zhichen and Master Fakong. A Li-surnamed elder from the Qingque Sect had also arrived in the evening, and they had already negotiated with the Song family elders during the day.

Cai Zhao clutched her heart in relief. “Thank Buddha and the ancestors! Luckily we came at night. If we’d come during the day, we’d have run right into Master’s hands. Even Elder Li is here!” Her back began to ache again.

Fan Xingjia added, “Since Master and the others are here, we don’t need to sneak around anymore. We can just tell Master everything and let the elders handle it.”

Cai Zhao agreed. Mu Qingyan said they could do as they pleased, but he still intended to find Yang Heying. Fan and Cai were delighted, but to their surprise, Song Yuzhi insisted on accompanying him for the night visit.

“We have no solid evidence, only verbal deductions. How can we make Yang Heying confess in front of Master and the others? If it’s just Sect Leader Mu and his group, he might reveal the truth under pressure.”

Fan Xingjia nodded, acknowledging the logic, and fell silent. Mu Qingyan smiled pointedly, “Indeed, ‘without solid evidence, relying only on verbal deductions’ makes it difficult to convince others.”

Song Yuzhi remembered his numerous arguments with Cai Zhao about Mu Qingyan’s “baseless accusations of Northern Chen’s internal collusion with the Demonic Sect.” Now, he found himself in a similar situation, his expression darkening.

“Alright, let’s hurry and find where that old turtle Yang is,” Cai Zhao grumbled, silently cursing Mu Qingyan’s constant sarcasm. “Third Senior Brother, where do you think Yang Heying is staying?”

Song Yuzhi speculated that since Yang Heying’s schemes had been successful, he’d likely be staying near the central main building on Guangtian Gate’s highest level to flaunt his victory. Mu Qingyan scoffed, critiquing the relationship between Yang Heying and Song Xiuzhi. “He ruthlessly targeted his father and brothers. Why would Yang trust him? The main building is surrounded by key positions. If conflict erupts, Siqimen would be trapped.”

Mu Qingyan suggested that Siqimen’s group would be staying some distance from Guangtian Gate’s main buildings, near an exit route, with an independent kitchen and water sources to ensure food safety and easy escape. Song Yuzhi, feeling indirectly criticized again, reluctantly considered this and eventually thought of a location.

The five followed Song Yuzhi around half a mountain hollow before spotting a cluster of buildings in the mountain’s shadow, featuring pavilions and towers in a Jiangnan style. Fan Xingjia, rarely seeing his hometown’s architecture, praised it, “Your family’s elders have refined tastes, Senior Brother.”

Cai Zhao thought it was likely a place where some Guangtian Gate leader kept a mistress, given the separate kitchen and water source. Mu Qingyan sardonically commented, “This must be where some Song family leader’s favored concubine lived. The main wife was probably a fierce one, leading to quite a spectacular struggle. Who knows who came out on top?”

Cai Zhao stifled a laugh while Song Yuzhi continued leading them forward, stone-faced.

Entering the compound, they indeed saw Siqimen disciples patrolling in the darkness. Song Yuzhi and Fan Xingjia marveled at Mu Qingyan’s astute deduction. Concealed by howling wind and snow, the six approached the main building where one room was especially bright and voices could be heard. They silently incapacitated the guards around the house.

After Cai Zhao angrily stopped Shangguan Haonan and You Guanyue from killing the guards, they resorted to knocking them unconscious. Clearing the area outside, they entered the dark space between the latticed windows. Shangguan Haonan cut the window latch with his palm wind, and You Guanyue propped it open with a twig.

Through the gap, they saw Yang Heying berating a frail, sallow young girl. “You disobedient girl, defying your father’s orders! Who taught you this? And you, what kind of mother raises such a rebellious child?!” Yang Heying harshly pointed at a middle-aged woman crouching beside the girl.

“No, no, I would never let Xiao Lan disobey you. Please don’t be angry, husband. I’ll talk to her!” Madam Zhuo shrank back, seemingly terrified of Yang Heying.

Yang Xiao Lan straightened her neck, her face tear-stained. “Father, you want me to marry Song Xiuzhi, and I dare not disobey. But I cannot comply with your other sinister requests!”

A loud slap echoed as Yang Heying struck her without mercy, splitting her lip. He raged, “You insolent girl! Have you grown too bold?!”

Madam Sha, sitting in a nearby chair, smiled coyly. “Oh my, thinking she’s about to become the Guangtian Gate Sect Leader’s wife and no longer respecting her father?”

Sha Zuguang drawled, “They say a married daughter is like spilled water, but in this case, the water hasn’t even been spilled, and she’s already not on her father’s side.”

“Father beat her to death!” Yang Tiansi clapped gleefully.

Madam Zhuo hugged her daughter, crying, “Lan’er, just listen to your father. He’s your father, he won’t harm you!”

Though terrified, Yang Xiao Lan still argued tremblingly, “Whether Song Xiuzhi is good or bad, he’s the son-in-law father chose. If father dislikes him, I won’t marry him. But I refuse to poison Song Xiuzhi in our marital chamber. I won’t do such a despicable thing!”

Yang Heying stomped his feet repeatedly. “How many times must I say it? It’s not poison, it’s just for control! Lately, Song Xiuzhi has been outwardly respectful but inwardly defiant. He’s not simple to deal with. But if he takes our sect’s unique Soul-Tethering Powder, with the antidote in my hands, he’ll have to obey!”

Fan Xingjia recalled Lei Xiuming mentioning that while the Soul-Tethering Powder was potent, it was troublesome to administer, requiring continuous doses over several days. It was easily detected and needed someone extremely close to the target to administer it.

Yang Xiao Lan lamented, “If Father knows Song Xiuzhi isn’t simple to deal with, why send me to poison him? If I fail, how could I survive?”

Yang Heying looked uncomfortable. “With me around, he wouldn’t dare harm you.”

Madam Sha cooed, “Oh, my dear young miss, not only do you have your father’s protection, but even if you were exposed, what’s a little hardship for your father’s sake?”

Outside, the observers shook their heads. Whether Yang Xiao Lan succeeded or failed in poisoning her future husband, her reputation would be ruined for life. They say even tigers don’t eat their young, but humans sometimes do.

Inside, Yang Heying continued pressuring his daughter while the weak Madam Zhuo wept. The Sha siblings occasionally fanned the flames, but Yang Xiao Lan remained resolute.

Impatient, Mu Qingyan crashed through the window, followed by Shangguan Haonan and You Guanyue. They rushed in like a gust of wind, startling the room’s occupants.

Seeing a black figure lunging at him, Yang Heying, unable to identify the attacker, formed a sword seal for the third move of Siqimen’s ultimate technique, “Nine Stars Divine Sword” – “Tai Yin Eclipsing the Sun.” However, his opponent moved like a ghost, striking his left shoulder, right arm, and chest before he could react. The blows nearly broke his bones and tendons, a powerful force surging through his meridians, leaving him numb.

The third strike knocked him into a large armchair. As he struggled to rise, he felt a sharp pain in his neck and went limp, his vital point firmly in the attacker’s grasp.

“Brother-in-law!” “Don’t hurt my father!” Sha Zuguang and Yang Xiao Lan rushed to Yang Heying’s aid.

You Guanyue laughed as he effortlessly knocked Sha Zuguang into a wall, then warned the terrified Madam Sha to keep Yang Tiansi quiet, lest mother and son both end up in the underworld.

Shangguan Haonan and Yang Xiao Lan exchanged several moves before clashing palms. Yang Xiao Lan flew back like a dandelion seed, while Shangguan Haonan stepped back twice.

Outside, Cai Zhao was secretly alarmed. She knew Shangguan Haonan’s strength – despite his rough appearance, his martial arts were formidable, ranking him among the top young talents in the Demonic Sect. Yet Yang Xiao Lan, who looked like a meek, bullied young wife, had surprisingly profound skills.

Yang Heying, enduring the pain in his throat, looked up to see Mu Qingyan. The hand on his neck pulsed with threatening energy. “You… what are you doing here? I wasn’t the mastermind behind last year’s trap. You… you can’t act recklessly!” He thought Mu Qingyan had come for revenge but feared calling for help would result in his meridians being shattered.

Seeming to guess his thoughts, Mu Qingyan smiled slightly. “Rest assured, Sect Leader Yang. Last year’s capture was due to my inferior skills, nothing to argue about. I’m not here for revenge, just to ask you about a small matter. Answer honestly, and I won’t harm you.”

Yang Xiao Lan, who was about to attempt to rescue her father, paused at these words.

Yielding to the Demonic Sect was taboo for Northern Chen disciples, but Yang Heying, seeing only family members present, thought the embarrassment wouldn’t spread. He softened his tone, “What do you want to know?”

Mu Qingyan asked, “Where did you get the Bone-Eroding Sky Rain?”

Yang Heying was startled. “It… it was obtained when we captured one of your sect’s branches after Nie Hengcheng’s death… Aah!” Mu Qingyan’s fingers tightened, causing intense pain in his throat.

“If a powerful weapon like the Bone-Eroding Sky Rain had been distributed to branch sects twenty years ago, why is it barely known in the jianghu? Tell the truth. While Nie Hengcheng was alive, it never left Youming Huangdao,” Mu Qingyan said slowly. “Think carefully before answering, Sect Leader Yang, to avoid damaging our cordial relationship.”

Yang Heying stammered, his eyes darting around. “This Bone-Eroding Sky Rain is…”

Before he could fabricate a story, Mu Qingyan turned to You Guanyue. “If Sect Leader Yang won’t answer truthfully, kill his beloved Madam Sha first. If he lies again, twist off his precious son’s head.”

“As you command!” You Guanyue stepped forward with a sinister grin.

Madam Sha, clutching her son and trembling, pleaded tearfully, “Sect Leader, husband, just tell them. There are no outsiders here. Tiansi is your only flesh and blood; he can’t come to harm…”

Outside the window, Fan Xingjia puzzled, “Only flesh and blood? Isn’t Miss Yang his daughter?”

Cai Zhao replied coolly, “That’s right. For some, only sons count as flesh and blood. But from what my mother saw traveling with Cai Pingshu, parents like this often raise useless sons.”

Yang Heying, seeing only family members besides Mu Qingyan’s group, gritted his teeth. “Fine, I’ll talk. The Bone-Eroding Sky Rain wasn’t seized from your branch. I don’t know its origin. Months ago, a black-clad man broke into my room at night. He claimed to have a grudge against the Demonic Sect and wanted to gift me some Bone-Eroding Sky Rain he’d found. He named a location and vanished.”

“I was skeptical, fearing a trap but hoping it was true. I’d long heard of its infamous power, though rarely seen. It reportedly left no survivors intact; only those who immediately sacrificed limbs escaped. With such an opportunity, how could I resist?”

“Days later, I sent men to the location and unearthed five jars of Bone-Eroding Sky Rain. I tested it within our sect—truly the world’s deadliest poison!”

Yang Heying’s eyes gleamed with greedy pride like a gambler holding a winning hand.

Mu Qingyan frowned. “Do you know who the black-clad man was?”

Yang Heying replied, “Heh, I wish I knew! He appeared only once, vanishing without a trace. That night, I was too wary to notice his martial arts style.”

Cai Zhao silently sighed, realizing Mu Qingyan’s prediction was right—they couldn’t get answers.

Inside, You Guanyue and Shangguan Haonan questioned Yang Heying’s honesty, urging him to swear an oath. Yang Heying, trembling with anger, shouted that a man could be killed but not insulted.

Madam Zhuo tearfully begged Mu Qingyan, “Since my husband has answered, please let him go…”

As Song Yuzhi grew impatient, wanting to burst in and ask about his family matters, Mu Qingyan suddenly inquired, “Very well, let’s set aside the Bone-Eroding Sky Rain for now—where did you learn to create corpse puppets, Sect Leader Yang?”

The three outside the window held their breath.

Yang Heying’s face changed dramatically, his eyes flashing dangerously. “Mu, what nonsense are you spouting?! Don’t pin Song Maozhi’s misdeeds on me!”

Mu Qingyan smiled. “Don’t I know whether Song Maozhi created corpse puppets? Let’s be frank, Sect Leader Yang. Just tell the truth.”

You Guanyue cooperatively stepped towards Yang Tiansi and his mother, prompting terrified cries for help.

Yang Heying thought to himself that he could admit to other things, but creating corpse puppets was an accusation he absolutely couldn’t accept. “Creating corpse puppets is your Demonic Sect’s specialty. How would I know about it? Go ask Song Maozhi!”

Mu Qingyan raised an eyebrow. “You know what? When you and Song Xiuzhi staged your act, you made a mistake. I had already killed everyone under Nie Zhe who knew how to create corpse puppets, and Nie Hengcheng himself despised them. So, Song Maozhi couldn’t possibly have learned how to make them from Nie’s followers.”

Yang Heying trembled inwardly but stubbornly insisted, “What are you talking about? I have no idea.”

Mu Qingyan paced slowly. “If I’m not mistaken, when Lü Fengchun was cornered by me earlier, he instructed his subordinates to find a hidden place to create a large number of corpse puppets to counter my siege. By chance, you stumbled upon this and took everything—people, equipment, and all—back to Siqimen. Am I right, Sect Leader Yang?”

Feeling guilty and terrified, Yang Heying lashed out in angry embarrassment, “The Demonic Sect framing the Six Sects of Northern Chen is nothing new. I know nothing of any Lü or Nie!”

“…Father, is this about that incident six months ago?” A timid girl’s voice suddenly spoke up.

Yang Xiao Lan, pale-faced, continued, “Six months ago, late one night, Father suddenly brought back some injured strangers and cleared out a remote courtyard in the back mountain to imprison them. For the next two months, villagers in the surrounding countryside kept disappearing. Rumors spread that fox spirits were eating people, causing panic. When the villagers came to Father for help, he promised to investigate. The next day, that courtyard in the back mountain caught fire, burning everyone inside to ashes.”

Outside, Fan Xingjia was confused. “Weren’t the corpse puppets discovered at Seven Bathing Mountain? Why were they at Siqimen too?”

Cai Zhao quietly explained, “After capturing Lü Fengchun’s men, Yang first imprisoned them at Siqimen, experimenting on nearby villagers. Later, sensing trouble, he moved the corpse puppet operation to Seven Bathing Mountain.”

Fan Xingjia suddenly understood while Song Yuzhi clenched his fists, his eyes blazing.

Exposed by his daughter, Yang Heying grabbed a heavy armchair and hurled it at her, cursing, “You wretched girl, talking nonsense! I’ll kill you!”

Madam Zhuo frantically pulled at her daughter, “Lan’er, don’t speak nonsense. You’ll make people misunderstand your father…”

“Mother, don’t you understand?” Yang Xiao Lan gripped her mother’s shoulders, tears in her eyes. “If father created the corpse puppets, then who killed grandfather, uncle, aunt, and my cousins?”

Madam Zhuo swayed, forcing a smile as she tried to convince her daughter, “Child, what are you imagining? How could your father do such things? Not! Don’t believe others’ nonsense and misunderstand your father!”

“You little slut!” Yang Heying raged, lunging to grab his daughter.

Mu Qingyan swiftly intercepted him, smiling, “Calm down, Sect Leader Yang.”

Yang Heying roared, drawing his sword. He unleashed a flurry of attacks from the Nine Stars Divine Sword technique—”Solar Benevolence,” “Lunar Heavenly Dance,” “Eclipse Phenomenon”—in rapid succession, like a sudden storm.

After nimbly dodging several strikes with his cloud-soaring technique, Mu Qingyan spotted an opening. He kicked Yang Heying’s knee, then grabbed and snapped the sword in two, pressing the broken blade against Yang Heying’s throat.

Madams Zhuo and Sha cried out simultaneously, begging Mu Qingyan for mercy.

Yang Heying fell to one knee, feeling the sharp edge slightly move against his neck, his face ashen with fear.

“Sect Leader Yang, you know our sect’s methods. Since I’ve come to question you, we already know what we need to know. Why deny it?” Mu Qingyan said slowly.

Yang Heying clenched his jaw, speaking through gritted teeth, “…If you’ve already investigated everything, why bother asking me?” His tone implied admission.

Madam Zhuo nearly fainted. Yang Xiao Lan accused tearfully, “Father, did you kill grandfather’s family?! How could you do such a heartless thing…”

At this point, Song Yuzhi could no longer contain himself. He leaped through the window, followed reluctantly by Cai Zhao dragging Fan Xingjia.

Their appearance startled the Siqimen group, especially Yang Heying, who realized they had witnessed his shameful behavior and tacit admission. A murderous intent flashed in his eyes.

Mu Qingyan smiled, withdrawing the broken blade from Yang Heying’s throat and stepping back, hands behind his back.

“Yang Heying, you shameless, deranged old beast!” Song Yuzhi stepped forward, his voice deep with anger. “Our Song family had no quarrel with you, yet you framed my elder brother and ultimately caused his death. This grudge is irreconcilable!”

Yang Heying smiled coldly, “Your father, relying on Guangtian Gate’s wealth and power, never took Siqimen seriously and repeatedly humiliated me. I’ve swallowed my anger for half a lifetime. Finally, I had the chance to watch his children fight and his family fall apart. Hahaha…”

Song Yuzhi’s heart sank. “How much was Song Xiuzhi involved in all this?”

“What do you think?” Yang Heying’s eyes glinted with malicious triumph. “That elder brother of yours is truly inscrutable. Even I misjudged him…”

As Song Yuzhi was about to inquire further, a familiar voice drifted in from outside the window—

“If Third Brother wants to know the details, just ask me. Why trouble Uncle Yang?”
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As the sound of footsteps approached, everyone turned to see Song Yuzhi enter, wearing coarse white linen mourning clothes. Upon seeing his attire, Song Yuzhi exclaimed with a trembling voice, “You… Father… Is Father…?”

Song Xiuzhi smiled reassuringly. “Don’t worry, Third Brother. According to our scouts, Father has been taken to Luoying Valley by Master Cai. Lady Ning, known for her medical expertise, will surely tend to Father’s wounds. As for my attire… alas, it’s for our great-uncle. He succumbed to his injuries yesterday.”

Mu Qingyan scoffed softly. Cai Zhao rolled her eyes, thinking, “Of course, he predicted this too.” Aloud, she said, “So it’s for a distant relative? Seeing you in full mourning, I thought your father had died. When there’s something to gain, even distant relations become important enough for such displays of filial piety.”

Song Xiuzhi’s expression flickered briefly before he smiled again. “As a nephew of the same clan, wearing full mourning is not inappropriate.”

As Cai Zhao was about to retort, a sudden gust of wind swept through the room. The thick windows on three sides burst open, allowing the cold night air and frost to rush in. More than a dozen figures leaped into the room, led by Qi Yunke, Zhou Zhizhen, and the white-bearded Master Fakong, followed by several Guangtian Gate elders. Outside, Guangtian Gate archers aimed their arrows at Mu Qingyan and his companions. Li Wenxun and Ding Zhuo were notably absent.

Cai Zhao’s eyes twitched nervously as she rushed to Qi Yunke’s side, smiling sweetly. “Master, Uncle Zhou, and Great Master, you’ve all arrived! That’s wonderful. You see, my Third Senior Brother, Fifth Senior Brother, and I just happened to encounter these members of the Demon Sect…”

Qi Yunke, angered by the mere sight of Mu Qingyan, feared his young disciple might have become entangled with the demon leader again. He spoke sternly, “If you were already here, why didn’t you find us instead of coming to this place in the dead of night?”

Song Yuzhi intervened, “I wanted to hear Sect Leader Mu interrogate Yang He’ying. It has nothing to do with Junior Sister. Master, if you must blame someone, blame me.”

Given the recent tragedy that had befallen the Song family, Qi Yunke hesitated to reprimand his beloved disciple. Instead, he maintained a stern expression and merely grunted coldly.

Cai Zhao quickly added, “Yes, yes! We were shocked to learn that it wasn’t Song Maozhi who killed the Huang family heroes and created corpse puppets at Qimu Mountain, but Yang He’ying! He just confessed, and we all heard it!”

“Nonsense!” Yang He’ying hastily retracted his confession. “That demon leader and his family were threatening me. I was merely playing along!”

Cai Zhao shot back, “You’re the one talking nonsense, going back on your word!” She turned to her master. “It’s true, Master. It wasn’t an act. Yang He’ying confessed when he thought no outsiders were present!”

Song Yuzhi supported her claim, “Junior Sister speaks the truth. Yang Heying’s actions are despicable. My brother Fanyi and I both heard it! Moreover, Song Xiuzhi was also involved in the plot to frame his elder brother and harm their father!”

Song Xiuzhi frowned. “We should deal with external threats before addressing internal matters. Elders, we mustn’t let the Demon Sect witness our discord.”

The Song family’s second grand-uncle agreed, “Xiuzhi is right. Surely we’re not going to fight among ourselves in front of the Demon Sect?”

His words garnered widespread support. Seeing the Northern Chen faction’s strength in numbers, Sha Zuguang finally “awoke” and shouted, “That Cai girl has been cozying up to the demon leader. She must have colluded with the Demon Sect to trick my brother-in-law into confessing!”

Madam Sha chimed in, “Exactly! This little harlot once betrayed her parents and master to save that demon leader, injuring several elders. They’ve probably been in cahoots for a long time. The shameless girl is just putting on an act!”

The insinuation of impropriety caused the disciples of Siqimen and Guangtian Gate to burst into laughter, casting lewd glances at Cai Zhao and making crude remarks. Cai Zhao’s face flushed red with anger, her youth making it difficult to ignore the gossip completely.

Mu Qingyan, who had been watching the Northern Chen faction’s internal strife with amusement, now darkened his gaze. His long sleeve swept towards the Sha siblings. In a flash, Yang He’ying, who was closest, cried out and lunged forward, only to be struck in the chest by Mu Qingyan’s phantom palm, causing him to spit blood.

Madam Sha was caught in the sleeve’s wind and felt as if she’d been slashed by swords. She crashed into the wall and fell to the ground, her bones shattered. She spat out several bloodied teeth. As she was about to cry out, she felt a searing pain on her face. Touching it, she let out a piercing scream, “My face! My face!” A piece of flesh had been torn from her left cheek, leaving it a bloody mess.

Before Madam Sha’s screams subsided, Sha Zuguang began bellowing like a mad bull. He fell face-first to the ground, pinned down by Mu Qingyan’s foot on his back, unable to move. While Qi Yunke and the others were distracted by Madam Sha’s plight, Mu Qingyan swiftly grabbed Sha Zuguang’s right arm and yanked it off, skin and bone intact!

“Aaaaargh!” Sha Zuguang howled in agony.

As Qi Yunke and the others were about to rush forward, You Guanyue raised Yang Tianchi high in the air. Shangguan Haonan shouted, “Come any closer if you dare! Let’s see if I can kill this brat with one throw!”

Faced with such brutal tactics, who would dare doubt them? Everyone halted in their tracks.

Mu Qingyan casually tossed aside Sha Zuguang’s severed arm, leaving a bloody streak on the white wall. “I don’t want to hear those two siblings speak like that again. Not now, not ever. Anyone who doubts me is welcome to try.”

His tone and expression remained calm, his handsome features as flawless as fine jade. Normally, such an appearance would inspire goodwill, but amidst the blood and echoing screams, the onlookers saw Mu Qingyan as no better than a man-eating demon. No one dared to “try” him, and the room fell so silent you could hear a pin drop.

Qi Yunke and Zhou Zhizhen looked deeply troubled. While they didn’t want Cai Zhao to be the subject of gossip, it was the demon leader who had swiftly silenced the rumors.

The Sha siblings’ screams gradually weakened, likely due to shock and blood loss. Yet with the demon leader standing before them, no one dared approach to help the injured pair.

Master Fakong sighed and stepped forward. “Amitabha. Even in Buddhism, we speak of the karma created by words. The Sha siblings have spoken inappropriately, and Sect Leader Mu has already punished them. Please allow us to tend to their wounds and stop the bleeding.”

After a moment’s consideration, Mu Qingyan tilted his head slightly. Understanding the gesture, Shangguan Haonan kicked the Sha siblings high into the air. Yang He’ying quickly caught his beloved concubine, while another Siqimen disciple caught Sha Zuguang.

Master Fakong chanted another Buddhist mantra before continuing, “If Sect Leader Mu has achieved his purpose, perhaps he could take his leave and allow the Six Sects of Northern Chen to handle their internal affairs. What do you think?”

Mu Qingyan’s gaze remained cold and deep as he stared at the old monk. Master Fakong glanced toward Cai Zhao and sighed, “Your sect and the Six Sects of Northern Chen have been at odds for two hundred years. The grudges and entanglements are beyond measure. Whatever Sect Leader Mu says or does today is meaningless. Sect Leader Mu, you should leave while you can.”

Yang He’ying, seeing his beloved concubine’s face a bloody mess, angrily exclaimed, “The leaders of three Northern Chen sects are present today. If we let this demon leave so easily, won’t we be the laughingstock of the world?!”

You Guanyue immediately raised Yang Tianchi higher. “Sect Leader Yang, look carefully at what I’m holding before you speak.”

“Release my son at once!” Yang He’ying roared.

“Oh, I’m so scared,” You Guanyue mocked.

Song Xiuzhi called out, “Men, draw your bows and arrows! Let’s capture this demon in one fell swoop!”

Mu Qingyan took a step forward and said calmly, “Very well. Who wants to go first?” His icy gaze swept across the crowd, sending chills down everyone’s spines. They looked at each other hesitantly, no one daring to step forward. The young and handsome Demon Sect leader exuded an aura of terrifying power and ruthlessness that silenced them all.

Qi Yunke and Zhou Zhizhen exchanged glances. Zhou Zhizhen whispered, “Let’s deal with Guangtian Gate’s matters first. Let the demon go.”

They both knew that forcibly capturing Mu Qingyan would inevitably harm many innocents.

Qi Yunke nodded and then raised his voice, “Master Fakong is right. Northern Chen has internal matters to attend to. We ask Sect Leader Mu to do us the courtesy of leaving.”

Mu Qingyan lowered his long lashes, casting a slender shadow on the ground. The girl kept her head down, silent. Though only a dozen steps separated them, it felt like an insurmountable distance.

“Very well. Our paths diverge here. Farewell,” Mu Qingyan said, raising his head without looking at anyone. In a gust of wind, he soared away as if riding on clouds.

You Guanyue tossed the child into an open space and leaped away with Shangguan Haonan, their laughter echoing as they vanished into the snowy night sky.

Qi Yunke took a deep breath and said sternly, “Yang He’ying, now that the outsiders are gone, what do you have to say about the deaths of the Huang family heroes?”

“What is there to say? I’ve already told you that I was just pretending to fool that demon!” Yang He’ying replied aggressively.

Madam Zhuo tearfully pleaded, “Sect Leader Qi, you must believe my husband! You all saw how vicious and domineering that demon was. My husband had no choice but to play along for the sake of our family. Lanr, say something! Isn’t that right?”

Yang Xiaolan, however, was too stunned to utter a word.

Zhou Zhizhen hesitated before saying, “Perhaps Sect Leader Yang truly had no choice but to comply under duress.”

Unable to contain his frustration any longer, Song Yuzhi exclaimed, “Is Sect Leader Yang trying to pin all the blame on my brother?!”

Yang He’ying snorted coldly. “You should ask Song Xiuzhi about that. He clearly stated that it was Song Maozhi who created the corpse puppets and silenced witnesses!”

Song Xiuzhi calmly replied, “I never said it was Maozhi’s doing.”

Shocked, Yang He’ying stammered, “You… you clearly said…”

Song Xiuzhi smiled slightly. “It’s true that the two Demon Sect members Maozhi captured claimed to be Nie Zhe’s subordinates and offered to help him create corpse puppets. As for whether they were genuine or sent by someone else, I couldn’t say.”

He continued, “Maozhi mentioned finding a secluded, densely forested area and withdrew a substantial amount of money, claiming he wanted to cultivate his trusted circle. Whether that forest was Qimu Mountain, I don’t know.”

“Moreover, that night when Maozhi returned covered in blood, he said all the helpers he had painstakingly recruited were killed by a group of mysterious men in black—what if he was telling the truth?”

The crowd listened in stunned silence. A strange smile played on Song Xiuzhi’s delicate features as he added, “I’m only repeating what I saw and heard. I wouldn’t dare make baseless assumptions. Uncle Yang, it was you who concluded Maozhi was the culprit based on this information, not me.”

Yang He’ying exploded with rage. “You cunning bastard, Song Xiuzhi! You’ve managed to extricate yourself completely. If you hadn’t been so eager to become the sect leader, why would I have gone to such lengths?!”

Song Xiuzhi replied coolly, “As a member of the Song family’s main branch, I’m qualified to become sect leader as long as I’m filial to the elders and can bring glory to our sect. Why would I need Uncle Yang to go to such ‘lengths’ on my behalf?”

Even Yang He’ying found himself unable to refute this logic. He sputtered incoherently, his face turning purple with anger. The onlookers thought to themselves that it was Yang He’ying who wanted his son-in-law to succeed, which explained his meddling. Otherwise, why would he be so altruistic?

Zhou Zhizhen pondered aloud, “So, it remains unclear whether Maozhi was truly responsible for the murders of the Huang family heroes.”

“But my brother is dead, and my father is gravely injured!” Song Yuzhi cried out, filled with grief and indignation.

Song Xiuzhi sighed softly. “I never anticipated that Young Master Sha would perish alongside Maozhi. Alas, perhaps he was overcome with grief, thinking of his maternal grandfather’s family’s tragic end and his mother’s death from excessive worry. He might have felt compelled to trade his life for theirs.”

Yang Xiaolan’s eyes widened in disbelief. She murmured, “What Young Master Sha? My aunt, Lady Huang, never had a son. And she passed away ten years ago. What’s all this about trading lives and being overcome with grief?”

Cai Zhao gasped, suddenly realizing why she had felt uneasy when Mu Qingyan mentioned Lady Huang’s death years ago. She exclaimed, “That’s right! That night, the man called Sha Tian kept talking about his mother’s recent death due to her family’s tragic fate—so it was all a lie?!”

The Guangtian Gate disciples immediately began to murmur among themselves. Many had heard Sha Tian’s impassioned accusations that night, and now they cast suspicious glances at the nearby Siqimen disciples.

Fan Xingjia asked, puzzled, “So who exactly was this Sha Tian?”

“Sha Tian was a trained assassin,” Song Yuzhi replied, closing his eyes as he recalled that fateful night. In the face of death, Song Maozhi had unleashed all his power, his hands like knives, plunging deep into Sha Tian’s abdomen, nearly ripping out and shattering his internal organs. Yet the burly youth had endured the excruciating pain, clinging desperately to Song Maozhi.

“I should have realized sooner!” Song Yuzhi lamented bitterly. “That man’s martial arts were mediocre, his footwork clumsy, yet his arms possessed incredible strength, and he could withstand inhuman pain. How could anyone achieve such a feat without specialized training? I should have seen it!”

His eyes blazed with fury as he glared at Yang He’ying. “You sent an assassin to kill my brother!”

Trapped in his web of lies, Yang He’ying could only bluster, “Song Maozhi murdered the Huang family heroes. I sought vengeance for the Huang family. What of it?!”

Qi Yunke frowned. “We have yet to determine if Song Maozhi was truly the culprit. How could you arbitrarily kill a disciple from a brother sect?!”

Overwhelmed with grief, Song Yuzhi exclaimed, “He wanted to conceal his guilt, so he pinned everything on my brother!” No longer doubting Mu Qingyan’s words from the previous night, he shouted, “The Huang family heroes had withdrawn from the martial world and ceased contact with everyone. How could my brother have known their whereabouts?! Only you, you old scoundrel, could have known because…”

“Because Grandfather missed my mother and me,” Yang Xiaolan interjected, her voice hollow and her face streaked with tears. “He worried about our well-being and often sent us things… That’s how Father knew about Qimu Mountain!”

“You insolent wench! How dare you spout such nonsense!” Yang He’ying raised his sword to strike his daughter, but Yang Xiaolan nimbly dodged the attack.

Madam Zhuo rushed forward, clutching Yang He’ying’s sword arm and pleading with him not to lose his temper. Enraged, Yang He’ying violently shook her off, causing her to slam headfirst into the brick wall, drawing blood.

“Mother!” Yang Xiaolan cried out in anguish, rushing to embrace her mother.

As Yang He’ying prepared to strike again, the onlookers could no longer stand idly by. Zhou Zhizhen shouted “Stop!” while Qi Yunke’s palms slowly pushed forward, generating a gust of wind from his sleeves. The powerful, harmonious force knocked the sword from Yang He’ying’s hand.

“What do you think you’re doing?!” Yang He’ying roared. “Even if I knew the Huang family was living in seclusion on Qimu Mountain, why would I choose to create corpse puppets there?”

Qi Yunke retorted, “Stop playing dumb, Yang He’ying! We’ve all witnessed the process of creating corpse puppets before. It’s not only noisy but requires water sources, firewood, and a constant supply of living people. How do you think Wu Yuanying and the others discovered someone was creating corpse puppets on Dinglu Mountain?” It was this discovery that prompted Wu Yuanying to lead a group of heroes up the mountain to eliminate the threat, only to find it was Elder Yaoguang.

Zhou Zhizhen added, “Moreover, the living people used to create corpse puppets are preferably those with martial arts skills. Ordinary civilians without any foundation would produce puppets of little power. Qimu Mountain was the perfect location—unknown to others, with water and forests, and a group of retired martial artists living there. Though physically disabled, they still retained their skills. The villagers below could be easily controlled, and if word got out, the entire village could be silenced!”

Yang He’ying laughed coldly. “Fine, fine. You’ve all decided to pin this great crime on me tonight. What now, Sect Leader Qi? Are you going to kill my entire family? Without evidence, relying solely on baseless accusations, I refuse to admit guilt!”

Qi Yunke’s face was as cold as frost. “Every family has its rules, every sect its laws. If anyone in the Six Sects of Northern Chen commits such a heinous crime, I will show no mercy! Yang He’ying, you may leave tonight, but I will personally investigate Qimu Mountain afterward. The net of heaven has large meshes, but it lets nothing through. Creating corpse puppets is no small operation; I doubt you could erase all traces. When the time comes, I will gather the heroes of the world to hold you accountable!”

Yang He’ying let out a cold laugh. “Fine, we’re leaving!” He picked up his wailing son, Yang Tianchi, and ordered his disciples to carry the gravely injured Sha siblings. The large group departed without hesitation.

Yang Xiaolan watched her father’s retreating figure, left alone cradling her unconscious mother. Song Xiuzhi sighed softly and took out a pair of lustrous jade ruyi rings from his robes, holding them out with both hands. “My apologies, Miss Yang. Your father has framed and killed my second brother Maozhi. With such a great grudge between us, I’m afraid we cannot proceed with our marriage. This betrothal gift…”

Yang Xiaolan turned back, her gaze empty, as if she hadn’t even seen Song Xiuzhi. As he was about to speak again, a sudden gust of wind swept by. The jade rings vanished from his hands, replaced by a white jade pendant—the token Song Shijun had originally given to Yang He’ying to seal the engagement.

Without a word, Yang Xiaolan bent down to carry her mother on her back, heading in a different direction from Yang He’ying. As she left, she seemed to stomp her foot slightly. As her figure faded into the distance, the night breeze swept across the ground, stirring up a flash of green. The onlookers, puzzled, realized that Yang Xiaolan had crushed the jade rings to powder beneath her foot.

Cai Zhao inwardly cheered, feeling that Yang Xiaolan was worth befriending.

“Alas, while Sect Leader Yang’s conduct was improper, Miss Yang proved to be a woman of integrity,” Song Xiuzhi sighed wistfully.

His feigned look of regret infuriated Cai Zhao. Song Yuzhi stepped forward angrily, “Yang He’ying may be despicable, but what about you? It was your public accusation against our elder brother that allowed Yang He’ying to kill him!”

Song Xiuzhi’s face was filled with sorrow. “At the time, I was gravely injured and believed Maozhi had sent people to attack me. Filled with grief and anger, I revealed the truth to everyone. Had I known it would come to this, I would have kept everything hidden and not uttered a single word.”

His words were cleverly crafted, repeatedly stating that he shouldn’t have revealed the truth while subtly implying that Song Maozhi had indeed acted improperly. Many Guangtian Gate disciples began clamoring that Song Xiuzhi had only told the truth and, apart from being a bit loose-lipped, had done nothing wrong. Song Yuzhi found himself momentarily unable to refute this.

Cai Zhao stood beside Song Yuzhi and loudly declared, “The Song family’s main branch has suffered numerous casualties in a single day—the current sect leader gravely injured, the future sect leader tragically killed, the Hall of Saints’ Elder Pang dead, and the great-uncle who was next in line for leadership succumbing to his injuries. Even the Yang family of Siqimen has been dragged into this quagmire. Young Master Xiuzhi, are you suggesting that you alone remain clean and completely innocent?”

Song Xiuzhi frowned slightly. “I merely recounted what I saw and heard, without adding or omitting anything. I never intended for my second brother Maozhi to be misunderstood, and I certainly had no intention of framing him.”

Cai Zhao sneered, “You think denying it makes it untrue? Fine. Tomorrow, I’ll gather a couple hundred storytellers to spread the tale of what’s happened at Guangtian Gate far and wide. Let heroes and commoners alike witness the true nature of the supposedly pure and untainted Young Master Song Xiuzhi!”

Song Xiuzhi’s expression finally changed. He turned to Qi Yunke, “Master Qi, it’s clear that Yang Zhangling maliciously framed my younger brother. Now, with Miss Cai’s aggressive accusations, isn’t she trying to pin the crime of fratricide and conspiracy on me? Do you, as the leader of the Six Sects, intend to judge me?”

Cai Zhao blocked his path. “Stop playing the victim! Why would Yang He’ying frame Song Maozhi for no reason? Could a Yang become the master of the Guangtian Gate? It’s all for you, the prized son-in-law! Let’s cut to the chase…” She suddenly raised her voice, “I refuse to let Song Xiuzhi become the master of Guangtian Gate!”

Song Xiuzhi’s supporters erupted in anger, stepping forward to shout, “Who are you to have a say in this?”

Cai Zhao retorted, hands on hips, “I may be nobody, but I still refuse!”

Fan Xingjia, hiding in the back, almost laughed at the tense situation.

“Zhaozao, don’t spread baseless rumors,” Zhou Zhizhen chided gently, suppressing a smile. “We judge actions, not intentions. Surely, the elders of Guangtian Gate understand the principle of avoiding even the appearance of impropriety.”

No matter how Song Xiuzhi defended himself, it was his testimony that led to Song Maozhi’s death and Song Shijun’s severe injury. If he were to succeed as the master now, it would raise suspicions. This veiled criticism hit the mark, angering Song Xiuzhi’s supporters.

The great-granduncle from the Fifth Branch stepped forward. “Master Qi, please consider. Though the Six Sects are closely allied, for two hundred years, we’ve managed our affairs. Unless there’s a grave transgression against heaven’s principles, each sect handles its matters. Other sects shouldn’t interfere needlessly, lest we risk disunity and allow the Devil Sect to exploit—as history has shown, you’re well aware of this.”

Qi Yunke’s expression turned solemn. “…Of course, I understand.”

The Northern Chen Six Sects had faced misfortune in recent years. First, two consecutive masters of Taichu Temple were exposed as villains and died tragically. The impending trial of Siqimen would surely cause great turmoil. Guangtian Gate couldn’t afford another mishap now.

Master Fakong, observing the chaos, stepped forward. “Forgive my presumption, but allow this old monk to offer some clarity. There are two matters we must address. First, according to the pigeon message from Luoying Valley, Master Song is severely injured and unconscious…”

“Correct,” the eldest son of the late grand-uncle interjected loudly. “In this state, even if the Master’s life isn’t in danger, he likely can’t continue leading Guangtian Gate.”

Master Fakong continued, “Thus, we must select an interim master. This is the second matter. Master Song now has only two sons left, Young Master Xiuzhi and Young Master Yuzi…”

The second son of the late grand-uncle interrupted, “By seniority and merit, Xiuzhi should be the interim master. As for Yuzi, he’s been with the Qingque Sect for over a decade and knows nothing of Guangtian Gate’s affairs. He’s unsuitable!”

Cai Zhao couldn’t hold back any longer. “I don’t think Song Xiuzhi is suitable either. You two would be most fitting. They say great misfortune is followed by great fortune. Since you two weren’t crippled by Chen Shu’s Five Poison Palm, surely you’re destined for greatness.”

The two sons of the grand-uncle blushed, aware that regardless of the Five Poison Palm incident, their talents and cultivation were unremarkable.

Zhou Zhizhen smiled, shaking his head as he pulled Cai Xiaozhao aside. He glanced sideways and said softly, “Yuzi, it’s time for you to make your own decision.”

Song Yuzi straightened his clothes and stood before everyone. He announced loudly, “Given the circumstances, let’s follow Guangtian Gate’s old traditions. I’m willing to compete with my elder brother to determine who will succeed as master.”

Cai Zhao called out softly from behind, “Hey, Third Senior Brother, you haven’t recovered from your injuries yet.”

Fan Xingjia leaned in, “It’s fine, Song Xiuzhi’s cultivation isn’t that high.”

Without turning back, Song Yuzi declared resolutely, “To prevent bloodshed within the Song family and chaos in Guangtian Gate, let my battle with my elder brother settle this once and for all.”

Qi Yunke sighed, “Yuzi, are you certain about this?”

Song Yuzi nodded. Surprisingly, Song Xiuzhi agreed and had someone bring forth a pair of swords. “Yuzi, these are your Qinghong and Baihong twin swords. They were left at the entrance of the Sacred Hall that night.”

Song Yuzi took the swords. “Thank you.” He strapped Qinghong to his back as usual, wielding only Baihong for the fight.

“Please,” Song Xiuzhi said, raising his long sword with the tip pointing skyward.

The brothers’ duel began, filling the arena with flashing sword lights. Zhou Zhizhen stepped back two paces, watching quietly. Song Yuzi truly lived up to his reputation as a prodigy. Despite his disadvantages, his techniques remained exquisite and his movements graceful, clearly surpassing Zhou Yuqi in every aspect.

People often speculated that Zhou Zhizhen arranged his son’s marriage to Cai Zhao to help him succeed as the sect leader. Even Zhou’s mother and wife believed this. Only Zhou knew it wasn’t his intention. Zhaozao was carefree, while Yuqi lacked ambition. Even if they married, Zhou hadn’t planned for them to lead Peiqiong Manor. He simply thought his gentle, caring son would cherish Zhaozao for life. Unfortunately, his son’s heart belonged to another, and Zhou wasn’t one to forcibly separate lovers. The Zhou-Cai marriage was called off.

Song Yuzi’s sword slashed diagonally, tearing Song Xiuzhi’s robe hem, nearly striking him before he dodged. Cai Zhao gasped, her eyes wide. Nearby, Qi Yunke pulled her back, mumbling, “Zhaozao, stand back. Don’t let the sword energy hit you.”

Zhou Zhizhen looked away. He and Qi Yunke both wanted the best for Zhaozao, but their views differed. Zhaozao had no lofty ambitions, so Qi wanted her to marry the most outstanding young hero, enjoying worldly riches and respect. Zhou, however, didn’t see the appeal in being the supreme martial arts master. He believed that as long as a couple was in love, spending a lifetime together was happiness enough.

Sometimes he wondered: if Mu Qingyan wasn’t the Devil Sect’s leader, things might be different. When Zhaozao looked at him, her eyes sparkled with emotion… just like 13-year-old Cai Pingshu’s gaze by Peiqiong Manor’s lake.

The swords clashed, ringing out. Song Yuzi, still recovering, weakened. Song Xiuzhi seized the opportunity to counterattack, his sword moved to become fierce and overwhelming.

Zhou frowned. He knew Qi Yunke wanted to match Zhaozao with Song Yuzi, but Zhou felt Song Yuzi had been too fortunate, becoming arrogant and unprepared for adversity. At least Zhou Yuqi knew his limitations, planning a quiet life of study, art, and managing family businesses.

If Song Yuzi were wise, he’d know tonight wasn’t the time to face Song Xiuzhi. The Song family was already divided after the injuries of the grand-uncle and Song Shijun. Song Maozhi’s death, though carried out by the Sha family, stemmed from the Song family’s accusations. If Song Shijun recovered or Song Yuzi succeeded, those involved in Song Maozhi’s demise would fear retribution. Even if Song Yuzi won tonight, he’d face fierce opposition. The best strategy would be to retreat temporarily and plan carefully. Moreover, given Song Xiuzhi’s calculated nature, his readiness to fight tonight suggested thorough preparation.

A roar erupted from the arena. Song Xiuzhi’s sword pointed at Song Yuzi, who had fallen with a bleeding shoulder. Cai Zhao punched Fan Xingjia, “Didn’t you say Song Xiuzhi’s skills were average? He’s on par with Senior Ding!”

Fan Xingjia rubbed his shoulder, “It was just a guess!”

“Even fortune-tellers get their stalls smashed for wrong predictions!” They argued while rushing to help Song Yuzi up.

Fan Xingjia pondered, “If he’s this skilled, why did he shoot such shallow darts that night?”

“Oh, I get it,” Cai Zhao realized. “He never intended to kill Third Senior Brother. He wanted to defeat him publicly!”

Whether Song Yuzi was caught by darts that night or challenged tonight, his injuries, family turmoil, fatigue, and Song Xiuzhi’s deliberate underperformance all led to this inevitable outcome. Cai Zhao admired the cunning of the unassuming Young Master Xiuzhi. Only Mu Qingyan could match his scheming nature.

“Little brother, well fought,” Song Xiuzhi gracefully sheathed his sword.

Song Yuzi looked dejected. “I was outmatched.”

He turned, “Master, let’s go.”

“Don’t be discouraged,” Qi Yunke patted his shoulder. “Today’s defeat will be tomorrow’s stepping stone.”

After consoling his beloved disciple, he bowed to the Guangtian Gate crowd, “We’ll take our leave. I hope you’ll conduct yourselves well when leading the righteous path.”

Song Xiuzhi agreed respectfully, inviting them to stay until dawn, but was politely refused.

As they descended the mountain, Song Yuzi suddenly said, “Zhaozao, I want to recover quickly and expel all the Netherworld Cold Energy.” His eyes flickered with fire like the golden flames tempering a precious sword.

Cai Zhao replied, “Let’s return to Luoying Valley together and find the Purple Jade Golden Mallow.”
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As they exited Guangtian Gate, Qi Yunke’s group wasted no time in the city. They quickly gathered Li Wenxun and others from the inn, then hastily left the city, setting up leather tents outside for a brief rest. Only then did Cai Zhao realize that Li Wenxun wasn’t alone; he had brought dozens of skilled disciples from his sect and several warrior monks from Changchun Temple. All were fully armed and vigilant, clearly stationed as backup on standby.

Though daylight had broken in the suburbs, the recent unrest at Guangtian Gate left the outskirts deserted. Once settled in the tent, Qi Yunke first asked Cai Zhao’s group about their recent experiences. This time, Cai Zhao dared not conceal much, truthfully recounting everything except details about the Purple Micro Heart Sutra.

Upon hearing about the Blood Swamp formation, Zhou Zhizhen’s fingertips trembled slightly as he reminisced: “That year, she suddenly came to me, excited, saying the so-called ‘witches’ of Luoying Valley’s ancestors might have hidden truths—so this was it.” The girl had said that old legends weren’t necessarily true, suggesting that good and evil in the world weren’t always clear-cut. However, the young Zhou hadn’t listened, merely smiling gently and cautioning her to avoid trouble. Many people and events only become clear in hindsight, leaving only regret and even a hint of resentment.

Hearing this, Qi Yunke coldly snorted, “Hmph, those Mu demons are all no good. They must have known about the connection between Blood Swamp and Luoying Valley, which is why they specifically brought the Cai family in! Pingchu was too honest and got completely fooled!”

While the two sect leaders were caught up in their emotions, Li Wenxun remained clear-headed, asking the crucial question: “Why did Mu Zhengyang take the night orchid mother plant twenty years ago? And why did Miss Cai later instruct the Blood Swamp survivors to destroy it?”

Cai Zhao calmly stated that this was still unknown, showing no signs of deception. Song Yuzhi glanced at her silently, while Fan Xingjia genuinely knew nothing: “We don’t know why the cult members insisted on going into Blood Swamp. The Siqimen people were still chasing us in the forest, so we didn’t dare go out.”

Qi Yunke continued his attacks: “That Mu must have some evil scheme, he’s just not telling you!” Cai Zhao earnestly replied, “You’re right, Master. Cult members are the most cunning; we can’t trust a word they say. By the way, how did you, Uncle Zhou, and Uncle Li end up coming to Guangtian Gate together?”

Song Yuzhi couldn’t help glancing at her again. Qi Yunke explained: “Actually, your Uncle Zhou and I had already invited Master Fakong. The night Guangtian Gate was in chaos, we three were already nearby. Ah we were just two days late.”

Cai Zhao frowned: “Yang and Song Xiuzhi had long-standing plans, colluding with outside enemies and scheming at every turn. Whether you arrived earlier or later, Master, they would have started the rebellion anyway.”

“Well said,” Li Wenxun strongly agreed. He had left the Qingque Sect only two days after Song, Cai, and Fan. “The day after Yuzhi and the others set out, I received an urgent report saying Siqimen had suddenly mobilized en masse, fully armed, rushing towards Guangtian Gate at night.”

The northern sects each had their own rules, and it was highly inappropriate to bring large forces into another sect’s territory unless facing an extreme threat together. Concerned about potential trouble for Qi Yunke’s group heading to Guangtian Gate, Li Wenxun immediately brought people to catch up.

Fan Xingjia’s eyes widened: “Right, those people chasing us had come from afar!” Li Wenxun continued: “I wanted to send a message by carrier pigeon, but I knew the Sect Leader and Master Zhou had left Peiqiong Manor. By my calculations, they were either on their way to Changchun Temple or had just left. Fearing the message might be intercepted en route and worried the Sect Leader might lack backup if fighting broke out, I decided to bring Zhuangshu and the others along.”

Cai Zhao had been nodding along, but something flashed through her mind at Li Wenxun’s last sentence.

Master Fakong said: “This old monk doesn’t know the reasons behind the Blood Swamp incident, but since it was Miss Cai’s instruction, she must have had her reasons. It’s good that the night orchid mother plant was destroyed. What’s important now is how to handle the current conflict. This old monk shouldn’t make decisions alone; we should hear Sect Leader Qi and Master Zhou’s thoughts.”

Zhou Zhizhen frowned, “The massacre of Hero Huang’s family and many villagers has become widely known after this uproar. The northern sects are known for their chivalry, so we must address this. However…”

Qi Yunke hesitated, then continued: “The difficulty is that if we pursue this to the end, it could severely weaken the northern sects. And now, with the cult…”

Master Fakong sighed lightly: “This old monk understands the two leaders’ concerns. I’ve heard that since purging the Nie-Lü rebellion, the cult has become more disciplined and open-minded, showing signs of resurgence. At this juncture…”

The three left their thoughts unfinished, speaking vaguely. Li Wenxun cut to the chase: “Then let’s deal with Siqimen first. Yang He’ying, that two-faced snake, wouldn’t be much help even if the cult attacked! We can put the Guangtian Gate internal strife on hold until Sect Leader Song wakes up and we hear what he has to say.”

All eyes turned to Song Yuzhi, who felt a mix of shame and anger. He spoke up firmly: “It’s my fault for lacking skill and being unable to uphold justice for my father and brother. I ask the elders to consider the bigger picture. The Guangtian Gate internal strife will be settled by the Song family.”

Li Wenxun coldly replied: “Good that you understand.” Qi Yunke patted his beloved disciple’s shoulder sympathetically: “Don’t be discouraged. Your master was called ‘useless’ for over a decade, but once I unblocked the ‘Heavenly Fire Dragon’ meridian, I made huge progress in an instant. Some setbacks aren’t bad for young people.”

Unlike Siqimen, Guangtian Gate was not only strong and influential, but most of its forces now supported Song Xiuzhi. With Song Xiuzhi having shifted all blame away from himself, it would be against northern sect rules for the Qingque Sect and Peiqiong Manor to forcibly intervene in Song family affairs. Simply put, resolving Guangtian Gate’s internal strife could only be done by the Songs themselves.

With major decisions made, everyone determined their next moves. Since they decided to punish Yang He’ying, Qi Yunke, and Zhou Zhizhen decided to thoroughly investigate evidence at Seven Bathing Mountain to convince Siqimen and the martial arts world. Master Fakong offered to accompany them, so Li Wenxun took his disciples to stay briefly at nearby Peiqiong Manor.

Song Yuzhi was eager to see his father, while Cai Zhao worried about her parents, so they naturally headed to Luoying Valley (actually, they also needed to find the Purple Jade Golden Mallow). Qi Yunke thoughtfully added Fan Xingjia to their group, saying, “Take good care of Sect Leader Song. If you have any questions, send a pigeon message to your Uncle Lei. Ah it’s best if Brother Song recovers soon.”

Fan Xingjia felt as if he’d been force-fed bitter herbs. After leaving the tent, he wanted to complain to Ding Zhuo, but Zhuangshu told him that Ding had received news from home about an elder on their deathbed who wanted to see Ding one last time, so Ding was either by the sickbed or attending the funeral.

Cai Zhao laughed heartily and sent the delicate Fan Xingjia back to rest in a small tent. After walking a few steps, she saw Master Fakong standing alone under an old withered tree. Noticing the old monk’s poor complexion, hinting at decay, she approached with concern to inquire about his health.

Master Fakong smiled and shook his head, “Young benefactor, guess how old this monk is?” Cai Zhao guessed from 63 to 78, but the old monk kept shaking his head. “Add up the ages of your parents and aunt, and you’ll be close.” The old monk carefully examined Cai Zhao, “When this monk first met your aunt, Miss Cai, she was about your age.”

Cai Zhao lowered her head and said in a muffled voice, “If only Aunt could have lived longer.” Master Fakong shook his head again, “This monk has lived long enough. My senior and junior disciples have all passed away, and all my disciples urge me to rest in the temple… Rest for what? To quietly wait for death? We’re all monks, everything is emptiness. Is there much difference between dying on a meditation cushion in the temple or in the wilderness?”

Cai Zhao smiled softly, remembering her uncle, Monk Juexing, once saying that Master Fakong was also a scruffy, unrestrained monk in his youth.

“So many heroes, whether brilliantly talented or commanding, have all withered away or retreated into seclusion, yet this mediocre monk still clings to life,” Master Fakong sighed. “My greatest regret now is not realizing Miss Cai’s intention to single-handedly kill Nie Hengcheng back then.”

Cai Zhao remained silent.

“To be frank, this monk was afraid then. Nie Hengcheng’s minions were everywhere, running rampant. I only wanted to protect the disciples in Changchun Temple, shrinking back, forgetting my duty to slay demons and protect the world.”

Cai Zhao lightly mocked, “Even the powerful Sect Leader Yin of the Six Sects forgot his duty and became a coward. How could the weak Changchun Temple be blamed? You shouldn’t feel guilty, Master.”

Master Fakong sighed for a while, then suddenly said, “Actually, years ago, this monk happened to see that Mu Zhengyang benefactor on a night journey in the wilderness.”

Cai Zhao was startled.

Master Fakong continued, “At that time, Miss Cai had been in a fierce battle somewhere, sustaining serious injuries, but her spirit was high. Beside her stood a tall young man with a blood-red mark on his neck. This benefactor claimed his surname was Yang, his face covered in blood that he refused to wipe off. I knew he didn’t want to reveal his true appearance. After offering Changchun Temple’s medicine for wounds, we parted ways.”

The old monk turned his head, smiling as he gazed at the young girl, “Although this Mu benefactor may not be a good person, in this monk’s view, his feelings for your aunt may not have been entirely false.”

Cai Zhao became alert: “You only met briefly, not even seeing his face. How can you know so much, Master?”

Master Fakong sighed, “Though it was a brief encounter, even a blind person could see that Mu benefactor’s care and protection for your aunt.” — Even after many years, he still clearly remembered those fierce, beast-like eyes, cold and guarded, yet strikingly beautiful; only when looking at Cai Pingzhu did those eyes show any warmth.

“For a monk, you seem to know quite a lot,” Cai Zhao couldn’t help but quip. Master Fakong shrugged, “Can’t be helped. In this world, men and women who believe they’ve suffered from love often seek refuge in monasteries. Your mother was the same, though she didn’t end up joining; instead, she turned Xuankong Temple upside down. As abbots, we naturally need to understand more. Otherwise, when couples come storming in with anger, it’s our peaceful Buddhist grounds that suffer.”

Cai Zhao chuckled, “Master, you must live a long life. Interesting monks are rare these days.” Master Fakong smiled gently, “After saying all this, this old monk wants to say… Young Cai, when you return to Luoying Valley, take a good look around. You might gain new insights.”

Confused, Cai Zhao asked, “What do you mean, Master?” Master Fakong sighed softly, “Sometimes it’s hard to distinguish between attachment to one’s homeland and inability to let go of the deceased. Miss Cai has been gone for four or five years now. Young Cai, you have a long life ahead; don’t let inner demons constrain your spirit.”

Cai Zhao laughed, “Aren’t you overthinking, Master? Everyone knows I love a comfortable life – good wine, delicious food, entertaining opera, and pleasant days. What inner demons could I have?”

Master Fakong didn’t explain further, just shaking his head, “Your great-uncle, the late Hero Cai Changfeng, traveled the world. He often said, ‘True friends can be found anywhere; where the heart is at peace is home.’ This old monk offers you these words today.”

Cai Zhao was still standing there, lost in thought when Fan Xingjia came to call her for lunch. After the meal, Qi Yunke gave some final instructions to his three disciples – Song, Fan, and Cai – before mounting his horse. They all departed in different directions, their horses’ hooves kicking up dust on the country roads.

On a distant hilltop, a tall, slender young man in flowing robes stood motionless, his garments billowing in the mountain wind like the shadow of a giant demon. He silently watched the two groups below head in different directions.

You Guanyue looked into the distance for a while, then said softly, “Master, judging by their direction, Miss Zhao seems to be heading back to Luoying Valley.” Mu Qingyan’s eyes were deep and unreadable, showing no emotion.

Shangguan Haonan hurried up from behind, saluting, “Master, Elder Yan has arrived. He not only brought many documents but also said he’d discovered something important. Should we now…”

“No rush,” Mu Qingyan replied calmly, his tone distant and cool. “I can guess what Elder Yan has discovered. For now, let’s go meet the eldest young master Song.”

“Now?” You Guanyue was startled, “In broad daylight?” Shangguan Haonan asked curiously, “What’s wrong with daytime?” You Guanyue stammered, “Didn’t Miss Zhao say last night that it’s not easy to escape from Guangtian Gate during the day?”

A smile tugged at Mu Qingyan’s lips. “…Pathetic,” he murmured.

At Guangtian Gate’s Sacred Hall, Song Xiuzhi gazed greedily at the grand, black domed ceiling and the square obsidian floor, symbolizing the round sky and square earth. The high altar was dotted with candles, like a sea of stars. Above were layers of memorial tablets for Guangtian Gate’s sect leaders and their wives from the past two hundred years, along with renowned elders.

When Yin Qinglian was alive, Song Xiuzhi wasn’t allowed to enter this place. After her death, he could only stand at the edge during ceremonies, while Song Maozhi and Song Yuzhi flanked their father Song Shijun in the prominent center.

“Hehehe…” He stared fixedly at Yin Qinglian’s tablet, letting out an almost maniacal low laugh. “Song Maozhi of great reputation, Song Yuzhi of deep wisdom – such grand aspirations, such pleasing names. Yet they’ve all become my defeated opponents, hahaha…”

“That’s not untrue,” a clear male voice suddenly rang out, laced with amusement. Song Xiuzhi immediately became alert, shouting harshly, “Who’s there? Show yourself!” He simultaneously pulled down a mechanism at the corner of the table, triggering a shrill bugle call outside.

Dozens of guards stationed outside the Sacred Hall burst in, some with bows and arrows, others wielding gleaming swords and blades. Mu Qingyan stood calmly in the center of the hall, “Why such a commotion, Young Master Song? I merely wish to ask you two questions. Please dismiss these guards.”

Song Xiuzhi coldly replied, “Righteousness and evil cannot coexist. Guangtian Gate has nothing to say to the demonic cult!”

“Righteousness and evil?” Mu Qingyan laughed, “I haven’t falsely accused my siblings, of causing their deaths, nor have I colluded with outside enemies to harm my father. Between us, whose hands are stained with the blood of their flesh and blood? No matter how well you speak or how cleanly you shirk responsibility, it’s just self-deception. Do you think the world doesn’t know what kind of person you are?”

Mu Qingyan, already known for his sharp tongue, held nothing back, his words cutting to the bone. The surrounding guards exchanged glances, unable to ignore what they’d heard.

“You-!” Song Xiuzhi’s jaw tightened, his gaze venomous. “Demonic cult fiend with your glib tongue, I’ll execute you today and rid the world of a great evil!” With a gesture from him, the guards shouted fiercely and attacked in unison.

Mu Qingyan laughed loudly, his palms striking out repeatedly. His sleeve wind and energy whirled wildly, like an invisible force surging toward the guards. The hall filled with the clanging of metal, and when the guards finally steadied themselves against the fierce wind, they were shocked to find their weapons shortened – sword tips missing, blade points gone, arrowheads vanished…

Mu Qingyan turned back, his sleeve rising to grasp at the air. A crystal oil lamp exploded next to Song Xiuzhi’s face, hot oil splashing onto his face and clothes. Song Xiuzhi stood frozen, terrified.

Mu Qingyan’s wide sleeves fell, his energy receding. He seemed to transform back into a refined young master admiring flowers and the moon. He spoke calmly, “I asked the guards to leave for your own good, Young Master Song. If you don’t wish it, I can ask in their presence – may I ask, was the person who told you about Seven Bathing Mountain wearing black and masked…”

Before he could finish, Song Xiuzhi hastily ordered, “All guards withdraw, close the hall doors, and everyone move twenty paces away from the Sacred Hall!” The guards hesitated but eventually obeyed, retreating outside.

In the vast, silent Sacred Hall, only Mu and Song remained. Song Xiuzhi’s eyes were dark as he asked hatefully in a low voice, “What do you know?!”

Mu Qingyan paced leisurely in the hall, hands behind his back. “Several months ago, you suddenly learned that Yang He’ying was creating corpse puppets in Seven Bathing Mountain, so you went there personally. In that mountain, you met Yang He’ying ‘busy’ at work, and you two like-minded individuals immediately hatched a vicious plan.”

“After returning to Guangtian Gate, you had someone casually mention Seven Bathing Mountain to Song Maozhi. The more he itched to go, the more you tried to stop him. Song Maozhi finally couldn’t resist and went off alone to recruit forces. Once Song Maozhi had stirred things up, Yang He’ying ordered his men to kill all of Song Maozhi’s newly recruited forces in one night, then used Guangtian Gate’s techniques to kill the long-imprisoned Yellow Sand Gang members, thus completing the scheme.”

“A few days later, Yang He’ying ‘discovered’ the tragic deaths of Hero Huang’s family and came to Guangtian Gate demanding an explanation. Then, you faked an assassination attempt and accusingly pointed out Song Maozhi’s suspicious recent behavior… That’s about it, right?”

As he spoke, Mu Qingyan observed Song Xiuzhi, noting his changing expressions and the fear and doubt in his eyes. He knew he had hit close to the truth.

Song Xiuzhi struggled to maintain composure. “How do you know all this? Did… did Yang He’ying tell you?”

Mu Qingyan replied coolly, “I’ve always been suspicious of how an illegitimate son with no power or influence could orchestrate such an elaborate scheme. It’s not that you lack cunning, but that you lack sufficient manpower and informants.”

“Have you finished mocking me?” Song Xiuzhi said coldly. “Guangtian Gate’s leaders have always taken multiple wives and concubines, producing many children, then choosing the most outstanding to be the next leader. There’s no distinction between legitimate and illegitimate children. Why shouldn’t I compete for the position?”

“Of course, you can compete. I even admire you for it,” Mu Qingyan chuckled. “However, if we truly followed Guangtian Gate’s rules, the most outstanding Song family member of this generation should be Song Yuzhi, not you. Even with his old injuries, you’re still no match for him.”

Song Xiuzhi’s face flushed. “Martial skill isn’t the only criterion for leadership. Song Yuzhi has been pampered since childhood, looking down on everyone. How could someone like him lead Guangtian Gate well?”

“What admirable ambition!” Mu Qingyan clapped unenthusiastically. “Let’s get back to the main point—Seven Bathing Mountain is a hundred miles from Guangtian Gate. You wouldn’t know what happened there without reason. So, someone must have come specifically to tell you about Yang He’ying’s activities.”

“What I want to know is this: who was the person who came to inform you?”

Song Xiuzhi’s pupils constricted as he vividly recalled that night’s strange encounter—the black-clad figure of unfathomable skill, slowly and solemnly revealing Yang He’ying’s atrocities in Seven Bathing Mountain.

“To be honest with Cult Leader Mu, I truly don’t know that person’s identity.”

Mu Qingyan stared at him coldly, like a predator eyeing its prey’s neck, saying nothing. The silence held an intimidating power.

Song Xiuzhi, well aware that this demonic leader far outmatched him in skill and wouldn’t hesitate to take his life on a whim, began to sweat. “At this point, I have no reason to cover for that person. I don’t know their identity. I only knew their martial arts were extraordinary, their movements ghostly, and they were completely covered. I couldn’t discern anything about their martial arts background.”

Though disappointed by yet another similar result, Mu Qingyan had been prepared for it. He pressed on: “Was the idea to frame Song Maozhi and seize the leadership position your own, or did the masked informant suggest it?”

Song Xiuzhi’s eyes flashed with pride as he stated, “It was my idea.”

Mu Qingyan seemed somewhat surprised. “You heard about Seven Bathing Mountain and immediately came up with such an intricate plan?” His expression seemed to say: If that’s true, you’re a bloody genius at scheming!

Sensing the implication, Song Xiuzhi felt both embarrassed and angry. “So what if I did?! With careful observation over the years, many things become apparent.”

He continued, “Song Maozhi is arbitrary and tyrannical, yet Father constantly favors him. The three clan elders have long been dissatisfied, and deeply unwilling to see Song Maozhi succeed as leader! Yang Heying is vindictive and narrow-minded. Father, priding himself on chivalry, has never been cautious with his words and actions, severely offending this petty man.”

“Guangtian Gate may seem prosperous, but it’s fraught with hidden crises. Sadly, Father and Maozhi are too arrogant to notice or guard against this! With Yuzhi unable to return from Qingque Sect, if I didn’t step up to be the villain, should we wait until the Song clan members completely fall out and cause full-scale internal strife?”

These words had been bottled up in Song Xiuzhi’s heart for a long time, but he couldn’t reveal a single word to anyone. As Guangtian Gate’s most ‘humble and indifferent’ young master, how could he not only fail to warn his father and brothers but also have long-standing plans? Now, facing his mortal enemy from the demonic cult, he could finally speak freely.

Mu Qingyan seemed to understand. “Indeed, given Song Maozhi’s character, even if the three clan elders could tolerate him, their young followers might not.” He continued, “So you’re saying that your collusion with Yang He’ying, framing Song Maozhi, collaborating with the clan elders, and scheming for the leadership position were all for Guangtian Gate’s greater good, without any personal motives?”

Song Xiuzhi was momentarily speechless, a mix of shame, anger, and resentment rising in his heart. Suppressing his anger, he spoke politely, “Cult Leader Mu’s reputation precedes him. Even within Guangtian Gate, we’ve heard of you. Although the northern sects and your cult have been at odds for two centuries, the Mu family built their empire themselves. It’s truly lamentable that the Nie uncle and nephew usurped power for decades. Who wouldn’t applaud you for reclaiming your family’s legacy and avenging your ancestors!”

“While I can’t claim to be entirely selfless if it weren’t for Song Maozhi’s incompetence, Father’s favoritism, and my poor mother…” Song Xiuzhi’s voice broke as he continued, tears falling, “She was just a lowly maid in Guangtian Gate, but Yin Qinglian couldn’t tolerate her presence! Just a few years after giving birth to me, Yin Qinglian claimed she was ill and moved her to a suburban manor. Soon after, she said my mother had died from illness. It wasn’t until later that I learned… learned…”

“Yin Qinglian poisoned her? Slowly tortured her to death?” Mu Qingyan helpfully supplied.

“Exactly!” Song Xiuzhi exploded with rage. “My mother was gentle and weak-willed. How could she refuse when ordered to serve the young master? What fault was hers?! If she hadn’t left a final message hidden in her pillow, I’d still be in the dark!”

Hearing this, Mu Qingyan suddenly burst into laughter. “Hahaha, you so-called righteous sects always need to find a self-righteous reason for your actions! For the greater good, for your mother’s blood debt… If Song Maozhi were truly virtuous, if no one in Guangtian Gate opposed him if your mother had died naturally, would you then obediently serve under Song Maozhi?”

He stopped laughing, his gaze as cold as frost. “Stop pretending! The only reason you carried out this chain of schemes is that you want to be the leader, you want power!”

For the first time since reaching adulthood, Song Xiuzhi was berated to the point of blushing, yet he couldn’t refute it.

“Also, I’ve never looked down on Nie Hengcheng,” Mu Qingyan said emphatically. “On the contrary, his ability to seize power and win the genuine support of most cult members came from his hard-fought prestige. I greatly admire that!”

As he spoke, he walked towards the door. Song Xiuzhi stepped forward, hesitantly asking, “Is that all you wanted to know? Nothing else?”

Mu Qingyan raised his left sleeve, pushing it towards the main door. He turned back and said, “I’ve learned what I wanted to know. Asking anything else wouldn’t yield answers you’d know.” He paused, then smiled, “Young Master Xiuzhi, let me give you two more pieces of advice—it doesn’t matter why you did these things. What matters is that you must hold onto the power you now have. Don’t let it go, even if your father returns! If you can hold it firmly and for long enough, years from now, you’ll be Guangtian Gate’s legitimate leader. By then, you could throw Yin Qinglian’s memorial tablet into a pig trough, and no one would dare speak up!”

Song Xiuzhi’s emotions surged as if his deepest ambitions had been stirred. He couldn’t help but ask, “Cult Leader Mu, is holding great power truly so wonderful?” — Is it worth it, even if it means causing the deaths of one’s father and brothers?

As he spoke, the main doors of the Guangtian Sacred Hall had begun to open slightly, revealing the guards lined up in three rows twenty paces away. Through the widening gap, bright daylight gradually penetrated the dim hall, illuminating the exquisite reliefs on the black jade walls. The tall young man stood backlit, half in light, half in shadow.

“Wonderful doesn’t begin to describe it,” he raised his dark eyes, slightly dazed by the daylight. “With boundless power, you can have anything you want. You’ll never lose anything again, never be powerless again.”
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“Master, please take a look at this.” Yan Xu stood in the vast, dark hall, unrolling four scrolls and laying them side by side on the floor. “These detailed records document the wives, concubines, and offspring of past sect leaders. They’re rarely consulted.” The small old man sheepishly admitted, “I’ve been lazy and haven’t read them either.”

Mu Qing’yan replied, “Like you, I’ve only reviewed the main historical records of our sect. I’ve never inclined to pry into the romantic affairs or domestic matters of past leaders.”

Wiping sweat from his brow, Yan Xu continued, “That’s where the peculiarity lies. While the main records only mention the power struggle among Mu Song’s sons-in-law after his death, these detailed scrolls reveal he had an eldest son who died young.”

The four slightly yellowed silk scrolls stood out like stark white ribbons against the iron floor. Mu Qing’yan stood quietly nearby, examining them closely.

“Master, notice how these three scrolls are roughly the same length when fully unrolled,” Yan Xu pointed to the first three white ribbons. “But this one,” he indicated the fourth, “is over ten feet shorter.” He lifted the middle section of the fourth scroll. “This part records events just before Mu Song’s death, and someone has removed a portion of its content.”

Excitement colored the old man’s face as he explained, “They were quite clever. They cut appear as if it had been burned, then reattached new silk to hide the fact that they didn’t want anyone to know about Mu Song’s eldest son.”

“The more they try to conceal it, the more Nie Hengcheng wants to know,” Mu Qing’yan observed.

“Precisely, Master,” Yan Xu agreed. He then produced several books from nearby. “The scribes tasked with recording our sect’s history often jotted down events in personal notebooks before carefully transcribing them into official records. The scribe who documented this period was a woman named Qu Linglong.”

Mu Qing’yan’s surprise was evident. “A woman?”

“Yes, a female elder with profound cultivation,” Yan Xu explained. “Her descendants now manage a storehouse in a remote mountain area. When I inquired, they said Nie Hengcheng had also requested Elder Qu’s notebooks twenty years ago and took one with him.”

Yan Xu spread out about ten books, leaving a gap in the middle. “These all record events from Mu Song’s life and after his death. The one Nie Hengcheng took was about his eldest son!” The old man’s face was full of confusion. “What could have happened to Mu Song’s eldest son that warranted hiding his entire life?”

Instead of answering, Mu Qing’yan asked, “Is this all you’ve discovered?”

“No, no!” Yan Xu hastily replied. “I’ve made another significant discovery!” He pushed the books aside forcefully. “These are all forgeries!”

“Forgeries?” Mu Qing’yan was finally shocked. “How?”

Yan Xu’s old eyes gleamed. “The forger was incredibly cunning. Not only could they perfectly imitate the handwriting, but their dedication was also unparalleled. To convince Nie Hengcheng, they forged all these notebooks!”

Mu Qing’yan frowned. “If they could imitate the handwriting, why not just write the crucial parts? Why rewrite all the notebooks?”

“You see, Master,” Yan Xu explained, “while handwriting can be imitated, the paper and ink from a century ago are old. These mulberry paper books were written around the same time and should show similar aging. If only one book was forged, it might be noticeable. So they used artificially aged mulberry paper and rewrote everything in imitated handwriting!”

“No wonder Nie Hengcheng didn’t suspect anything,” Mu Qing’yan mused. “How did an illiterate country boy learn to imitate handwriting so well in just a few years?” He then asked, “How did Elder Yan discover the deception?”

Yan Xu couldn’t hide his pride. “I carefully studied Elder Qu’s life and found that she was skilled in calligraphy and quite beautiful, with many admirers.” The lifelong bachelor couldn’t suppress a chuckle at the mention of romance.

Mu Qing’yan gave him an exasperated look. “Get to the point!”

“Yes, yes,” Yan Xu composed himself. “Despite her many admirers, Elder Qu was cold to all men…”

Mu Qing’yan wondered how she had descendants if she was so cold to all men, but he didn’t voice his curiosity. Instead, he smiled slightly and let Yan Xu continue.

“There was an altar master who was madly in love with Elder Qu,” Yan Xu went on. “Frustrated by her indifference, he snuck into her room while she was away and made rubbings of her main writings!”

Mu Qing’yan laughed in disbelief. “I didn’t know such a technique existed. I thought only stone inscriptions could be rubbed.”

“Oh, it exists,” Yan Xu assured him. “There’s a rare liquid that, when applied to smooth parchment and pressed against the original text, can transfer an impression of the ink characters.”

“Wouldn’t that fade the original ink?” Mu Qing’yan inquired.

“Indeed, which is why Elder Qu noticed immediately upon her return. She was furious and wanted to punish the culprit!” Yan Xu chuckled again. “But before she could make it public, the altar master died, and the matter was forgotten.”

Mu Qing’yan’s dark eyes flashed. “Did Elder Yan find those parchments?”

“I did!” Yan Xu excitedly produced a stack of yellowed thin papers from a chest. “The altar master had a loyal subordinate who lied to Elder Qu, saying the parchments couldn’t be found. In reality, they were buried with the altar master.”

Mu Qing’yan’s eyes narrowed. “So you dug up someone’s grave?”

“How can serving the Master be called grave robbing?” Yan Xu defended himself, then added with a sheepish smile, “I reburied him afterward, with all his bones intact.”

Mu Qing’yan stared at the thick stack of parchment, hesitating. “Why didn’t Nie Hengcheng know about the altar master’s rubbings of Elder Qu’s writings?”

“Because no one else knew about it!” Yan Xu exclaimed. “It wasn’t something to be proud of, and since the man had died, Elder Qu never spoke of it again.”

“Then how did you find out?”

“Can you guess the surname of the altar master’s loyal subordinate?” Yan Xu asked with a mischievous smile.

Mu Qing’yan closed his eyes briefly. “Don’t tell me it was Yan.”

“Master, your deduction is impeccable! That loyal subordinate was indeed my grandfather!” Yan Xu’s wrinkled face beamed like a chrysanthemum. “I heard this story from him when I was young, as a cautionary tale. I couldn’t believe my luck when I realized the connection!”

“Indeed, it seems fortune has favored us,” Mu Qing’yan smiled lightly.

“Please, Master, examine these!” The old man reverently presented the parchments with both hands. “These contain all the records about Mu Song’s eldest son. I couldn’t fully understand it, but it seems the son practiced some strange martial art, which greatly angered Mu Song, nearly causing a rift between father and son.”

“I don’t know what the forger wrote for Nie Hengcheng, but what’s imprinted on these parchments must be the truth!”

As dawn broke, Cai Zhao awoke on her own. The bedding, warmed by sunlight, exuded a pleasant, lazy scent and felt as soft as clouds. Reaching towards the inner side of the bed, she found a familiar round, pumpkin-shaped box near her pillow. Without opening it, she knew what was inside mouth-watering sweet and sour dried fruits, tender and chewy meat strips, and soft, melt-in-your-mouth broad bean cakes…

“Oh, what’s that crunching sound? Could it be a little mouse stealing food? Quick, bring the mousetrap! I’ll catch its toes!”

“No, no… it’s me eating. Auntie, don’t trap my toes!” Cai Zhao buried her head in the pillow, as if the gentle, teasing voice still echoed in her ears.

Opening her eyes, she found the room silent. In her childhood, little Cai Zhao always struggled to wake up. Her aunt would have to reach into the warm blankets, tugging at her ears as if picking up a plump, lazy kitten, urging her to practice. Back then, the fragrant, soft bed was her most comfortable place.

Now, things seemed different. Over the past year, she had slept in many places. The bedding in the sect was clean and tidy but cold, clearly dried by the harsh mountain winds rather than sunlight. In small country inns, the bed frames wobbled at the slightest movement, and the bedding either smelled damp or was dried to a crisp by charcoal fires. The strangest was the giant oyster shell bed in the Palace of Extreme Pleasure, carved from a single massive pearl oyster and inlaid with gold and jade from headboard to footboard – how could anyone find that comfortable? The demonic cult truly had a questionable taste.

Whether due to her growth or changed perspective, her childhood bed now felt somewhat cramped. It wasn’t as comfortable as the large, cold stone slab in the cave where she had faced the wall in contemplation.

Cai Zhao got up and put on her clothes, then sat at the table and poured herself a cup of cold water. The half-old white porcelain toad-shaped incense burner was cooling down but still emitted a sweet, gentle orange fragrance. This incense was made by Ning Xiaofeng, and steamed with orange peel, borneol, agarwood, and pear. Before Cai Pingsu passed away, tormented by illness, only this fragrance could help her sleep peacefully.

Cai Zhao drained her cup of cold water, absentmindedly stirring the ashes in the small porcelain burner, deep in thought. She and Song Yuzhi had arrived at Luoying Valley three days ago with Fan Xingjia.

Overjoyed to find her parents safe and well, Cai Zhao learned that Song Shijun had regained consciousness twice but remained bedridden due to severe injuries. Seeing Song Yuzhi’s distress, she consoled him: “Third Senior Brother, don’t be too upset. Your great-uncle is a formidable figure in the martial world, with decades more experience than your father. Such injuries are inevitable when two masters clash at full strength. Your great-uncle’s seventh day of passing approaches, while your father can still be saved.”

Though blunt, her words were effective. Song Yuzhi rallied, devoting himself to caring for his father and assisting Fan Xingjia with acupuncture and herbal remedies.

Late at night, Cai Zhao met with her parents in a secret chamber, recounting her experiences over the past year. She detailed Cai Pingchun’s sudden disappearance in Qingque Town, the discovery of Qian Xueshen – the orphan of Qianmian Sect, the journey to the Great Snow Mountain in search of the Snow Kirin’s saliva, and their encounters with Zhou Zhiqin, Duan Jiuxiu, and the Snow Woman. This was when she and Mu Qingyan first learned about the Purple Micro Heart Sutra and the story of Cai Pingsu and Mu Zhengyang.

Ning Xiaofeng was shocked: “Zhou Zhiqin died in the Great Snow Mountain? Zhixian and the others still think he’s out there searching for his son’s remains!”

“So that’s the secret behind Chen Shu’s death twenty years ago!” Cai Pingchun exclaimed, his face changing. “I always knew Zhou Zhiqin’s calm demeanor masked his resentment towards Elder Zhizhen. To think he’d collude with demonic cultists to practice evil techniques!”

Cai Zhao remained silent for a moment before explaining: “I promised Snow Woman and Qian Xueshen never to speak of them, which is why I hadn’t mentioned it before.”

“…You did the right thing,” Ning Xiaofeng sighed. “Poor souls. Let them live quietly in that snowy realm. Sister Pingsu never mentioned it either; I had no idea she’d been to the Snow Ridge.”

Cai Zhao then recounted her journey with Song Yuzhi to the Hanhai Mountain Range to help Mu Qingyan quell the demonic cult’s internal strife. She spoke of Nie Zhe, Han Yisu, Yu Huiyin, Li Ruxin, the Bone-Corroding Heavenly Rain, the vast underground labyrinth, and the ancient legend of Mu Donglie and Luo Shiyun. Most importantly, before Nie Zhe and Sun Ruoshui were silenced, they revealed that a mysterious figure had been colluding with the demonic cult for years, orchestrating Mu Zhengming’s death and the bloodbath at the Chang family fortress.

After hearing this, Ning Xiaofeng reacted normally at first, sighing deeply: “I never imagined the demonic cult had such complexities. This feud spanning generations…” Then her large almond eyes widened in alarm: “Zhao Zhao, you’re a Cai, not a Luo! Don’t let some ancient legends fill your head with nonsense! No good can come from following a demonic cultist. You’d be unable to return home or see your family, forced to hide at the ends of the earth like a wandering ghost. Remember that!”

Instead of placating her mother as usual, Cai Zhao remained silent for a moment before softly saying: “Great-uncle Cai Changfeng’s notebooks mentioned that even the ends of the earth have their beauty.”

Ning Xiaofeng nearly bulged her eyes out in anger, turning to her husband: “Xiaochun, look at this stubborn girl…” Only then did she notice her husband’s unusual reaction.

Cai Pingchun frowned in deep thought for a while before looking up: “Nie Zhe had a son? Wasn’t he infertile?”

Both mother and daughter were surprised, though for different reasons, and quickly asked how Cai Pingchun knew this.

“Remember when Zhao Tianbao’s men stole Brother Miao Jianshi’s ancestral halberd and nearly killed the Miao family elders? Brother Miao was furious and had your aunt help him capture Nie Zhe to blackmail Nie Hengcheng,” Cai Pingchun explained.

Ning Xiaofeng was puzzled: “How come I never knew about this?”

“It was Zhao Tianbao’s condition,” Cai Pingchun continued. “He sent word to your aunt, proposing a secret exchange – a person for a weapon. He’d claim carelessness, allowing them to reclaim the Miao family halberd. But if the matter became public, given Nie Hengchen’s ruthless nature, he’d sacrifice his good-for-nothing nephew rather than submit.”

“This Zhao seems quite decent, willing to face the master’s punishment,” Cai Zhao observed.

Cai Pingchun nodded: “That old demon’s disciples are quite filial. Though Zhao Tianbao looked down on Nie Zhe, he couldn’t bear to see Nie Hengcheng’s bloodline end, knowing he had no wife or children.”

“But what does this have to do with Nie Zhe’s fertility?” Ning Xiaofeng pressed.

“Your aunt and Brother Miao went to negotiate with Zhao Tianbao, leaving me to guard Nie Zhe,” Cai Pingchun explained. “Nie Zhe had some minor injuries, so I asked Old Huang to treat and bandage him. Afterward, Old Huang quietly told me, ‘That Nie boy had mumps as a child, leaving lasting effects. He likely won’t be able to have children in the future.'”

Ning Xiaofeng was surprised: “Isn’t Old Huang the wine seller? Oh, you kept Nie Zhe in his wine cellar!”

“Old Huang wasn’t always a wine seller. His family has practiced medicine for generations, especially his mother, who specialized in pediatric ailments,” Cai Pingchun clarified. “Given Old Huang’s nature, he wouldn’t speak without certainty.”

Ning Xiaofeng was confused: “Then where did Nie Zhe’s son come from?”

Cai Pingchun dipped his finger in tea and wrote on the table, suddenly smiling: “It’s likely the child of Yu Huiyin and Li Ruxin’s affair. Look…” He wrote ‘Yu Huiyin’ horizontally on the table, then ‘Li Ruxin’ below it. Combining the characters ‘yin’ from Yu Huiyin and ‘xin’ from Li Ruxin vertically formed the character ‘en’ – the ‘en’ in Nie Si’en’s name.

Cai Zhao was impressed: “Father, you’re truly perceptive. That’s exactly right.” While resting in a small tent in the dense forest, she had asked about the fate of Lü Fengchun and others. Mu Qingyan had casually mentioned that Nie Zhe indeed couldn’t have children, and Nie Si’en was indeed the son of Li Ruxin and Yu Huiyin.

She thought about how Uncle Zhou always said her father was mature beyond his years, inarticulate but wise. Cai Pingchun understood many things clearly but often remained silent, perhaps seeing too deeply.

“Father,” Cai Zhao suddenly asked, “Who else knows about Nie Zhe’s condition?”

“The entire exchange was resolved in less than three days. Only four of us knew,” Cai Pingchun replied. “Your aunt wouldn’t gossip about others’ shortcomings, so she likely didn’t speak of it. I never mentioned it. Old Huang passed away soon after due to a relapse of an old injury. But Uncle Miao…” He hesitated, “He probably wouldn’t spread such private matters, but might have mentioned it to someone close.”

Cai Zhao held her breath: “Who was Uncle Miao closest to?”

A thought was forming in her mind. Earlier, Mu Qingyan had said the mysterious figure had blackmailed Lü Fengchun with knowledge of his secret weapons and supplies stockpile, forcing him to rebel. What leverage did they have over Yu Huiyin? In Cai Zhao’s view, Yu Huiyin wasn’t the type to act rashly out of ambition. There must have been something that could utterly ruin him, compelling him to muster the courage to stab Hu Fengge.

Mu Qingyan had accidentally discovered this secret while thoroughly investigating the rebels’ territory. Li Ruxin and Yu Huiyin had rarely interacted over the decades, and ordinary people wouldn’t make such connections without reason.

“Not many, but not few either. However…” Cai Pingchun seemed to guess his daughter’s thoughts, “Your master and Uncle Miao’s younger brother, who died young, were born in the same year and month. That’s why Uncle Miao was especially fond of your master.”

Cai Zhao’s heart raced, her face paling. Seeing her father’s calm expression, she couldn’t help but ask: “Father, aren’t you worried that the mysterious evildoer might be someone very close to us?”

Cai Pingchun calmly replied: “Luoying Valley has remained peaceful for two hundred years by staying out of jianghu conflicts. It takes generations of emotional detachment to survive this long.”

Cai Zhao felt bewildered. Ning Xiaofeng patted her daughter’s hand, urging her to continue.

After Mu Qingyan reclaimed his authority in the cult, Cai Zhao behaved herself at Qingque Sect for a long time, until their visit to the Chang family fortress to pay respects disrupted the peace once more. She and Mu Qingyan discovered Lu Chengnan’s underground tomb, estimated the Shi brothers’ hiding place from the burial objects, survived a rainy night ambush, and were ultimately taken in by the reclusive Shi clan.

Shi Tieshan relayed Lu Chengnan’s last words to them, as well as the reason behind Nie Hengcheng’s late-life madness and killing spree – their second insight into the secrets of the Purple Micro Heart Sutra. From Guo Zigui’s recollections of the past, Mu Qingyan deduced Wang Yuanjing’s failure to save Wu Yuanying and further reasoned that Wang Yuanjing was being blackmailed by the mysterious figure, leading him to scheme and discover the location of the Chang family fortress.

Thus, the two decided to infiltrate Taichu Temple at night to interrogate Wang Yuanjing. However, their efforts were in vain. Just as Wang Yuanjing was about to reveal the identity of the mysterious figure, he was fatally stabbed.

The aftermath was known to all. Mentioning Guo Zigui inevitably saddened Ning Xiaofeng. Cai Pingchun glanced at her daughter and abruptly asked an unrelated question, “So Mu Qingyan had already invited you to investigate the Chang family bloodbath? When Zhou Yuqi unexpectedly cried out to break off the engagement, did Mu Qingyan have a hand in it?”

Cai Zhao felt embarrassed. “Oh, Father, we’re discussing important matters. Don’t change the subject!”

Ning Xiaofeng laughed through her tears. “You two… honestly!” She continued, “Earlier, you suspected Qi Yunke might have learned about Nie Zhe’s infertility from Brother Miao. However, Qi Yunke wasn’t present when Yin Dai gathered everyone to attack Youming Huangdao. Therefore, he couldn’t have seen Wang Yuanjing enter the Eight-Claw Sky Prison and subsequently blackmail him. Moreover, on the night Wang Yuanjing was killed, Qi Yunke was chattering with us about Zhao Zhao’s marriage, even praising Song Yuzhi. He never left our side. Also…” She hesitated, “I just remembered. Brother Miao’s mother’s surname is Zhou, from a branch of the Peiqiong Manor. Technically, Brother Miao and Zhou Zhizhen are cousins. Could it be…?”

Ning Xiaofeng trailed off, but the father and daughter understood her implication—Zhou Zhizhen might also know about Nie Zhe’s infertility. Besides, on the night of Wang Yuanjing’s murder, he was resting alone in his room without witnesses.

“Sigh, how did we circle back to Uncle Zhou?” Cai Zhao muttered. “I even suspected my third senior brother’s elders. Whether it’s his father, Sect Leader Song, or his great-uncle, they’re all powerful cultivators with seemingly ambitious natures. But now, with one dead and one injured, it certainly wasn’t them…”

With the path ahead shrouded in mist, Cai Zhao continued her narrative. This time, she revealed Yin Dai’s secret personal notes and deduced the final secret of the Purple Micro Heart Sutra—the three checkpoints with three challenges. Only then did the Cai couple understand why their daughter insisted on exploring the Blood Swamp?

Upon hearing that Yin Dai allowed Cai Pingshu to go to Mount Tu alone to kill Nie Hengcheng, Ning Xiaofeng’s eyes reddened with anger. She slammed her palm on the table. “That old scoundrel Yin Dai is a hypocrite and a tyrant! He forced my sister Pingshu to risk her life against that old villain Nie, leaving her crippled for half her life! Tell Qi Yunke to give up hope. Just because Song Yuzhi is half Yin by blood, he shouldn’t dream of becoming my son-in-law!”

“Alright, alright, the sins of the father shouldn’t fall on the children,” Cai Pingchun soothed his wife. “If it weren’t for Yuzhi selflessly sharing Yin Dai’s notes, we wouldn’t know any of this.” He turned to his daughter, “Zhao Zhao, what are your plans now? To find the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower?”

Cai Zhao nodded, taking out a piece of paper with a sketch of the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower from her waist pouch. “I was afraid to look for it before, thinking that if Aunt intended to hide it, it should remain hidden. Now that the Blood Swamp Night Orchids are destroyed, even with the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower, one can’t cultivate the Purple Micro Heart Sutra. Letting someone like Song Xiuzhi hold the position of Sect Leader of Guangtian Gate is no blessing to the world. It’s better to help Third Senior Brother regain his strength and reclaim the position of Sect Leader quickly.”

Ning Xiaofeng examined the sketch. “This is the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower? It looks like a black stone.”

Cai Zhao hastily explained: “It’s said that originally it had a ring of bright golden sunflower petals, but the Demonic Sect didn’t take good care of it. After a big fire, all the gold melted, leaving it like this.”

Cai Pingchun also studied the sketch twice before deciding, “Alright, let’s search the town and valley thoroughly these few days to see if we can find this Purple Jade Golden Sunflower.”

The cool water in the teapot was finished, and the incense ash in the white porcelain burner had been stirred until no spark remained. Furong knocked on the door outside, giggling, “Young Miss, it’s time to get up. The sun is shining on your—”

“Young Miss is grown up now. Don’t say such improper things,” Feicui gently interrupted her. Then she banged on the door loudly, “You told us to wake you up yesterday. If you don’t get up now, I’ll pour cold water on you!”

Cai Zhao sighed deeply and opened the door with a stern face: “When all this is over, I must introduce you two to a girl named Xing’er from the Demonic Sect—now that’s how a maid should be, gentle and considerate. Unlike you two, fierce and overbearing. Even if you were raising pigs, you’d anger them to death!”

The two maids remained unperturbed, both inwardly and outwardly, and clapped their hands in unison. “Well said, Young Miss. Thank you for the compliment. When I get married, I’ll open a pig farm and make some fat sausages for Young Miss to taste during festivals.”

“The Demonic Sect Leader wouldn’t drool at the sight of a pig, which proves Furong and I have raised you better than a pig. It’s just that we always have to rush around and hide—this time, as soon as we sensed trouble, we immediately fled back to Luoying Valley at night.”

“…Alright, let’s just get on with the hair and dressing.” Cai Zhao had never won an argument against these two since childhood.

Today, the sky was gloomy with a fine drizzle. Cai Zhao wandered through town under an oil-paper umbrella, eventually stopping at a familiar wonton shop. She sat down and ordered a bowl. After a couple of spoonfuls, she frowned, “Madam, the soup base isn’t right. Did you dilute the bone broth with water? I won’t even mention whether the filling is from the front or hind leg, but these scallions—I’ve told you so many times, they must be freshly cut. Look how wilted they are…”

The shop owner slammed her large ladle into the iron pot and started berating her: “Little Zhao, you’ve been eating wontons here since before you were weaned! You always said, ‘Good, good, the wontons here are the best in the world!’ Now that you’ve grown up, you look down on us! The flatbread seller Wang Dalang and the bun seller Zu Erniang both came to me crying, saying you complained that the flatbread wasn’t soft enough the day before yesterday, and yesterday you said the bun filling wasn’t pure enough.”

“Everyone, judge for yourselves! This girl has eaten our food all her life, and now she’s finding fault with everything. Isn’t this what they call in plays ‘Only seeing the new bride smile, not hearing the old wife cry’? I know, Little Zhao, you’ve been out and seen the big world now. You look down on our poor little town. Oh my, how can we go on living like this…”

The shop owner’s voice was loud enough to echo through the entire street, forcing Cai Zhao to flee in embarrassment. Having been scolded and with an empty stomach, she continued wandering in the drizzle. The smooth, even bluestone road, every shop, every corner—she could find her way blindfolded. This was her familiar yet strange hometown. Everything seemed the same, yet everything felt different. Or perhaps, it was she who had changed?

In a grand mansion deep in the mountains, You Guanyue and Shangguan Haonan whispered from afar outside the door. “The Sect Leader has been reviewing documents for three days now. Hasn’t he finished yet? Didn’t Elder Yan say it was just one stack?”

“Elder Yan did only send up one stack, but later the Sect Leader ordered us to bring other documents for comparison. Who knows how long it will take?”

“Oh, it’s raining.”

“Just a drizzle, quite poetic actually.”

“What’s poetic about it? Xing’er hates this weather the most. Nothing dries properly.”

“Look, look! The Sect Leader has opened the window! What’s he staring at so intently? The rain? Could the Sect Leader like rainy days?”

“Impossible.”

“How do you know it’s impossible! Are you a tapeworm in the Sect Leader’s belly?”

“Whether the Sect Leader likes it or not, Miss Zhao certainly doesn’t because rainy days hinder her shopping. So the Sect Leader won’t like it either.”

“…Fine, you have a point.”

Cai Zhao returned to the valley feeling dejected. She encountered Fan Xingjia reporting Shandarin’s condition to the Cai couple, rambling on about all the necessary herbs. Finally, he quietly stated that after his thorough examination, the Sect Leader could be saved, but due to excessive damage to his meridians and essence, his lifespan might be reduced.

After Fan Xingjia left, Ning Xiaofeng murmured, “Why does this sound so familiar?”

“The doctor who diagnosed your sister said the same thing,” Cai Pingchun quickly added.

Thinking of Cai Pingshu, Ning Xiaofeng was instantly pained. She looked at the unconscious Song Shijun on the bed, his beard unkempt and his complexion sallow. She sighed, “This fellow has had a smooth sailing life, always arrogant and asking for trouble. Who would have thought that in his old age, he’d face such a fate? Sigh, they’re flesh and blood relatives, yet this Song Xiuzhi is too cruel. Usually so quiet, and then he strikes with such deadly force!”

Cai Pingchun offered no comment, instead asking his daughter, “Have you found any clues about the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower?”

Cai Zhao held up three fingers: “These past three days, I’ve practically turned that mansion in town upside down. Nothing.”

Ning Xiaofeng said, “Your father has also thoroughly searched the valley these past three days and found nothing. Could your aunt have sent the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower out of Luoying Valley long ago?”

“Does Mother think the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower is something good? Such a trouble-causing item—as long as Aunt was alive, she certainly wouldn’t harm others with it. I believe she must have hidden it just before her death or perhaps entrusted it to someone. Alas, I was ill for three days and know nothing about it.”

“You’re not the only one who thinks that way,” Cai Pingchun poured his wife a cup of hot tea. “The person behind all this probably also believes your aunt entrusted the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower to someone. Over these three days, I’ve carefully reviewed the events of the past year and finally understood some things.” He looked up, “Who attended your aunt’s funeral? Which sects were present?”

Ning Xiaofeng counted on her fingers: “We didn’t want to make a big fuss, so not many people came—the Five Northern Sects were all here, Brother Chang, the high monks from Changchun Temple, the Green Bamboo Gang from the entrance, and even my mother stumbled over to offer incense.”

Cai Pingchun continued, “The person behind this knows your aunt well. They know that to protect us, she wouldn’t keep the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower in Luoying Valley after her death, but would entrust it to someone trustworthy yet unsuspected. And this person must be among those who attended her funeral.”

Cai Zhao’s heart skipped a beat. “Who could it be?”

“Let me ask you both,” Cai Pingchun addressed his wife and daughter. “If you were your aunt, who would you entrust the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower to?”

“Me?” Ning Xiaofeng paused. “Well, I would entrust it to… The most dangerous place is the safest place. I’d secretly bury it in that old turtle Yang Heying’s ancestral tomb. No one would ever think of that!”

Cai Zhao burst into laughter. “Haha, Mother, you’re too funny!”

“What’s so funny? What’s wrong with my idea?”

“The reason Aunt couldn’t bear to destroy the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower was in case someone needed it in the future. If it’s buried in the Yang family tomb, that black stone mixed with soil would be impossible to find. How is that different from destroying it?”

“Then you tell us!” Ning Xiaofeng retorted.

Cai Zhao thought for a moment. “Generally speaking, entrusting it to Master or Uncle Zhou would be best. They have high cultivation and power to protect the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower.”

Cai Pingchun asked, “What if your aunt doubted them?”

Cai Zhao was startled.

Cai Pingchun continued slowly, “Sect Leader Mu had a point. The person behind this went to great lengths to massacre the Chang family, likely because Brother Chang noticed something. Though he had no evidence, what if he shared his suspicions with your aunt?”

Ning Xiaofeng exclaimed, “We can’t trust Qi Yunke, Zhou Zhizhen, Song Shijun, Qiu Yuanfeng, or Yang Heying. Each is less reliable than the last. So it must be…”

She almost blurted it out.

“That’s why Brother Chang died,” Cai Pingchun gently interrupted his wife. “On the night the Chang family was massacred, they must have searched the entire Chang fortress to no avail.”

“Then who could it be?” Ning Xiaofeng was perplexed. Suddenly, her eyes lit up. “Of course, Master Fakong!”

“That’s why Nie Zhe inexplicably sent people to ambush us on our way back after the Northern Ancestor’s memorial ceremony,” Cai Pingchun explained. “Among all the attacks, only Changchun Temple was assaulted at their doorstep, with the gates breached and parts of the temple burned.”

Cai Zhao’s pupils constricted. “So the other ambushes were just distractions, and Changchun Temple was their real target?”

“Correct, Zhao Zhao, you’re so clever,” Cai Pingchun praised. “If I’m not mistaken, the person behind this has already searched Changchun Temple during the chaos but still found nothing.”

“After failing repeatedly, they finally resorted to having Third Senior Brother infected with the ‘Netherworld Chill,’ forcing us to find the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower for them,” Cai Zhao said, alarmed. “Father, you’re so smart.”

“…After all this talk,” Ning Xiaofeng turned her palms up, “may I ask you two clever people, where exactly is that black stone?”

Both father and daughter fell silent.

After a long while, Cai Zhao sighed, “I’ll go look around some more.”

Watching his daughter’s slender figure leave, Cai Pingchun suddenly said, “If Mu Qingyan never commits a great evil, and Zhao Zhao truly likes him, let them be… Eloping isn’t out of the question.”

Ning Xiaofeng nearly choked on her tea. “What are you saying? My precious Zhao Zhao should have a grand wedding with a ten-mile-long dowry procession and a great feast for guests! Sneaking off to elope? Have you lost your mind?”

Cai Pingchun sighed, “Aren’t you curious? Song Yuzhi was infected with the Netherworld Chill over a year ago. Why did Zhao Zhao only return to Luoying Valley to search now?”

Ning Xiaofeng’s lips quivered.

Cai Pingchun continued, “She knows your sister must have had a deep reason for hiding the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower. No matter how anxious Song Yuzhi was about his incurable condition, Zhao Zhao never intended to help him find it. Only after all the Blood Swamp Night Orchids were destroyed, eliminating any worries, did Zhao Zhao truly set her mind on finding the treasure.” He smiled slightly, “In this aspect, Zhao Zhao is like the people of Luoying Valley, with an innate coolness.”

“You’re the same. Both you and your daughter only care about your own family,” Ning Xiaofeng said softly. “Sigh, only sister Pingshu had a warm heart through and through.”

“Those with warm hearts depart early. Wasn’t Brother Chang’s heart warm? Alas, a cold heart is needed to live long.” Cai Pingchun patted his wife’s shoulder. “But Zhao Zhao is different from Mu Qingyan.”

“Mu Qingyan…”

They had climbed snowy peaks together, obtaining the saliva of the Snow Scale Dragon Beast. Later, they ventured into the Blood Swamp, where Mu Qingyan could have secretly collected branches from the Night Orchid mother plant while Zhao was unaware. With purple jade sunflowers, he could have cultivated evil techniques. Yet, Zhao never doubted him for a moment.

“Some things can’t be ignored just because we choose not to think about them,” Ning Xiaofeng lamented. “How did she end up entangled with that Mu fellow again?”

After wandering the damp valley for hours, Cai Zhao finally slipped into Cai Pingshu’s dwelling. During her lifetime, Pingshu would bring young Zhao back to the valley every spring when flowers bloomed or in late autumn when leaves fell. Zhao peeled off her soaked outer garments and rolled into Pingshu’s bed.

Although her aunt had passed away nearly five years ago, Ning Xiaofeng still maintained the room impeccably. The bedding remained soft and dry, furniture was clean and polished. Even the cosmetics in the dressing-case were fresh as if awaiting Pingshu’s return from her travels.

Mother probably will never accept Aunt’s passing, Zhao thought hazily. Exhaustion from the past fortnight overwhelmed her. Recent events flashed through her mind like a zoetrope, finally settling on Li Wenxun’s words: “I fear the message might be intercepted by carrier pigeons en route…”

Why did this phrase keep bothering her? What was wrong with it?

“Intercepted… carrier pigeons… en route…” Carrier pigeons could be released mid-journey and, if well-trained, would still find the correct destination. However, even the Changchun Temple, renowned for breeding carrier pigeons, would struggle to make them land precisely in a traveler’s hands. Only predatory birds like the Haedong Hawk, skilled at hunting prey mid-flight, could accomplish such a feat.

“Fear… en route… pigeons… message…” Zhao bolted upright, cold sweat dripping down her forehead, heart pounding. She hurriedly threw on her outer garments and dashed towards the pigeon coops in the rain, startling her parents who were enjoying the rain from their window. They hastily followed with an umbrella.

Zhao burst into the coop, rummaging through it frantically.

“Zhao, what’s wrong?” Ning Xiaofeng asked breathlessly as she entered. “You’re not even dressed properly. A young lady shouldn’t—”

“Not now,” Cai Pinchun quieted his wife before addressing their daughter. “Zhao, tell us what’s going on.”

“Father, Mother,” Zhao turned, covered in gray and white pigeons down. “I think I know where the purple jade sunflowers are.”

In a dim, dark hall lit by a single candle, Mu Qingyan shoved aside the messy documents before him. He rose and forcefully pushed open the thick wooden window shutters. A wild gust of wind and fine rain swept into the vast hall, scattering papers everywhere.

The tall, handsome youth stood by the window, allowing the cold rain to soak him. “So that’s it,” he chuckled coldly. “That’s how it is…”

Suddenly, Yu Guanyue’s urgent voice came from outside. “Master, I have urgent news!”

“Come in and report.”

Yu Guanyue carefully opened the door and bowed at the threshold. “A dozen or so disguised individuals have left Luoying Valley. They’ve taken boats in different directions.”

“Which way did Zhao go?”

“Northwest… It seems they’re heading towards our Youming Bamboo Path.”

“Not the Bamboo Path,” Mu Qingyan turned back, his eyes cold. “They’re going to Xuankong Temple.”

Volume Seven – Eternal Ridge Chapter 131
Hidden in the depths of a seemingly unremarkable mountain forest lies the Xianxiu Ravine. At first glance, it appears to be nothing more than a chaotic jumble of trees and rocks. However, once you navigate past a few barren boulders, a breathtaking landscape unfolds before your eyes. Crystal-clear streams meander through lush greenery, creating a serene and picturesque setting.

Nestled within this ravine is the Xuankong Monastery. Its name, meaning “Suspended in Air,” stems from its unique position above a translucent waterfall. From afar, the tranquil monastery with its black tiles and white walls seems to float midair.

This area marks the border between the territories of the Six Northern Chen Sects and the Li Sect. Strictly speaking, it’s slightly closer to the Lihan Sea Mountain Range. Due to its weak influence and awkward location, Xuankong Monastery rarely involves itself in the conflicts between the two factions, only making appearances at the Six Northern Chen Sects’ celebratory gatherings.

This neutrality goes largely uncriticized in the martial arts world, as the monastery’s founder, the revered nun Minghui, established it primarily to aid destitute women. Were it not for the omnipresent strife between the Six Northern Chen Sects and the Li Sect, they would prefer to remain uninvolved entirely.

Over the past century, Xuankong Monastery has weathered numerous storms. It has been coerced by the Six Northern Chen Sects to fight against the Demonic Cult and targeted by unscrupulous members of the Li Sect. Fortunately, these crises were resolved without major incidents, largely due to the face-saving concerns of the leaders on both sides.

The Qingque Sect leader who forced Xuankong Monastery to join the fight against the Demonic Cult was ridiculed by both righteous and evil factions for a decade. They mocked him for resorting to weak nuns when the Six Northern Chen Sects’ male disciples were insufficient, bringing shame to their ancestors.

Similarly, the Li Sect often turned a blind eye to the nearby monastery. Nie Hengcheng once berated his second disciple, Chen Shu, for attempting to kidnap Xuankong disciples to practice his Five Poison Palm technique. He argued that subduing a sect with mostly untrained female disciples would bring no honor.

Thus, the monastery has survived to this day, protected by the face-saving concerns of powerful leaders and the ability of its abbesses to fend off lesser threats.

“There’s another little-known reason for their survival,” Cai Pingchun remarked as he dismounted and led his horse up the mountain. Cai Zhao, Song Yuzhi, and Fan Xingjia followed closely behind.

” Xuankong Monastery has produced about a dozen ‘wayward disciples,'” Cai Pingchun continued with a smile. “Talented girls with untamed spirits who couldn’t bear the strict rules and endless cycle of vegetarian meals and Buddhist chants. So…”

“So they turned right and joined the Youming Huang Path?” Cai Zhao interjected mischievously.

Cai Pingchun chuckled at his daughter’s quip. Song Yuzhi exclaimed in surprise, “They all joined the Demonic Cult?”

Fan Xingjia, wiping sweat from his brow, panted, “Who could endure endless vegetarian meals and chanting? Still, joining the Demonic Cult is going too far.”

“Not all of them joined the Demonic Cult,” Cai Pingchun explained as they walked. “Some who strayed and found themselves with nowhere else to go eventually returned to Xuankong Monastery.”

Fan Xingjia grumbled, “Treating their sect like a fallback option after betraying it? If this happened in Elder Li’s sect, they wouldn’t survive three meals!”

Cai Zhao nodded, “Fifth Senior Brother’s words may be harsh, but he has a point. Without rules, how can a sect flourish?”

Cai Pingchun raised an eyebrow, looking at the three young people behind him. “Is that what you all think?”

Song Yuzhi furrowed his brow slightly. “Perhaps Xuankong Monastery never intended to expand its influence. They’re different from typical martial arts sects, aiming only to protect vulnerable women. Not everyone in this world is blessed with extraordinary talent or luck…”

Cai Pingchun patted Song Yuzhi’s shoulder. “Your master is right. It’s not a bad thing for young people to face setbacks. Those who see deeper can go further.”

Fan and Cai blushed in embarrassment.

Compassion isn’t weakness or lack of discipline; it’s choosing a different path.

“However,” Cai Pingchun added, “those female disciples who return after facing hardships often develop a stronger faith in Buddhism. They break through delusions faster, ultimately achieving enlightenment and protecting more unfortunate women.”

Song Yuzhi sighed in relief, “Karma and divine justice prevail. It’s as it should be.”

Cai Pingchun continued, “Among those who didn’t return remorsefully, five or six opened shops and established businesses. Their skills learned at Xuankong Monastery were sufficient to deal with local ruffians. They prospered, raised families, and would send vegetarian dishes to the monastery during festivals. The abbess always suspected the food was cooked in pork fat due to its rich aroma…”

Cai Zhao and Fan Xingjia listened with delight, their spirits lifting.

“Two or three made names for themselves in the Demonic Cult. It’s said one became a female elder, two became altar masters, and some married powerful figures in the cult. In short…”

Cai Zhao chimed in, “In short, everyone found their path to happiness.”

Cai Pingchun shook his head with a smile, while Song Yuzhi and Fan Xingjia laughed heartily.

As the laughter subsided, Cai Pingchun spoke slowly, “Whether one chooses to embrace worldly life or pursue spiritual cultivation, it should be a decision from the heart, not constrained by other factors.”

“In my youth, I often criticized my elder sister for always taking the lead and not following our ancestral teachings by staying secluded in Luoying Valley. I wondered why she bothered with the chaotic martial arts world.”

“After all these years, I’ve slowly come to understand – in this short life, what’s the point if we can’t live according to our hearts?”

He looked meaningfully at his daughter. Cai Zhao stood dazed, seemingly grasping her father’s intent.

Despite Cai Pingchun’s warm portrayal of Xuankong Monastery, the group was greeted by Abbess Jingyuan’s perpetually icy expression. As usual, she first berated Cai Pingchun and Ning Xiaofeng, then reprimanded Cai Zhao for her various misdeeds over the past year, and finally scolded the Cai couple for their lax parenting.

Normally, the abbess of Xuankong Monastery and the master of Luoying Valley would-be peers, but due to Ning Xiaofeng’s relationship, the Cai family had become Jingyuan’s juniors and had to listen respectfully.

As soon as she paused for breath, Cai Pingchun hastily explained their purpose. Jingyuan’s expression changed, and she dismissed her disciples.

“I’ve never heard of any Purple Jade Golden Mallow,” Jingyuan said coldly. “Why have you come to Xuankong Monastery?”

Song Yuzhi, eager to restore his position, urgently replied, “Surely you’ve heard about the recent turmoil at Guangtian Gate, Venerable Abbess. It’s not that I covet the position of sect leader, but if Guangtian Gate falls into the hands of Song Xiuzhi, that fratricidal hypocrite, it would be a disaster for the world.”

Cai Zhao chimed in, “Exactly! I suspect Song Xiuzhi has unclear ties with the Demonic Cult. He even used Lu Chengnan’s ‘Bone-Eroding Sky Rain.’ That night, countless people were reduced to pools of blood. It was horrific!”

Abbess Jingyuan shot the girl a stern look. “Don’t muddy the waters. Yang Heying used the ‘Bone-Eroding Sky Rain,’ not Song Xiuzhi.”

“So you’ve heard about it!” Cai Zhao exclaimed happily. “The whole incident was orchestrated by Song Xiuzhi and Yang Heying. Can you be certain Song Xiuzhi knew nothing about it?”

Jingyuan fell silent.

Song Yuzhi explained, “My father is gravely injured and recuperating in Luoying Valley. Meanwhile, I’ve been afflicted by the Demonic Cult’s ‘Netherworld Cold Qi,’ restricting my abilities and preventing me from defeating Song Xiuzhi. If you truly know the whereabouts of the Purple Jade Golden Mallow, please have mercy and share this information.”

Seeing Jingyuan’s continued silence, Cai Pingchun solemnly said, “Venerable Abbess, when my sister entrusted the Purple Jade Golden Mallow to you, she must have left some instructions.”

A true expert can discern the truth with just a few words.

Jingyuan glanced at Cai Pingchun. “Follow me, all of you.” She led the four through a maze-like path into a hidden chamber concealed behind layers of rock.

The hexagonal room was built entirely of white hemp stone. In the center stood a square stone platform with a meditation cushion, several sutras, and a porcelain bottle of clear water—clearly Jingyuan’s daily meditation spot.

“So the Purple Jade Golden Mallow is really in your possession?” Cai Zhao looked around curiously. “You just claimed you’d never heard of it—Venerable Abbess, aren’t monastics supposed to refrain from lying?”

Jingyuan tapped a corner of the stone platform, revealing a hidden drawer. She retrieved an object and turned back to them. “I didn’t lie. Cai Pingchu never called this item the Purple Jade Golden Mallow.”

“Aunt didn’t say anything, yet you agreed to keep it safe. It seems you don’t dislike my aunt as much as people think,” Cai Zhao said with a smile as she took the object—a cold, purple-black stone—and passed it to Song Yuzhi, who gripped it tightly, trembling with emotion.

Jingyuan looked at Cai Pingchun. “Do you know the importance of this item?”

Cai Pingchun nodded. “Yes, it’s connected to a mysterious evil technique. Back then, Nie Heng—”

“Say no more,” Jingyuan interrupted. “Xuankong Monastery is just a small, isolated sect. I don’t want to know about these dark secrets of the martial world.” She continued, “When Cai Pingchu entrusted this to me, she stressed its importance and instructed me to destroy it immediately if there was any risk of it falling into the wrong hands.”

She pointed to a corner where a set of diamond rock mortar and pestle stood ready to crush any hard object.

Cai Pingchun asked, puzzled, “Then why did you give it to us so easily?”

Jingyuan replied, “Because Cai Pingchu wrote in her letter that there was only one circumstance under which I should hand it over—if you and your wife, or Zhao and Xiao Han came asking for it.”

Cai Pingchun sighed, “I never imagined that in her final moments, my sister could only trust her own family.” This was a great irony for someone who had lived such a righteous and passionate life.

“Don’t flatter yourself. She trusted many people throughout her life, and I doubt that changed even at the end,” Jingyuan said coldly, with a hint of regret. “Cai Pingchu said that the thing she had hidden away with great effort, all four of you should know not to seek. If it came to a point where you had to find it, either you were being coerced or someone desperately needed saving—she left this for your sake.”

Song Yuzhi was moved. “Heroine Cai was indeed considerate. It’s my carelessness that has brought this item back into the world.”

Cai Zhao felt deeply touched. “This thing always makes me uneasy. Once Third Senior Brother dispels the Netherworld Cold Qi, let’s destroy it immediately, grinding it to dust!”

Cai Pingchun agreed.

“Good that you understand!” Jingyuan’s expression softened. “Don’t dawdle. Heal your wounds here in this chamber. This item is inauspicious; destroy it as soon as you’re done.”

Cai Pingchun and Song Yuzhi sat on the stone platform. Fan Xingjia laid out his needle case, revealing hundreds of refined silver needles of varying lengths. As Song Yuzhi meditated and Cai Pingchun channeled his energy into Song Yuzhi’s back, Jingyuan and Cai Zhao stood quietly nearby.

As white vapor began to rise from Song Yuzhi’s Baihui acupoint, Fan Xingjia swiftly inserted silver needles into his body.

Suddenly, Jingyuan turned to Cai Zhao. “You guessed the Purple Jade Golden Mallow was with me. How?”

Cai Zhao, watching her father concernedly, softly explained her deduction process. She had realized that such a small item could have been sent by carrier pigeon, eliminating the need for personal delivery. However, nearly everyone close to her aunt had attended the funeral, while those on bad terms wouldn’t have been contacted. Jingyuan was the exception—known to be at odds with Cai Pingchu yet still connected to Luoying Valley by carrier pigeons.

Jingyuan smiled slightly. “Xiaofeng was right; you have a clever, devious mind.” Looking at the three on the platform, she added, “If Cai Pingchu had half your cunning, perhaps she wouldn’t have died so young.”

Cai Zhao asked quietly, “Venerable Abbess, why did you accept my aunt’s request? All these years, I thought you disliked her and often criticized you behind your back.”

Jingyuan didn’t take offense. “Everyone was wrong. I didn’t dislike or disapprove of Cai Pingchu. Rather… she was too dazzling, like a blindingly bright sun. I feared she might burn people.”

Cai Zhao listened silently, thinking of Mu Qingyan.

“Someone once told me that Nie Hengcheng was like a towering mountain, casting a shadow over everyone in the Demonic Cult. When he died, that shadow lifted, leaving his disciples, family, and loyal followers at a loss. I thought then, that if Nie Hengcheng was a mountain, my aunt was an eagle soaring in the sky. No mountain can surpass an eagle—and indeed, Nie Hengcheng eventually died by her hand.”

Jingyuan smiled, a rare occurrence. “The first time I saw Cai Pingchu was at the Northern Chen Six Sects’ biennial disciple competition. She was younger than you are now, and your father even younger. Every one pitied the little sister and brother, thinking they’d have to rely on Peiqiong Manor. But when your aunt appeared, she immediately astounded everyone, becoming famous overnight.”

The dressed old nun’s gaze grew distant as if recalling that sunny competition day twenty years ago when a slender, young girl stood alone on the high arena platform, and no disciple dared to challenge her.

“I had just become the leader of Xuankong Monastery then, and your aunt’s flamboyance made me inexplicably uneasy. But my senior and junior sisters liked her, as did my disciples. After returning to the monastery, they constantly talked about her. In our secluded mountain life, your aunt’s great deeds in the martial world became the favorite stories among the female disciples.”

Cai Zhao asked in surprise, “So you have senior and junior sisters, Venerable Abbess? Um, where are they now?”

Jingyuan turned back. “Do you find Xuankong Monastery very quiet? On your way up, you saw only twenty or thirty people, mostly elderly nuns who can’t practice martial arts?”

Cai Zhao nodded, somewhat embarrassed.

“Yes, because my current disciples, not much older than you, were taken in after Nie Hengcheng’s death,” Jingyuan sighed. “But it wasn’t always like this. Though small, Xuankong Monastery once had over a dozen skilled martial artists to uphold its reputation.”

“The martial world is never peaceful. Somehow, Nie Hengcheng suddenly went berserk, massacring heroes across the land. I cautiously kept my disciples close, forbidding them from drawing attention, thinking we could avoid calamity. But…”

Jingyuan’s eyes glistened. “Then a letter came from home, saying my mother was on her deathbed. Your maternal grandmother called me back for her final moments. Before leaving, I repeatedly cautioned my sisters and disciples not to leave Yinxiu Ravine, prioritizing safety above all.”

“But when I returned, I found Xuankong Monastery awash in blood, limbs scattered everywhere. My top disciples had died in pools of blood, sacrificing themselves to allow the younger ones to escape. The survivors told me that my senior and junior sisters had been captured by the Demonic Cult after a fierce battle. I was at a loss, and Old Sect Leader Yin was skilled at playing dead, so I had no choice but to seek your aunt’s help.”

“Your aunt wasn’t faring well at that time either. Most of her close companions had been killed by the Demonic Cult, and she seemed to have suffered a severe illness, looking pale and haggard. But when I told her about Xuankong Monastery’s plight, she agreed to help without hesitation.”

“She told me to wait outside the Youming Huang Path while she ventured into the demon’s lair alone. She emerged late that night, dragging a large sack. When I opened it, I broke down in tears—inside were the withered corpses of my senior and junior sisters, their essence, inner power, and vital energy completely drained. How tragic that these women, who lived peacefully and compassionately, met such a terrible fate!”

“I cursed Nie Hengcheng as less than an animal, but I was terrified inside. I asked your aunt if Nie Hengcheng was cultivating the ‘Spirit Leech Technique’ and if he had found a way to overcome its drawbacks. You see, the technique’s inherent risk is both its greatest flaw and its greatest benefit.”

“Without this sword hanging over one’s head, anyone could absorb others’ essence and inner power for their use. Who, whether righteous or evil, could confidently say they’d never be tempted by such power? If Nie Hengcheng had unraveled this mystery, the martial world would have descended into endless bloodshed.”

“Your aunt didn’t answer me. She looked awful and only said, ‘Don’t worry, I’ll handle this.’ Half a month later, I heard she had single-handedly climbed Mount Tu and slain the great demon Nie Hengcheng.”

“For the next decade or so, she raised you in Luoying Valley while I rebuilt our sect at Xuankong Monastery. We never met again. She’d occasionally mention you in Xiaofeng’s letters home, mostly sharing amusing anecdotes about you.”

“Over four years ago, she suddenly wrote to me, saying she was on her deathbed. She asked me not to attend her funeral and entrusted that dark stone to me, enclosed with the letter.”

Without realizing it, Cai Zhao’s face was streaked with tears.

“I once disliked your aunt’s flamboyance, but I don’t feel that way anymore,” Jingyuan sighed softly. “The old leader of the Yellow Sand Gang was my late senior sister’s first cousin. I went to see him off before he retired.”

“The old hero said that with Nie Hengcheng dead, the world was at peace. He had no regrets except for his short-sightedness in not properly teaching his daughter self-reliance, forcing her to live a compromised life. It’s a shame—his eldest daughter, Madam Zhuo, had excellent potential but was raised to be weak and timid.”

“I see, that explains it,” Cai Zhao remembered. “Madam Zhuo has a daughter named Yang Xiaolan, a year or two younger than me. I bet that old turtle Yang Heying didn’t teach her properly either. But I’ve seen her skills—they’re impressive. Even ordinary Siqimen techniques become thunderous when she uses them!”

Jingyuan smiled. “It seems Madam Zhuo’s talent was passed down to her daughter. Ah finding a good son-in-law and entrusting one’s life to him—that’s how most people think. But because of your aunt’s existence, many realized that women can also stand tall and independent.”

“Yes!” Cai Zhao’s tears turned to laughter. “My aunt always said she lived a fulfilling life!”

“Phew…” Fan Xingjia retreated, drenched in sweat, until he was against the wall. Song Yuzhi’s eyes were tightly closed, his palms facing each other in the air. The dark Purple Jade Golden Mallow tumbled between his palms, a thick white vapor enveloping his jade-like face, forehead, temples, neck, and chest. Dozens of major acupoints were pierced with silver needles.

Cai Pingchun, looking grave, his forehead beaded with sweat, continuously channeled his inner power into Song Yuzhi.

“Venerable Abbess, Junior Sister, I’m done. It’s your turn,” Fan Xingjia panted heavily.

Jingyuan nodded, and Cai Zhao immediately followed. They stood on either side of Song Yuzhi, exerting their energy to suppress the elusive cold qi in his dantian.

After about an hour, the thick white vapor around Song Yuzhi’s head and face gradually dissipated. Cai Zhao finished first, followed by Jingyuan, and finally, Cai Pingchun slowly withdrew his palms and exhaled. Including the motionless Song Yuzhi, all four simultaneously regulated their qi.

Fan Xingjia, seeing Song Yuzhi’s rosy complexion and the light in his brow, carefully approached to check his pulse. Soon, his face lit up with joy. “Strong meridians, clear dantian—Third Senior Brother, you’re finally fully recovered!”

Song Yuzhi felt warm, powerful energy flowing through his meridians, like someone who had just recovered from a long illness, his muscles eager to exert themselves. He opened his eyes with a slight smile. “My breath is still a bit chaotic. Let me regulate it for a moment.”

As Fan Xingjia removed the silver needles, he said cheerfully, “Not just you—Valley Master Cai, Venerable Abbess Jingyuan, and Junior Sister all expended a lot of true qi. Everyone needs to recover. Take your time to meditate and regulate your breath. I’ll go brew some restorative soup for everyone!”

Expelling the cold qi from Song Yuzhi’s dantian consumed significant inner power. Cai Pingchun had used the most, left with only about 20-30% of his power. Jingyuan and Cai Zhao had each lost 50-60%. This depletion was different from Song Shijun’s weakness due to internal injury; it was more like exhaustion after an intense battle with a formidable opponent. Though victorious, they were spent and needed time to recover.

Jingyuan nodded. “The herb garden and fields are in the back mountain. It’s quite secluded. Young Master Fan, please help yourself.”

Fan Xingjia left the secret chamber cheerfully.

A moment later, Song Yuzhi recovered first and leaped down from the stone platform. Seeing the others still meditating, he looked at the Purple Jade Golden Mallow in his hand. “…Perhaps I should destroy this now.”

Before he finished speaking, Cai Zhao, eyes still closed, nodded vigorously, like an amusing woodpecker toy. Jingyuan and Cai Pingchun seemed to sense this and smiled with their eyes closed.

Song Yuzhi, amused, walked towards the diamond rock mortar and pestle in the corner with the Purple Jade Golden Mallow. Just as he was about to throw it into the mortar, a loud crash came from behind. The stone door of the secret chamber was violently smashed open, and a group of black-clad figures swarmed in like sharp-toothed insects!

Before the four inside could react, the lead black-clad figure charged in like a bolt of lightning, striking Cai Pingchun’s back with a powerful palm. Cai Pingchun grunted and retaliated, sending the attacker crashing into the stone wall.

“Father!” Cai Zhao, disregarding her incomplete recovery, rushed to her father.

Cai Pingchun waved his daughter off with difficulty, coughing up blood, his eyes tightly shut as he slumped to one side.

“Venerable Abbess, Junior Sister, be careful!” Song Yuzhi grabbed his swords, Blue Rainbow and Bai Rainbow, and engaged the black-clad figures in fierce combat.

“Master! Master, save us!” Seven or eight more black-clad figures poured in, threatening about a dozen young nuns with blades. The nuns were covered in wounds.

“You scoundrels!” Jingyuan roared, shattering the skulls of two attackers with two swift palm strikes.

The black-clad figures, in groups of seven, formed three units. Each wielded different blades and long hook ropes, surrounding Cai Zhao, Jingyuan, and Song Yuzhi in a familiar yet strange formation.

Cai Zhao had encountered this formation before at Suchuan River, where she and Mu Qingyan had struggled even at full strength. Now, in this dire situation—with Jingyuan and herself at half power, Jingyuan needing to protect the young disciples, and Cai Zhao supporting her severely injured father—their predicament was far worse.

The attackers, seemingly aware that Song Yuzhi was currently the strongest, focused their most skilled fighters on him. Their techniques were ghostly and vicious.

After just a few exchanges, one attacker suddenly turned his blade towards a young nun behind him. Song Yuzhi, alarmed, quickly changed his move to save her. At that moment, the other six attackers swung their swords in unison. Four long swords kept Song Yuzhi occupied, while two thrust directly at him.

Song Yuzhi kicked away the first attacker and quickly sidestepped, avoiding the two swords that only pierced his outer robe. As the two attackers withdrew their swords, they slashed outward, tearing Song Yuzhi’s robe and causing the Purple Jade Golden Mallow hidden in his chest to roll onto the ground.

Song Yuzhi inwardly cursed his luck, while the black-clad figures rejoiced, shouting, “It’s here! Quick, grab it!”

Amidst the struggle, a snake-like hook rope silently extended, snatching the Purple Jade Golden Mallow in a flash.

“We’ve got it, let’s go!” The leader, gripping the Purple Jade Golden Mallow, gestured forward. “Kill them all and burn down the place. I’ll call for more backup!”

Half of the black-clad figures left, disrupting their formation. Cai Zhao seized the opportunity to charge into the group, slaying those holding the nuns hostage. She then pushed her father towards Jingyuan. “Venerable Abbess, please look after my father and your disciples!”

Jingyuan understood her intention. With one hand supporting the unconscious Cai Pingchun and the other raised defensively, she protected the injured young nuns behind her.

Cai Zhao and Song Yuzhi fought back-to-back. Their swords—Blue Rainbow, Bai Rainbow, and the Blazing Sun Precious Blade—slashed and stabbed rapidly among the black-clad figures. The cold gleam of swords and the fierce blade shadows danced in the dark chamber. A few attackers tried to take the nuns, hostage, again but were swiftly killed by Jingyuan’s palm strikes.

Soon, the remaining dozen or so black-clad figures were slain. The last to die, his face covered in blood, laughed maniacally, “You can’t escape! Our comrades searching outside will be here soon!”

Song Yuzhi ran him through with his sword and asked anxiously, “What do we do now? We can escape, but there are many others on the mountain…”

Jingyuan asked her disciples about the others. The weeping nuns replied, “The other senior sisters are all dead. Only a few local sisters managed to escape down the mountain in the night. They know the terrain well, so they might have hidden in some cave!”

Jingyuan nodded and turned to press a spot on the stone wall. With a series of clicks, a narrow secret door opened in the wall.

“This secret passage leads directly down the mountain,” Jingyuan explained. “It took me over a decade to slowly carve it out!”

Cai Zhao understood. After Nie Hengcheng’s bloody assault on Xuankong Monastery years ago, Jingyuan must have decided to create this escape route.

She carefully wiped the blood from her father’s mouth and entrusted him to Jingyuan. “Venerable Abbess, on the west side of the mountain base, along the Xunhe River bank, there’s a boat with a Tixue flag hidden in a tributary. The Green Bamboo Gang’s leader and his confidants are personally manning it, waiting for our return. Take them and travel back to Luoying Valley by water. Don’t delay on the way.”

Jingyuan frowned. “What about you two?”

Cai Zhao masked her depleted inner power with a smile. “Once everyone’s gone, this secret passage will be discovered immediately. Senior Brother and I will draw away the black-clad men outside. Third Senior Brother, you agree, right?”

Elder Sister Jing Yuan vehemently objected, “This won’t do! You’re sending yourselves to death!”

Song Yuzhi glanced at Cai Zhao, “Zhao, you’d better go with the Elder Sister. I can handle this alone.”

“Oh, give me a break,” Cai Zhao retorted. “If it were just you, that would truly be suicide.”

Song Yuzhi shook the last drops of blood from his sword. With sincerity in his eyes, he addressed the Elder Sister, “With our skills, we can certainly escape. I swear to you, if it comes down to it, I’ll sacrifice myself to ensure my junior sister gets away safely!”

Elder Sister Jing Yuan hesitated.

“Don’t delay, Elder Sister,” Cai Zhao pressed the old nun’s hand, smiling lightly. “Besides, we need to find Senior Brother Fan. The Xuankong Temple’s position is difficult to defend and too close to the Devil Cult. Why not use this opportunity to relocate and start anew?”

Knowing the girl was joking to lighten the mood, Elder Sister Jing Yuan looked at her frightened disciples. Gritting her teeth, she helped Cai Pingchun up and instructed as she left, “Take care of yourselves!”

After a few steps, she suddenly turned back. “Years ago,” she said wistfully, “your aunt also suggested moving the temple to a safer place—I drove her out for that.”

Cai Zhao laughed through tears, “Don’t worry, Elder Sister. My two senior brothers and I will be safe!”

After the last nun disappeared into the secret passage, Cai Zhao closed the stone door. She and Song Yuzhi then deliberately wrecked the secret room, piling rubble against the door to make it look like the aftermath of a fierce battle.

Outside, flames grew and shouts drew nearer. Song and Cai fled towards the remote back mountain, passing scenes of devastation. They finally found Fan Xingjia hiding under a bamboo basket in a barren herb field.

“What’s happening outside? Has someone attacked the mountain?” Fan trembled. “I wanted to find you, but I was too scared! Where’s Sect Leader Cai and Elder Sister Jing Yuan?”

“No time to explain. Let’s go!” Song Yuzhi pulled Fan Xingjia up.

Just as they turned to leave, the black-clad men who had been searching Xuankong Temple arrived at the back mountain, cornering them.

“Excellent! Capture these three, and the master will reward us handsomely!” The lead attacker sneered.

Both sides roared and clashed fiercely. Outnumbered, Cai Zhao managed to kill seven or eight before collapsing, gasping for breath. Song Yuzhi had to protect her and Fan Xingjia, constantly swinging his sword as they retreated.

“What do they want? Are they here to kill us?” Fan Xingjia was on the verge of tears.

“You fool, they’re after the Purple Jade Golden Mallow!” Cai Zhao shouted angrily. Then, puzzled, she asked, “Third Senior Brother, if the Blood Swamp Night Orchid is destroyed, why do they still want the Purple Jade Golden Mallow?”

Fan Xingjia seemed dumbfounded. “Blood Swamp Night Orchid? What does it have to do with the Purple Jade Golden Mallow?”

Song Yuzhi fended off two attackers with his sword, allowing Cai Zhao to take over. He turned back, explaining, “The Devil Cult has an evil technique that requires both the Blood Swamp Night Orchid and the Purple Jade Golden Mallow. Without the Night Orchid, the Golden Mallow is useless!”

“Third Senior Brother, stop rambling and find an escape route!” Cai Zhao fought desperately, her depleted inner strength fading fast.

Hearing this, Fan Xingjia stood frozen, unable to move.

“Could someone have taken some branches before the Night Orchid was destroyed?” Song Yuzhi wondered aloud while fending off attacks. “Who could it be?”

Cai Zhao frowned, “Don’t be polite, Third Senior Brother. Just say Mu Qingyan’s name!”

Song Yuzhi coughed lightly, “I’m just speculating. Old Lady Jiang said only six of us entered the Blood Swamp in the past decade. Apart from us, there’s only…”

“It was me,” Fan Xingjia said blankly. “I snuck out at night and took a branch of the Night Orchid.”

Cai Zhao felt her hair stand on end, shrieking, “Fifth Senior Brother, what are you saying?”

Song Yuzhi wanted to question further, but the relentless attacks forced him to focus on defense.

“I… I didn’t know the Night Orchid was for evil techniques!” Fan Xingjia’s face was filled with fear and confusion, like a terrified child. “I felt it wasn’t right to steal, especially behind your backs!” He explained incoherently, tears falling. “That night, as I was returning with the Night Orchid, I saw you and Third Senior Brother coming from outside. I wanted to tell you then, but…”

Cai Zhao, finally catching her breath, grabbed Fan Xingjia’s shoulders tightly. “Forget that for now. Fifth Senior Brother, tell me, who put you up to this? Who?”

“It was… Sister, watch out!” Fan Xingjia’s eyes widened in fear, looking behind Cai Zhao. In a flash, he pushed her aside, taking a powerful blow from an attacker to his chest. Several ribs cracked audibly as he coughed blood and fell unconscious.

“Fifth Senior Brother!” Cai Zhao cried out, rushing to him. Song Yuzhi killed two more attackers before retreating to support Fan Xingjia. The black-clad men formed a semicircle, slowly closing in on the three, trapping them in what seemed like a deadly situation.

“Third Senior Brother,” Cai Zhao suddenly said softly, “I have two ‘Thunderstorm’ bombs left.”

Song Yuzhi turned, his face lighting up with hope.

“We’ll each take one and throw them simultaneously, then escape in the confusion,” the girl said, her pale face stained with blood. “Third Senior Brother, your inner strength has recovered better than mine. You take Fifth Senior Brother.”

Song Yuzhi nodded, draping Fan Xingjia’s arm over his shoulder while taking the ‘Thunderstorm’ bomb from Cai Zhao.

“How will we regroup?” he asked.

Before Cai Zhao could answer, the attackers charged. As they separated, Cai Zhao shouted over the crowd, “Remember ‘No rain on a stormy day,’ Third Senior Brother?”

For the first time since their sect’s calamity, Song Yuzhi laughed heartily, “Of course I do!”

“Good. I’ll count. One, two, three, throw!” At Cai Zhao’s command, Song Yuzhi hurled the bomb with all his might.

A deafening explosion shook the earth, instantly filling the air with flying debris, soil, and carnage. Amidst the screams of the black-clad men, Song Yuzhi quickly hoisted Fan Xingjia onto his back and fled down the mountain. He ran for miles, only daring to rest when dawn began to break.

As he caught his breath, something struck him as odd. Why had there been only one explosion? Could their timing have been so perfect that the blasts merged into one? No, Song Yuzhi dismissed this thought immediately. He had personally witnessed the chain reaction of the ‘Thunderstorm’ bombs in Zhengyuan Hall at Taichu Temple; he wasn’t unprepared for their power.

Song Yuzhi focused, meticulously recalling the events of those fleeting moments. The more he thought, the more alarmed he became. Only one ‘Thunderstorm’ had detonated. Where was the other? Why hadn’t Zhao thrown hers?

As the cold light of dawn touched his skin, his blood ran cold. A nameless fear gripped him as he realized the truth: Zhao had lied. It wasn’t that she didn’t throw her bomb; she only had one to begin with. And she had given it to him.

When his bomb exploded, the remaining attackers would have furiously converged on Cai Zhao’s position. What had become of her?

Song Yuzhi immediately turned to go back, but at that moment, Fan Xingjia let out a pained groan in his unconscious state. Gritting his teeth, Song had no choice but to first hide Fan in a nearby cave.

By now, daylight had fully broken. Without food or drink, Song Yuzhi raced back to Xuankong Temple. Yinxiu Stream was as peaceful as ever. There were no black-clad men, no corpses, and no sign of Cai Zhao—only lonely, crumbling ruins and a few bodies of the temple’s nuns.

Song Yuzhi rushed to the back mountain, to the spot where they had separated the night before. Following the trail of blood and sword marks on the rocks left by Yanyang Dao, he tracked the path step by step to the cliff’s edge. Below Xuankong Temple, the famous transparent water curtain curved here, forming a violently rushing waterfall. All traces ended at this point.

Song Yuzhi stood at the waterfall’s edge, lost in thought. A gentle breeze rustled through the forest, and birds sang cheerfully. But where had his little junior sister gone?
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A gentle, soothing fragrance permeated the air. The bedding was soft and comfortable as if floating on clouds. Cai Zhao felt pain throughout her body as if she had just been beaten. Well, she had been beaten.

When the room’s light shifted from bright to dim, she finally awoke. Mu Qingyan sat by her bed in a wide, sapphire-blue brocade robe, holding another bowl of intimidating medicine. His expression was stern, brows furrowed with a gloomy air. Seeing the girl awake, he wordlessly lifted her to administer the medicine.

Cai Zhao, teary-eyed from the bitterness, leaned against a large pillow and gasped, “Where’s the candied fruit? I want candied fruit.”

Mu Qingyan kept a straight face: “No candied fruit. Bear with it.”

Cai Zhao curled up into a small ball, whimpering like a newly weaned cub, “When you were pretending to be ugly, I always prepared candied fruit for you when you took medicine. Sweet when you wanted sweet, sour when you wanted sour. Now times have changed, and you’ve turned your back on me, wuwuwu…”

“You need to taste some bitterness, lest you forget the pain once the wound heals!” Mu Qingyan scolded, but still fetched a small purple jade-inlaid copper jar.

As the sweet and sour flavor melted on her tongue, Cai Zhao felt alive again. Sitting up, she noticed her dantian was warm and her meridians were flowing smoothly. Apart from the bruises covering her skin, her depleted inner strength from the night before had mostly recovered.

Cai Zhao, feeling her strong pulse with surprise and joy, exclaimed, “I didn’t expect that I could now heal my internal injuries even while unconscious!”

Her words were barely out when she received a flick on her forehead. The handsome, refined man’s face was frosty, his eyes betraying annoyance.

Cai Zhao, rubbing her forehead, immediately became meek. Her beautiful eyes drooped softly, looking adorable and submissive: “You must have helped me recover with your energy while I was unconscious. I’m very grateful…”

“Just grateful?” Mu Qingyan’s eyebrows arched.

“No, no, I’ve been thinking of you too,” the girl hurriedly pulled out a thin, long gold chain from her collar. “Look, I’ve been wearing this chain around my neck, as if you were always by my side.”

Mu Qingyan seemed somewhat moved, softening his tone, “I thought you had lost it. Did you redeem it specially?”

Mu Qingyan smiled coldly, “Really? You redeemed it, not Song Yuzhi?”

“?” Cai Zhao’s smile froze.

Mu Qingyan reached out with his long arm, his large hand grasping the small girl, kneading her like a millstone. Cai Zhao, knowing she had been exposed, smiled apologetically and begged for mercy: “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to take credit. It’s just… Here, I’ll give you back the gold chain. I’ll put it on for you, okay?”

Mu Qingyan snorted coldly, sitting still as the girl wrapped the thin gold chain around his neck. A small gold whistle rolled out from his sleeve, and Cai Zhao, being very astute, eagerly took it and hung it at the end of the gold chain.

“By the way, where did Song Yuzhi and Fan Xingjia go? The captured black-clad men said you seemed to have arranged to meet up outside,” Mu Qingyan said casually.

Cai Zhao’s big eyes rolled: “You caught the black-clad men? That’s great. I don’t know where Third Senior Brother and Fifth Senior Brother are. We only said we’d break out separately…”

Mu Qingyan’s face changed instantly as he stood up abruptly: “After all we’ve been through together, you still don’t trust me! Fine, very well! Come, send people to search along all the small paths leading from Yinxiu Stream. Find Song Yuzhi and Fan Xingjia!”

“Ah no, no, no!” Cai Zhao quickly grabbed his robe. “It’s not that I don’t trust you. You’ve always disliked my Third Senior Brother, and I was afraid you might kill him! Great Sect Leader Mu, please be magnanimous and don’t hold it against me!”

Mu Qingyan slowly turned his head: “… What did you call me?”

“Sect, Sect Leader Mu.”

Mu Qingyan flew into a rage, shouting orders outside: “Come! Release the hounds across the mountains. Find Song Yuzhi and kill him without mercy, just like those black-clad men!”

“Why are you going crazy again? Can’t we talk properly?” Cai Zhao firmly hugged his waist, pulling him down onto the large soft couch, then pressed herself on top of him.

Mu Qingyan lay down, pointing at the girl’s forehead covered in red marks, “I’ll give you one chance to make amends.”

Cai Zhao buried her head in his chest, muffling her voice, “… Brother Yan.”

“You certainly know how to adapt.”

“My mother said – there’s no shame in being coquettish.”

The girl became increasingly coy, snuggling closer and whispering in his ear, “Brother Yan, don’t be angry with me anymore. I’ll do whatever you want.”

Mu Qingyan stretched out his arms, holding her tightly in his embrace. His hands unconsciously caressed her, feeling the warm, jade-like skin beneath the thin silk sleeping garment. So soft and tender, he suddenly understood the meaning of ‘soft jade and warm fragrance.’ Combined with her cloying, lingering calls, his breathing became unsteady.

Seeing the tall young man beneath her gradually flush, his breathing becoming heavier, Cai Zhao was about to tease him further when she suddenly felt the world spin. She was lifted up and tightly wrapped in a blanket. Mu Qingyan silently pulled down the brocade rope hanging the bed curtains, tying her up with the fluffy blanket in a crisscross pattern.

“Stay put!” Mu Qingyan’s chest heaved violently, his fair skin flushed as if painted with rouge, spreading from behind his ears down his long neck to his smooth chest visible through his slightly open collar.

“You’re not allowed to touch me anymore!” he pointed at the girl’s nose, righteous and solemn.

Cai Zhao bundled up like a plump dumpling: …

“In any case, before we’re properly married, we mustn’t overstep boundaries.” Mu Qingyan, having regained his composure, wore an air of righteousness and morality, as if he could be placed on an altar with three sticks of incense.

Cai Zhao rolled her eyes: “Hurry up and untie me, I’m hungry.”

Watching Mu Qingyan ‘untie’ her, she couldn’t help but say: “You’re really not well. When I don’t pay attention to you, you’re always flirting. When I actually want to be with you, you back off. What’s this, playing hard to get?”

Thinking about it, she realized it wasn’t quite right. Playing hard to get usually ends with ‘getting,’ but this guy was genuinely ‘hard to get.’

Mu Qingyan maintained his cold expression: “Put your clothes on properly and come down for dinner.”

He left the room, returning moments later with a tray. Cai Zhao sat down at the table, fuming. She opened a large celadon bowl in the center, and a familiar aroma wafted out – it was her favorite chicken wonton soup.

“… Actually, after returning to Luoying Valley, I found that the wontons in town aren’t as good as yours,” she said, gobbling them down, unsure if it was the heat of the food or her heart that made her feel warm all over.

Mu Qingyan sighed, “If only you thought of me as much as you think about wontons.”

As Cai Zhao ate, she noticed the matching porcelain plates and cups were elegantly colored and simply designed. Looking around the room, she saw it was similarly furnished in a simple yet refined style, unlike the luxurious atmosphere of the Palace of Extreme Pleasure.

“Where is this place?” she asked curiously.

“This is the Busi Study,” Mu Qingyan ladled her a bowl of yam and pork bone porridge. “My father and I lived here for ten years. After he passed away, I moved to Fanghua Yishun near the Palace of Extreme Pleasure, intending to compete with Nie Zhe.”

Cai Zhao tilted her head, eating and observing, “Your father had good taste. My aunt would surely like it.”

Mu Qingyan’s hand paused while ladling porridge, “You don’t like it?”

Cai Zhao’s face reddened slightly as she spoke softly, “Actually, I prefer a livelier house, filled with delicious snacks and fun things everywhere. When you open the window, the courtyard should be full of grapes, persimmons, and large yellow pears.”

Mu Qingyan remained silent, but his dark eyes seemed about to overflow with laughter.

“Ah my aunt always complained that I had too many things in my room,” the girl said, resting her chin on the porcelain spoon with a melancholy expression.

Mu Qingyan tried to keep a straight face, “… Having more things is good. It makes the place feel cheerful.”

“It would be best to have a gentle little cat too, even one that purrs is fine,” Cai Zhao said, getting more excited.

Mu Qingyan hesitated, “Wouldn’t a dog be better? A big dog that can guard the house and hunt.”

“Hmm, that’s not impossible, but if it’s too big, how can I cuddle it while sleeping?”

“So that’s why you’re worried about a cat purring,” Mu Qingyan couldn’t help but chuckle, imagining the plump little girl hugging an equally plump cat, sleeping soundly. “How big is the cat you had before now?”

“I’ve never had a cat,” Cai Zhao replied.

“Hm?” Mu Qingyan’s hand, holding a piece of date paste cake, stopped midair.

Cai Zhao spoke softly, “Cats have fur — my aunt later became prone to coughing. We didn’t even plant willows near our house, fearing the willow catkins might drift in.”

“…” Mu Qingyan placed the date paste cake in her bowl. “My father was lonely from childhood, so he raised a dog from a young age. The dog was loyal and obedient but was later poisoned. To avoid reminding Father of his grief, we didn’t keep any pets at Busi Study.”

They both sighed and fell silent.

“Are you full?” Mu Qingyan suddenly asked. “If so, come with me. I’ll take you to meet my father.”

Cai Zhao thought she had misheard, “What did you say?!”

Mu Qingyan tapped her forehead with a chopstick, laughing, “The mountain behind Busi Study is the burial ground for generations of the Mu family. There’s no better time than now. I’ll take you to pay respects to my father and let him meet you.” Speaking of his deceased father, he showed unusual tenderness and sincerity.

“Oh.” Cai Zhao hesitated.

Mu Qingyan frowned, “I’ve met your parents. What, you don’t want to meet my father?”

“No, no!” Cai Zhao quickly waved her hands. ” I greatly admire your father. Just hearing about his conduct, I know he was a truly good person, like a lotus rising from the mud!”

“…” Mu Qingyan narrowed his eyes, “Who are you calling mud?”

Cai Zhao: …

“When we meet my father, speak less. I’m afraid he might come back to life out of anger.”

Mu Qingyan was well-prepared, from a hooded cloak made of fine wool to thick leather boots. Cai Zhao didn’t feel cold walking in the snow-covered mountainous region, though she wrapped wounds still ached slightly when moving.

Mu Qingyan put an arm around her as they walked, constantly admonishing her, “Think about it, what good has following Song Yuzhi brought you? You’re either being chased or falling off cliffs and waterfalls. When you’re with me, whether in snowy peaks or blood swamps, when have I ever let you suffer…”

“I might not have suffered much in the snowy peaks and blood swamps, but what about by the river?” Cai Zhao retorted. “If it weren’t for the retired Hero Shi’s rescue, we both would have been buried by the landslide and flood!”

She grew more agitated as she thought about it, “My aunt was right, you can’t rely on others, only on yourself!”

At that moment, familiar clear whistles came from the sky. Two golden figures soared across the evening sky, circling the mountain peak with grace and strength.

Cai Zhao looked up, smiling, “Their wounds must have healed. I’ve missed them.”

Mu Qingyan glanced at her, “If you treat me better, I’ll let you ride them.”

Cai Zhao seemed to think of something and smiled secretly, “Let’s not talk about that. Tell me about how you saved me. When did you know we were in trouble?”

Mu Qingyan lowered his long lashes, “Actually, I knew as soon as you arrived at Yinxiu Stream, but considering Elder Sister Jing Yuan and your father, I had to pretend I didn’t know anything.”

“Why pretend?”

“What else could I do? Bring chickens, ducks, fish, meat, and several jars of fine wine to visit — ‘Elder Sister, Sect Leader Cai, how have you been? Since we’ve met by chance, why don’t we have a drink together’?”

“Alright.” Cai Zhao deflated a bit. “Do you know why we went to Xuankong Temple?”

Mu Qingyan replied, “With Song Yuzhi and Fan Xingjia there too, what else could it be? Did you find the Purple Jade Golden Mallow?”

Cai Zhao felt annoyed, “We did find it, and Third Senior Brother’s old injury had healed. We intended to destroy the Purple Jade Golden Mallow on the spot, but those black-clad men arrived just in time and snatched it away — I guess the person behind this must have been monitoring Luoying Valley, following our tracks.”

Mu Qingyan said, “It doesn’t matter. When the real culprit sneaks into the blood swamp and finds that the Night Orchid has been destroyed, they’ll realize that taking the Purple Jade Golden Mallow was all for nothing.”

Mentioning this, Cai Zhao’s face fell, “Last night, in that critical moment, Fifth Senior Brother told me that on the night we were in the blood swamp, he secretly took a branch of the Night Orchid. Just as he was about to tell me who instructed him to do so, he took a blow from a black-clad man meant for me and fell unconscious.”

“He took a branch of the Night Orchid? This is truly troublesome.” Mu Qingyan frowned, “But don’t worry too much. Over a decade ago, when Nie Hengcheng was cultivating the third level of the Purple Microheart Sutra, he also had the Purple Jade Golden Mallow, but he still failed. If Nie Hengcheng couldn’t succeed, the person behind this might not either.”

“Speaking of this…” Cai Zhao paused, “During our time apart, did you find out anything? How did Mu Zhengyang trick Nie Hengcheng into practicing this evil technique?”

Mu Qingyan pondered for a moment, “It’s a long story.” He pointed ahead, “Let’s go in first.”

Cai Zhao turned around and was struck by a solemn, cold atmosphere. More than ten huge, grayish-white stone beams stood straight ahead. The central beam bore the large, blood-red characters for “Forbidden Tomb,” with sixteen smaller characters below — “Ancestral sacrifice ground, burial boundary, entry strictly forbidden, violators will die.”

Stepping through the stone beam gate, Cai Zhao felt enveloped by a gloomy, primitive aura. Surrounding them were countless huge black trees with sturdy roots and twisted branches. The large, knotted tree bark resembled half-open giant eyes, each as big as a child’s head. The intertwining thick branches blocked out the sky, casting the entire burial ground in deep black.

After walking for an unknown distance, a vast field of tombs and memorial stones came into view. Bai stone tablets, dense black trees, blood-red inscriptions, and strangely shaped, sharp, and steep mountain peaks and odd rocks created an eerie, ghostly landscape.

Mu Qingyan stopped, his voice dry, “We’re here.”

Cai Zhao was slightly surprised — compared to the grand and magnificent ancient tombs around, Mu Zhengming’s grave seemed small and simple.

“This was Father’s last wish,” Mu Qingyan said softly. “He said he had never been a sect leader, nor had he done anything beneficial for the Divine Sect, so a simple burial would suffice.”

Cai Zhao spoke quietly, “My aunt also didn’t want us to make a fuss. Her ashes are buried next to a large peach tree. She said just pour a few jars of peach blossom wine on her grave during festivals.”

Mu Qingyan smiled, “Alright, when we go to pay respects to Lady Cai, I’ll bring plenty of good wine.”

He stepped forward and bent down, skillfully arranging the offerings, “Father, I’m here, and I’ve brought her to meet you. Her name is Zhao Zhao, Cai Zhao. Her aunt is Cai Pingshu…”

Cai Zhao gazed at the simple, flat tombstone, thinking of the person buried beneath. His life of non-interference, a lifetime of loneliness and helplessness, finally withering away quietly, like a calm, flowing stream, indifferent to life and death.

After helping Mu Qingyan arrange the offerings, she knelt properly before this kind elder, bowing and praying as earnestly as she would for her aunt, “… May you be blessed with both parents in your next life, spared the pain of losing a father; may your family be complete and happy, free from the sorrow of separation; may all your affairs be smooth, unburdened by constraints. May you soar freely in the vast sky and sea.”

The girl’s tone was gentle and compassionate. Mu Qingyan stood quietly beside her, gazing at the tombstone for a long time.

After paying their respects, they sat far away on a crooked, protruding thick tree branch.

“… Yan Xu reviewed many records and compared them with other accounts from that period. I’ve roughly deduced how Mu Zhengyang deceived Nie Hengcheng.”

“In his later years, Nie Hengcheng became extremely paranoid, unwilling to accept that his great work was unfinished, yet fearing his aging and decline. Mu Zhengyang seized this opportunity, indirectly leaking information to the Palace of Extreme Pleasure — that the Purple Microheart Sutra could indeed be mastered. The eldest son of Sect Leader Mu Song had succeeded, but unfortunately died young, causing the technique to be lost.”

Cai Zhao tensed, “This is all false, right? No one has ever mastered the Purple Microheart Sutra.”

“No, it’s true. Mu Song’s eldest son did master it.” Mu Qingyan’s lips curled into a sarcastic smile. “The story Mu Zhengyang leaked to Nie Hengcheng was 99% true, with only one falsehood at the very end.”

Cai Zhao was skeptical.

Mu Qingyan continued, “Someone like Nie Hengcheng wouldn’t just believe hearsay, so he sent spies everywhere to verify the details. The concubines and maids of the Mu family’s children, personal guards, even the hundreds of servants in the Palace of Extreme Pleasure, and the elders from Sect Leader Mu Song’s time — their private letters, notes left for descendants, even stolen fragments of conversation…”

“From thousands of minor details, Nie Hengcheng deduced that Mu Song indeed had a sickly eldest son who mastered an incredibly powerful divine technique. It not only cured his congenital weaknesses but could also prolong his life. Unfortunately, while open attacks are easy to avoid, hidden arrows are hard to guard against. The day after he mastered the technique, he was killed by his jealous siblings who joined forces against him.”

“This was the Mu family’s greatest scandal in over a hundred years since the Divine Sect’s founding. Sect Leader Mu Song strictly forbade all his children from mentioning it and killed all the guards and servants present. Even the Seven Star Elders only knew bits and pieces. Because all the children were involved in this conspiracy, Mu Song couldn’t punish them all. Filled with endless guilt towards his eldest son, he became obsessed with Taoist practices and alchemy, eventually dying in his alchemy room.”

Cai Zhao’s throat felt dry as she listened, “Is all this true as well?”

“Most of it is.” Mu Qingyan’s face was expressionless.

Cai Zhao was speechless for a long time. “As descendants of the Mu family, your father viewed the position of sect leader as worthless, while these others coveted it so much they were willing to kill their siblings. It’s really… really…” She couldn’t find the words to comment. “Please continue.”

“Nie Hengcheng’s next task was to decipher how to cultivate the ‘Purple Wei Heart Sutra’,” Mu Qingyan explained. “During Patriarch Mu Song’s era, the chief scribe was named Qu Linglong. Nie Hengcheng went to great lengths to find her descendants and obtain Elder Qu’s notes. However, this was all part of Mu Zhengyang’s plan, as he had already forged a complete set of Elder Qu’s notes.”

“According to these forged notes, on a certain day, the eldest young master Mu suddenly began searching for the saliva of the Snow Scale Dragon Beast, eventually finding the last small vial in a remote corner of the storehouse. Months later, he started cultivating a species of orchid that only bloomed at night.”

“Ah!” Cai Zhao exclaimed, “The blood swamp! The night orchid in the blood swamp, and Cai Anning, right? Isn’t it?”

Mu Qingyan nodded. “This orchid was difficult to grow, so the eldest young master planted an entire garden, even extending to the back hillside. After the orchids matured, he suddenly ordered someone to retrieve the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower from the storehouse, without explaining its purpose. Finally, in the two months before his murder, seven experts from the sect mysteriously vanished.”

“At first, Elder Qu suspected the Northern Chen Six Sects were behind it. It wasn’t until Patriarch Mu Song died suddenly and his sons fought for power, throwing the Divine Sect into chaos, that someone accidentally discovered the mummified bodies of these seven people buried at the foot of the mountain.”

Cai Zhao was incredulous. “So this eldest young master wasn’t a good person after all!” She had initially felt pity for this gifted yet ill-fated youth who had struggled to overcome his destiny only to be killed by his siblings.

Mu Qingyan asked curiously, “The seven who died were from our sect. Why do you care?”

Cai Zhao stood up angrily. “Regardless of who died, using such vicious methods to drain others’ essence and inner force for personal gain is unforgivable!”

Mu Qingyan patted her shoulder reassuringly. “Well, he was killed by his siblings right after mastering the ‘Purple Wei Heart Sutra’. Isn’t that good enough? Don’t be angry.”

Cai Zhao was speechless. “Never mind,” she said, giving up on arguing with him. “With so many clues, why didn’t anyone else notice? Didn’t Nie Hengcheng suspect anything?”

Mu Qingyan explained, “Elder Qu recorded these events chronologically, with all the details scattered among other incidents. It was difficult to spot any anomalies just by reading through. Nie Hengcheng painstakingly pieced everything together, eventually identifying three key elements: the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva, the night orchid, and the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower combined with the inner force of the seven experts.”

Cai Zhao sighed, “Don’t tell me all of this was true.”

“If it were all true, how could Nie Hengcheng have gone mad while cultivating the third level?” Mu Qingyan’s smile was both pleasant and cruel as if envisioning Nie Hengcheng’s despair and confusion in his final days, nearly abandoned by all.

Cai Zhao pondered, “Nie Hengcheng passed the first two stages of the ‘Purple Wei Heart Sutra’, so it seems Mu Zhengyang tampered with the instructions for the third level.”

“Correct,” Mu Qingyan said. “Because the first two stages went smoothly, Nie Hengcheng became increasingly convinced he had found the correct method and continued cultivating.”

Cai Zhao couldn’t help but ask curiously, “How should the third level of the ‘Purple Wei Heart Sutra’ actually be cultivated? Nie Hengcheng clearly did it wrong, but did Mu Zhengyang know the correct way?”

Mu Qingyan replied, “He went to the blood swamp a second time to get the night orchid, obviously intending to cultivate it himself. So he must have known—but your aunt killed him early on, and I couldn’t find any traces he left behind.”

Cai Zhao sighed in relief, “It’s better that the method for the third level remains a mystery. This way, no one will covet it, and hopefully, the person behind all this will also go mad if they try to cultivate it!”

She continued, “To ensure Nie Hengcheng passed the first two stages, Mu Zhengyang personally went to the Snowy Ridge and blood swamp to obtain the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva and night orchid cuttings. But why did he bring my aunt along? Wasn’t he afraid of revealing his secret?”

Mu Qingyan explained, “If Mu Zhengyang could piece together the scattered information about the ‘Purple Wei Heart Sutra’ from vast records and set up this poisonous plot against Nie Hengcheng, uncovering the secrets of your Falling Petal Valley wouldn’t be difficult for him.”

He continued, “Although people say the Snow Scale Dragon Beast is extinct, careful research reveals that the last one disappeared in the great snow mountain of the far north along with Gu Qingkong from Falling Petal Valley. The night orchids in the Extreme Pleasure Palace’s back garden were burned, but many remained on the back hillside. However, after years of neglect, few probably survived, and decades later, Cai Anning moved them all away. Without your aunt’s help, Mu Zhengyang might not have succeeded.”

Cai Zhao felt sad. “Are you saying Mu Zhengyang deliberately befriended my aunt just to obtain the night orchid and the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva? If he already had everything he needed, why did he kill my aunt’s brothers?”

“For power, for absolute control,” Mu Qingyan’s expression was inscrutable. “By then, Nie Hengcheng had already gone mad and was beyond redemption, nearing death. When the time came for Mu Zhengyang to reveal his identity, my father wouldn’t have contested him. All he needed to do was eliminate Nie’s followers like Zhao Tianbai and Han Yisu one by one.”

“Mu Zhengyang wasn’t afraid of people like Yin Dai or Yang Yi. The only one he worried about was your aunt. Even if he could fight your aunt one-on-one, what about her brothers? They were all first-class experts of their time, united and loyal to death. How could he defend against their combined seven-person formation? It was better to eliminate them in advance, as long as your aunt remained unaware. If he could deceive your aunt, unifying the world wasn’t impossible.”

“However, he didn’t anticipate that Lu Chengnan would betray the Extreme Pleasure Palace at the cost of his life, revealing the secret of the ‘Purple Wei Heart Sutra’ before dying. This caused your aunt to become suspicious of Mu Zhengyang, ultimately leading to his complete defeat.”

Cai Zhao was both shocked and heartbroken, feeling as if her throat was blocked, unable to breathe. “Mu Zhengyang, that bastard!” she cursed bitterly. “And Nie Hengcheng was useless too. Mu Zhengyang practiced and plotted right under his nose, yet he knew nothing. No wonder he fell for the trap in the end!”

Mu Qingyan slightly raised his head, “Moreover, Mu Zhengyang came and went freely in the Hanhai Mountain Range, and Nie Hengcheng didn’t say a word. His guard was far too lax.”

The two then proceeded to thoroughly criticize Mu Zhengyang and Nie Hengcheng, with Cai Zhao’s curses full of righteous anger and Mu Qingyan’s insults precise and cutting. After they both vented their frustrations, the girl tugged at the young man’s sleeve, rubbing her stomach with a worried expression. “I think I’m hungry again.”

Mu Qingyan laughed, “Even a wealthy family might struggle to keep you fed! Alright, let’s have a late-night snack.” After a pause, he glanced at her sideways. “Are you really not going to reveal the whereabouts of your two senior disciples? You’re enjoying comfort and good food, while they might be cold and hungry somewhere.”

As night deepened, Cai Zhao lay in bed with her full stomach, tossing and turning contentedly. She couldn’t help but think of Song Yuzhi and Fan Xingjia, recalling Mu Qingyan’s teasing words. She hesitated, wondering whether to ask You Guanyue to bring her two senior disciples back, and if Mu Qingyan would harm them. But Fan Xingjia had said that Song Yuzhi had already settled his differences with Mu Qingyan. Should she only bring back her fifth senior disciple and leave the third one outside? It was so troublesome!

Perhaps due to her troubled thoughts, Cai Zhao had another nightmare that night. She woke up breathing heavily, drenched in sweat, feeling as if something terrifying had a firm grip on her. Yet the path ahead was shrouded in thick fog, preventing her from seeing what caused such fear. After waking from this inescapable, web-like terror, she found it impossible to fall back asleep. She got up, put on some clothes, and opened the window slightly to admire the snowy landscape under the moonlight.

People say moonlight is like water, but in Falling Petal Valley, it had a slight yellow tinge, exuding the warmth of human life. In Qingque Sect, the moonlight was like scattered silver, cold and clear. Tonight in the Hanhai Mountain Range, the moonlight was extremely faint, not as bright as the reflection from the snow, as if covered by a dense layer of… vines and leaves?

Cai Zhao suddenly became alert, her mind buzzing, ears filled with a sharp whistle. She couldn’t move her body, feeling stiff all over. A numbness crept up from her fingertips to her heart, as if thousands of tiny needles were pricking her skin, painful to the point of numbness. After a while, she slowly managed to move to the bedside, woodenly feeling for her clothes. Instead, her hand touched her Blazing Sun Sword. She hugged the precious sword tightly, as if it were her only support.

Silently calling out to her aunt, she gradually gathered her strength and made a resolute decision. Outside, it was bitterly cold. The night sky was as black as ink, with layers of fog-like dark clouds pressing down, making it hard to breathe. After walking only a few dozen steps towards the mountain path, she suddenly saw a straight, black figure blocking her way.

Cai Zhao stopped abruptly, demanding fiercely, “Why are you here?” The young man before her was neatly dressed and composed, as if he had never gone to bed but had been guarding outside her door all along.

“Zhaozao, where are you going? You should be resting,” he said, slowly approaching. “Did you not sleep well earlier? I should have lit some calming incense for you.”

The handsome young man spoke gently, but Cai Zhao felt a chill in her heart. “I want to go home. I’m going down the mountain,” she said firmly.

Mu Qingyan smiled, “Rest for two more days, and then I’ll accompany you down the mountain, back home together.”

Cai Zhao refused outright, “I don’t need your company. I want to go alone!”

“What’s wrong? Are you unhappy about something?” Mu Qingyan smiled, reaching out to caress her cheek.

Cai Zhao recoiled as if shocked, “Stay away from me!” As she spoke, she gathered her energy and leapt over him like a kite, rushing straight down the mountain. However, a group of silent, martial-arts-trained Demonic Sect members, led by You Guanyue, suddenly appeared from a mountain recess.

“Miss Zhaozao, please go back,” he said, bowing respectfully.

Cai Zhao gritted her teeth, pivoted on a rock, and gracefully turned towards another path down the mountain. But she hadn’t gone far before another group of experts blocked her way, this time led by Shangguan Haonan.

He stood with his chest puffed out, “Little Miss Cai, the Sect Leader has made arrangements. You can’t go down!”

Filled with anger, Cai Zhao suddenly turned and dashed uphill. You Guanyue and Shangguan Haonan were both stunned—that direction led to the Mu family’s ancestral graves, a forbidden area with no way out of the Hanhai Mountain Range.

Mu Qingyan narrowed his eyes slightly.

Cai Zhao ran at full speed towards the ‘Forbidden Tombs’. She didn’t know where to go, only wanting to get as far away from him as possible.

“Zhaozao, Zhaozao, where are you? It’s very cold here. Don’t catch a chill, come out quickly!” His voice grew closer, indicating he was catching up.

When he first called “Zhaozao,” his voice seemed to be dozens of feet away. By the last “come out,” he sounded as if he was right beside her.

Cai Zhao had just passed a grayish-white stone bridge when she saw dense, pitch-black woods ahead. Suddenly, a figure with fluttering robes leapt over her head, blocking her path.

Mu Qingyan stood on a waist-high rock, his jaw tense. “At least explain clearly why you’re suddenly leaving without a word!”

Cai Zhao responded with hatred in her voice, “You knew all along about Fifth Senior Brother stealing the night orchid cutting.”

Mu Qingyan laughed incredulously, “What are you talking about, Zhaozao? How could I know about Fan Xingjia’s petty theft?”

“Before Fifth Senior Brother passed out, he said one thing—’That night after stealing the night orchid, on his way back to his room, he saw me and Third Senior Brother returning from outside’…” The girl’s gaze was cold and determined. “I remember clearly, when Third Senior Brother and I returned, you had just come down from the roof.”

Mu Qingyan’s pupils contracted violently.

Cai Zhao knew she had guessed correctly, feeling a sharp pain in her heart. The sweeter the previous moments had been, the more painful this realization was.

“The night orchids were planted in the courtyard at the center of the small building. You could see everything clearly from the roof!” she shouted. “Before you came down from the roof, you must have seen Fifth Senior Brother go to the courtyard to steal the night orchid!”

“You knew all along! Why didn’t you say anything?”

“You did this on purpose. You intentionally let me believe the ‘Purple Wei Heart Sutra’ couldn’t be cultivated anymore!”

Tears welled up in her eyes. “If I had known earlier that the night orchid had been stolen, I would never have found the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower! I would never have ruined my aunt’s efforts!”

“How many things have you hidden from me? What are you really trying to do?”

Mu Qingyan stood calmly on the rock. Under the cold moon in the deep mountains, his robes fluttering, it was hard to distinguish between the divine and the demonic.
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“I had considered that Zhaozao, being so clever, might guess the secret afterward,” Mu Qingyan seemed to be talking to himself. “I didn’t expect you to figure it out even sooner than I thought.” He frowned slightly. “I originally believed Fan Xingjia was working for the mastermind, but now it seems he was unaware of the truth and was deceived.”

Cai Zhao’s heart trembled. “You… you know who instructed Fifth Senior Brother?”

“No,” Mu Qingyan calmly replied. “But I’ve pretty much guessed. Fan Xingjia lived in Jiangnan until he was ten, then joined the Qingque Sect. The person who could make him do this must be either Qi Yunke, whose orders he couldn’t disobey, or Zhou Zhizhen, who controls his family’s fate.”

Neither name was one Cai Zhao wanted to hear. She struggled to speak, “How do you know there isn’t a third person?”

“That’s why I went to ask Song Xiuzhi.”

“Song Xiuzhi? What did he say?”

Mu Qingyan smiled sarcastically. “He said that one night, a man in black suddenly came to tell him about a secret that occurred a thousand miles away in Qimu Mountain. From Yang Heying’s madness to the fate of the Yellow Sand Gang and the villagers, everything was clear. What happened afterward was all Song Xiuzhi’s careful planning.”

Cai Zhao’s heart sank. “This mastermind knew that just by giving Song Xiuzhi a reason, he could leverage the entire Guangtian Gate. This person, this person…”

Mu Qingyan continued, “This person understands Song Xiuzhi and the factions within Guangtian Gate very well. This can’t be achieved through hearsay; it requires close interaction. Qi Yunke is Song Shijun’s brother-in-law and can freely enter the Song family. Zhou Zhizhen is famous in the martial world for his benevolence, inviting young disciples from various sects to stay at Peiqiong Manor every few years. Although you’ve only been once, the other sects have gone many times.”

“Among the other renowned figures of the Six Sects, some lack the cultivation to escape detection silently, while others are not close enough to the Song family. Only Qi and Zhou fit the bill!”

Cai Zhao grew more confused. “If you knew they were the main suspects, why did you let Fifth Senior Brother take the night orchid? Why did you hide it from me and watch me find the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower?” A terrifying thought flashed through her mind. “Was the man in black at Xuankong Temple sent by you? Did you steal the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower? Did you also take a cutting of the night orchid that night at the Blood Swamp? Are you also trying to cultivate the ‘Purple Wei Heart Sutra’?”

Mu Qingyan stomped heavily on the rock, leaping down to Cai Zhao. “Do you think I would send someone to hurt you and force you to jump off a cliff?” The rock behind him cracked and then shattered completely.

Cai Zhao stepped back, shouting, “My aunt trusted Mu Zhengyang back then, which led to her brothers’ tragic deaths! She had to go to Tu Mountain alone to fight Nie Hengcheng! Now you’re also deceiving me about this. How can I trust you?”

Mu Qingyan suppressed his anger. “I can’t cultivate the ‘Purple Wei Heart Sutra’ at all!”

Cai Zhao scoffed, “If my master and Uncle Zhou can practice it, why can’t you?!”

“Because I have no blood relatives left in this world!”

Cai Zhao was stunned. “What… what do you mean? What does this have to do with blood relatives?” She stepped forward, pleading softly, “At this point, why don’t you just tell me everything? Please, don’t hide anything anymore.”

Mu Qingyan turned his head, his eyes growing fiercer. “Fine, if you want to hear it, I’ll tell you everything!”

He explained that after Mu Zhengyang forged Elder Qu’s notes, he destroyed the original. However, Mu Qingyan found another copy elsewhere, which differed from Mu Zhengyang’s forgery in three key points:

First, Mu Song’s eldest son wasn’t killed by his siblings. Mu Song had kept his children’s factions separate to prevent internal strife. When the eldest son died, none of Mu Song’s other children or their confidants were even in the Extreme Pleasure Palace.

Cai Zhao was shocked. “Then who killed Mu Song’s eldest son?”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes darkened further. He explained that if the son had been killed by someone within the sect, Mu Song would have searched for traitors. If it were an outsider, he would have sought revenge with the entire sect’s power. But Mu Song did nothing. He tried to erase all traces of his eldest son’s existence. The official history of the Divine Sect doesn’t even mention Mu Song having a frail eldest son.

Cai Zhao had an unbelievable thought. “Was… was it Mu Song himself who killed his eldest son?” She could hardly believe her own words. “How is that possible? They were father and son!”

Mu Qingyan then revealed the second point of Mu Zhengyang’s forgery: The back garden of the Extreme Pleasure Palace wasn’t accidentally burned during the power struggle among the children. Mu Song himself burned it, destroying all the night orchids, the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva, and the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower.

Cai Zhao realized, “So that’s when the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower was burned into a black stone?”

“Correct. After the fire was extinguished, someone found the melted Purple Jade Golden Sunflower and threw it back into the storehouse,” Mu Qingyan said. “Why do you think Patriarch Mu Song did this?”

Cai Zhao hesitated. “He… he didn’t want his eldest son to cultivate the ‘Purple Wei Heart Sutra’?”

“Correct.”

“What do you mean ‘correct’? It doesn’t make sense,” Cai Zhao said, growing more confused. “Your family forbids future generations from cultivating the ‘Purple Wei Heart Sutra’ because it either kills or cripples the practitioner. But Mu Song’s eldest son seemed fine after mastering it, even curing his congenital weakness. So why would Patriarch Mu Song disapprove?”

Mu Qingyan then revealed the third point of Mu Zhengyang’s forgery: During the chaos of the power struggle, what was found at the foot of the mountain wasn’t the mummified bodies of seven experts, but the dried corpses of two children.

“What?!” Cai Zhao was shocked.

Mu Qingyan explained that one child was born to Mu Song’s favorite concubine in his later years and was only four years old. The other was Mu Song’s first grandchild, still an infant, born to his second son. Mu Song had taken the infant to raise personally. When these two children disappeared one after another, Mu Song searched extensively but eventually gave up.

Both children had their vital energy drained, but there were differences. When killing the four-year-old, the murderer wasn’t yet skilled in the Ghost Leech Technique, so the child’s bones were broken into segments. With the infant, the killer was more proficient, reducing the bones to powder, leaving only a shriveled husk.

Cai Zhao felt a chill. “Was this all done by Mu Song’s eldest son? How could he be so inhuman? Why would he do such a beastly thing?”

Mu Qingyan reminded her of what Grandma Jiang had said about Mu Zhengyang wanting to kill Nie Zhe but being unable to explain why. He also reminded her of why Mu Zhengyang had injured his father, trying to take the infant Mu Qingyan.

Cai Zhao’s eyes widened in horror as she began to understand.

Mu Qingyan continued, guiding her thoughts. He pointed out that Nie Hengcheng couldn’t break through the third level even after draining so many top experts, yet Mu Song’s eldest son had succeeded. So what was the correct method?

“Oh God, oh God!” Cai Zhao gasped, hardly able to believe such evil could exist in the world. “How could this be? No wonder Mu Song killed his son! This is terrible, utterly inhumane! How could anyone think of such a vicious and horrifying method? Was he insane?!”

Mu Qingyan murmured, “Who would have thought that to master this unparalleled, world-shaking technique, the final step would be to drain the life force of one’s flesh and blood?”

“Mu Zhengyang is also insane!” Cai Zhao cursed, breathless. “He wanted to kill Nie Zhe to cut off Nie Hengcheng’s path, fearing he might suddenly gain enlightenment. He wanted to take you because he… he wanted to practice it himself!”

She realized why Mu Qingyan said he couldn’t practice it – all his close relatives were dead. Even if he had a child now, the night orchid would lose its effectiveness in six months. However, both Qi Yunke and Zhou Zhizhen had children readily available!

Cai Zhao pointed at Mu Qingyan, cursing, “And you! You’re also insane! Knowing all this, why did you let everything happen? What if the mastermind knows this secret?”

Mu Qingyan pondered briefly, “I want to practice the Purple Micro Heart Sutra.”

“Have you lost your mind? How could you possibly practice that?” Mu Qinghan suddenly looked up. “Haven’t you considered that besides Mu Song’s eldest son, two others have mastered the Purple Micro Heart Sutra in the past two hundred years?”

Cai Zhao racked his brain. “Who?”

“The first-generation leader Mu Xiujue and his frail, short-lived eldest son,” Mu Qingyan replied.

“Another frail, short-lived eldest son?” Cai Zhao’s mind wandered. “Was he also killed by his father?”

“No,” Mu Qingyan denied. “Father and son died half a year apart. Moreover, I’ve thoroughly checked the records. Among Mu Xiujue’s children, the eldest son died first—he didn’t use blood relatives for cultivation. Additionally, the night orchid was brought by a traveler from India over fifty years later. No one in the sect grew such plants then.”

Confused, Cai Zhao asked, “Then how did he master it?”

Mu Qingyan spoke softly, “I’ve thought carefully—the Purple Micro Heart Sutra is a peerless technique left by the Northern Chen Ancestor for his descendants. How could it be an evil art requiring draining blood relatives? This means there must be another cultivation method, righteous and honorable.”

“After much consideration, I finally understood,” he continued. “Practicing the Purple Micro Heart Sutra doesn’t require saliva, night orchids, or purple jade golden sunflowers. These were forcibly invented by Mu Song’s eldest son to enhance the technique. To cultivate the Purple Micro Heart Sutra, one only needs help from someone who has already mastered it to break through the first level.”

He explained further, “The Northern Chen Ancestor helped Mu Xiujue master the Purple Micro Heart Sutra. Mu Xiujue married in middle age and only had an adult eldest son when he died. His other children were still young, so he helped his eldest son pass the first level. The eldest brother should have then helped his younger siblings, but he died young, causing the Purple Micro Heart Sutra to become lost.”

“You’ve thought of all this?” Cai Zhao said coldly. “It seems you’re waiting for someone else to drain their blood relatives to master the Purple Micro Heart Sutra, then have them help you break through the first level. However, no matter how well you plan, things might not go your way! Why would someone invincible listen to you?”

Mu Qingyan calmly replied, “Since I’ve guessed the mastermind is either Qi Yunke or Zhou Zhizhen, I’ve naturally made arrangements. There are many ways to control people—reason, emotion, and… poison. Coincidentally, our sect excels at such minor skills.”

Cai Zhao grew anxious, stomping her foot. “Why are you doing this? Isn’t your current power enough? If you had stopped Fan senior brother then, none of this would have happened! Can’t we just live peacefully?”

“You won’t live peacefully with me,” Mu Qingyan’s brow furrowed coldly. “Remember the cave by Suchuan? No matter how I begged or threatened, you left without looking back.”

“In this life, I hate being abandoned most,” he said deliberately, with a touch of desperation and madness. “I thought after my father’s death, no one could abandon me again, but you hurt me once more! I won’t let this happen again.”

“It’s just the grudge between the Divine Sect and Northern Chen, just sectarian conflicts! When Qi Yunke and Zhou Zhizhen commit unforgivable crimes, I’ll expose them publicly, ruining their reputations. Then I’ll send out troops to destroy Northern Chen completely! Who will dare discuss our affairs then?”

Unable to argue, Cai Zhao could only repeat, “Have you gone mad? Do you know how many people will die for your wishes? Senior sister Lingbo and Zhou Yuqi are innocent!”

Mu Qingyan’s expression was terrifyingly calm. “Their fathers want to kill them. What does that have to do with me?”

Unable to tolerate it anymore, Cai Zhao shouted, “My aunt said there are two types of evil people: those who do evil and those who watch evil happen. You’re worse because you not only watch but allow and even anticipate it! Mu Qingyan, I despise you! Even if Northern Chen is destroyed or the world unites, I’ll never be with someone like you!”

As she spoke, she had already gripped a handful of pebbles in her palm. At the last word, she flipped her hand, sending over a dozen pebbles flying toward Mu Qingyan like sharp blades.

Mu Qingyan raised his sleeve and tilted his head to dodge. Cai Zhao seized this opportunity to dart into the dense forest of giant trees ahead. Mu Qingyan brushed off the pebbles with his sleeve, only to find the girl had vanished without a trace.

He let out an angry cold snort, and a small firework slid from his sleeve into his palm. He struck it with two fingers, and it shot upwards, exploding in the air. In the pitch-black night sky, a bright silver circle suddenly bloomed.

Seeing this, Shangguan Haonan, guarding outside the ‘Forbidden Tomb’, said, “The leader wants us to seal off the mountain. What’s going on? Did they have such a big argument? Should we ask Lian Shisan to go in and check?”

You Guanyue thought for a moment. “It’s best to ask Elder Cheng to come out too. Lian Shisan won’t mediate; he’ll just watch the show.”

“Alright, I’ll lead some men to block the Path of Netherworld Bamboo first.”

The night wind howled, and the huge black trees twisted like demons. Cai Zhao ran desperately, striking any obstructing trees or rocks with her palm as she passed until her palm edge began to ache. Behind her came urgent calls, alternating between furious and gentle, irritating her.

“Zhao Zhao, come out quickly! This is a dead end; you can’t escape!”

“If you insist on opposing me, I won’t be kind!”

“Be good, Zhao Zhao. You’re still injured. Come out, let’s talk properly.”

If they were on flat ground, Mu Qingyan would have caught up to Cai Zhao by now. But the terrain was rugged, with dense black giant trees. Cai Zhao’s small figure could easily hide behind a tree, making it difficult for Mu Qingyan to spot her.

After calling for a long time without a response, he angrily moved to strike. Just as he was about to unleash a palm strike, he saw the splintered fallen tree and felt afraid. Unable to strike, unable to call her out, and unable to set fire to the forest—this was, after all, the ancestral burial ground.

Mu Qingyan stopped and shouted, “Don’t think hiding will work. I’m sending for hunting dogs now. They’ll sniff you out in no time!”

Cai Zhao’s heart jumped, and she darted forward. This movement exposed her position, and Mu Qingyan followed like an arrow.

Cai Zhao fled blindly until a huge rock blocked her path. She tried to break it with her qi, but the rock was incredibly hard, only chipping off a few brittle pieces. Seeing Mu Qingyan about to catch up, Cai Zhao, in desperation, drew her Yan Yang Knife. Gathering all her strength, she leaped and slashed. The rock shattered, revealing two identical cave entrances side by side.

As Cai Zhao looked back, she could already see Mu Qingyan’s tall figure. In a panic, she plunged into the right cave without thinking.

Just a step behind, Mu Qingyan arrived to find two sudden appeared cave entrances, identical in size and shape. The Fallen Petal Valley’s Flower Crossing technique was incredibly light, leaving no trace of the girl’s passage. For the first time in his life, he was at a loss.

He snorted lightly and, as if out of spite, entered the left cave.

The cave was pitch black, emitting a cold, sealed air, yet not stuffy—somehow ventilated. Mu Qingyan was about to light a torch when he noticed a faint glow on the nearby cave wall. Upon closer inspection, it was a fist-sized luminous pearl.

The long cave wound and twisted, sometimes narrow, sometimes wide. Every few zhang, a fist-sized luminous pearl was embedded in the wall. In wider areas, oil lamps even hung.

Although curious about the cave’s arrangement, Mu Qingyan was eager to catch up with Cai Zhao, so he lightly bounded forward. Despite the cave’s enclosed nature, Mu Qingyan sensed he was constantly descending. After sprinting for over a hundred zhang, he suddenly hit a dead end. Enraged, he unleashed a powerful palm strike into the void. The large rock blocking the way shattered with a boom, and dawn light immediately streamed in.

Mu Qingyan was stunned. He pushed aside the dense vines covering the cave mouth and stepped out, finding himself at the foot of a mountain, with peaks floating like clouds above.

Looking back, he was shocked to see the Path of Netherworld Bamboo behind him! If the cave he had taken led outside the Path of Netherworld Bamboo, the other one probably did too!

Mu Qingyan quickly let out a clear whistle. Shangguan Haonan, who had been guarding the Path of Netherworld Bamboo, heard the signal and rushed over.

With an ashen face, Mu Qingyan ordered, “Quickly gather all your men, mount the fastest horses, and spread out along every small path to search. Bring Zhao Zhao back to me!”

Shangguan Haonan was startled. “Has Miss Zhao Zhao already left? That’s impossible. I’ve been guarding the Path of Netherworld Bamboo the whole time. No one passed through!”

Mu Qingyan shouted, “Don’t waste time talking. Hurry and chase her! When we catch her, I’ll break her legs myself!”

As Shangguan Haonan was about to obey, Lian Shisan arrived leisurely, wearing a loose short garment. He said carelessly, “No need to search. You won’t catch up anyway.”

Shangguan Haonan looked questioningly at You Guanyue behind Lian Shisan. You Guanyue wore a bitter smile.

Lian Shisan explained, “As we were coming over, the leader’s golden-winged roc flew overhead. We saw a girl riding on one of them. By now, she’s probably flown beyond the Hanhai Mountain Range.”

Alarmed, Mu Qingyan immediately pulled out a thin gold chain from inside his collar. In the end, instead of the golden whistle he used to summon the golden-winged roc, there was a bamboo-shaped earring of similar size. He instantly recalled the girl’s suppressed smile yesterday evening when he mentioned borrowing her ride on the golden-winged roc.

Lian Shisan craned his neck to look. “Oh, so she swapped the golden whistle? Leader, you didn’t notice at all? When did she make the switch? Not bad craftsmanship.”

The lingering sensation of the girl’s warm, soft skin during their intimate moments seemed to still cling to him. Mu Qingyan’s face alternated between red and white. The air stagnated for a long moment before he clenched the earring and roared in fury, “No need to chase. Let her go die!”
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Two golden-feathered giant rocs emerged from the clouds one after another, landing on the slope of an unremarkable hill. Cai Zhao affectionately patted one’s head, saying, “Good boy, go play. I’ll call you later.” The other roc, which had been flying empty, also nuzzled its massive head against Cai Zhao’s palm, seeking equal attention. Despite their enormous size, their behavior was endearingly clumsy, making Cai Zhao chuckle despite her worries. “Ah you’re so adorable. Why is your master so detestable?” she sighed, shaking her head.

After bidding farewell to the rocs, Cai Zhao followed a faint path up the hill, pushing aside dense, dark vines until she spotted the cave she sought. Song Yuzhi, hearing movement outside, drew his sword and cautiously emerged. As he reached the entrance, he was surprised and delighted to see the girl he’d been longing for standing before him.

Inside the cave, a warm fire burned, with dried food and water nearby. Fan Xingjia lay sleeping on a pile of straw. “When I realized you’d given me your last ‘Tempest Thunder’ pill, I rushed back, only to find the back mountain empty,” Song Yuzhi said, stoking the fire. “Was it Sect Leader Mu who rescued you? It seems he truly cares for you.”

“What care? He has no heart! If he does, it’s a wolf’s heart and a dog’s lungs!” Cai Zhao fumed. “Don’t mention that scoundrel! Has Fifth Senior Brother not woken yet? I need to ask him about the true culprit!”

“No, he’s woken up. I gave him medicine to help him sleep. You can ask him yourself later,” Song Yuzhi replied, supporting Fan Xingjia and channeling his inner energy into him.

Fan Xingjia awoke, gasping. Seeing Cai Zhao, his lip quivered, “Zhao Zhao, I… I didn’t mean to…”

“Stop!” Cai Zhao held up a hand to halt his tears. “I only want to know: who instructed you to steal the Night Orchid branch? Was it Master or Uncle Zhou?”

Fan Xingjia looked confused. “What are you talking about? It wasn’t Master, nor was it, Lord Zhou.”

“Then who was it?” Cai Zhao asked, bewildered.

“It was Uncle Li,” Fan Xingjia admitted shamefully.

Cai Zhao’s jaw dropped in shock. Fan Xingjia explained in a low voice: “Before we left Qingque Sect, Uncle Li called me aside. He said we might enter the blood swamp in the dense forest near Guangtian Gate. There’s a type of orchid that only blooms at night in the swamp. Uncle Li asked me to bring back a large branch—it’s a sect secret, and we couldn’t let Guangtian Gate or the Demonic Sect know. That’s why he told me to keep it from you.”

The six Northern Chen sects each had their interests, and the Demonic Sect had been their enemy for a century. Fan Xingjia understood why Li Wenxun didn’t want the other two factions to learn Qingque Sect’s secret.

“I truly didn’t know the Blood Swamp Night Orchid was related to a demonic technique of the Demonic Sect!” Fan Xingjia cried out desperately. “Senior Brother, Junior Sister, you must believe me!”

“So it was him, it was him,” Cai Zhao murmured. Although still upset, she felt a sense of relief knowing it wasn’t Qi Yunke or Zhou Zhizhen.

Song Yuzhi said, “The night Wang Yuanjing was killed, you questioned all the elders. Remember, Uncle Li said he was patrolling that night. It wasn’t entirely a lie—he just took the opportunity to kill Wang Yuanjing over the wall while patrolling.”

Cai Zhao sighed, “He hid it so well, I didn’t suspect a thing!” She recalled Mu Qingyan’s words—the person who could tempt Song Xiuzhi to develop ambition, leading to him killing his brothers and forcing his father, causing chaos in Guangtian Gate, must have been close to the Song family. Was Li Wenxun close to the Song family? Moreover, Li Wenxun wasn’t among the disciples who attacked Youming Huangdao over a decade ago. So how did he blackmail Wang Yuanjing?

Song Yuzhi asked, “What should we do now?”

“What else? We must tell Master and Uncle Zhou immediately and expose Li Wenxun for the scoundrel he is!” Cai Zhao replied, eager for a quick resolution.

Song Yuzhi readily agreed.

Mu Qingyan re-examined the secret cave. He first returned to the ‘Forbidden Tomb,’ discovering that the two identical cave entrances had once been sealed by an ingeniously crafted stone door. From the outside, it appeared to be an ordinary large boulder, exceptionally hard. Unfortunately, the impatient Cai Zhao had violently destroyed the door with a single strike instead of searching for the mechanism to open it.

Lian Shisan held up a torch, looking around. “Master, which entrance will you explore first?”

“The left one,” Mu Qingyan answered.

The three senior brothers stared at the two haughty golden-winged rocs in bewilderment. Cai Zhao put on a full smile and coaxed softly, “Come on, lower yourselves. Let my senior brothers ride you, okay? He’s injured and can’t endure a bumpy journey…”

Big Gold proudly lifted its neck, while Second Gold raised its wings, both looking down their beaks at the strangers, refusing to let them ride.

Cai Zhao turned back sheepishly, “What should we do? They won’t listen.”

Song Yuzhi shook his head helplessly, “Time is of the essence. Junior Sister, you should ride the roc and inform Master first. I’ll take Fifth Junior Brother and travel slowly downstream. We’ll meet at Peiqiong Mountain Villa later.”

“Alright!” Cai Zhao smiled confidently. “Once we tell Master and Uncle Zhou, they’ll surely know what to do!”

Mu Qingyan entered the same cave for the second time, examining it closely as he walked, instructing Lian Shisan to light the oil lamps along the cave walls. He now realized that the narrow parts of the cave were passages, while the spacious areas were separate chambers. Some were set up as studies with writing desks and ink stones; others were filled with tools, resembling workshops; some were arranged as bedrooms; and the remaining few were practice rooms with either meditation platforms or weapon racks for martial arts training…

Mu Qingyan began to suspect something, recalling last night’s conversation:

“Nie Hengcheng was useless too. Mu Zhengyang practiced, studied, and schemed right under his nose, and he was none the wiser. No wonder he fell for it in the end!”

“Not only that, Mu Zhengyang came and went from the Hanhai Mountains, and Nie Hengcheng never suspected a thing. His guard was far too lax.”

“Ah!” Lian Shisan suddenly exclaimed, “There’s been a fierce battle here!”

Mu Qingyan looked where he was pointing—from this point forward, the ground and cave walls were covered with signs of combat: footprints, palm impressions, sword marks, and impact craters… It was clear that both combatants were first-class masters.

About ten zhang (about 33 meters) ahead, partially hidden by rocks, they saw a skeleton slumped against the wall.

“Master, look! A dead body!” Lian Shisan pointed.

Mu Qingyan bent down to examine it closely. The skeleton was quite large, with a height and shoulder width similar to Mu Qingyan’s. Although reduced to bones, the dark brocade robe with intricate gold patterns was still recognizable—the familiar celestial and sea patterns were the work of Uncle Cheng’s legendary needlework.

Carefully lifting the skeleton’s chest covering, Mu Qingyan revealed a deep sword wound slashing from the right shoulder to the left abdomen. The ribs along the wound had been completely severed, nearly cleaving the upper body in two.

Lian Shisan couldn’t help but exclaim, “Good heavens! What a fierce sword technique! It almost split the person in half!”

Beneath the outer garment, the skeleton wore a breastplate. Mu Qingyan removed it for closer inspection and found a heart-protecting mirror made entirely of dark iron embedded within it. He pieced together the split mirror and noticed an ancient character ‘羅’ (Luo) engraved on the slightly convex back.

Mu Qingyan was momentarily stunned, then recalled Luo Yuanying’s words from the Northern Chen Ancestor’s memorial ceremony two years ago. What did she say then? The Luo family had a hereditary dark iron heart-protecting mirror. Before Wu Yuanying left for Dinglu Mountain, Luo Yuanying had begged him to wear it.

Later, when Wu Yuanying was captured, the dark iron heart-protecting mirror naturally fell into the hands of the Yaoguang faction. However, Elder Yaoguang was soon killed by Yin Dai and Canghuan Zi. His loyal followers sought revenge, resulting in a brutal battle where most of them perished. Consequently, the captured Luo family mirror was forgotten.

Mu Qingyan suddenly recalled something he had read about Elder Qiu’s deeds: Elder Qiu noticed Nie Hengcheng becoming increasingly violent and unpredictable. Fearing for Mu Zhengming’s safety, he retrieved a treasured armor from the vault and presented it to Mu Zhengming at Nie Hengcheng’s birthday feast. All the guests understood that Elder Qiu’s gift was a veiled warning to Nie Hengcheng not to harm Mu Zhengming.

Mu Qingyan held the old breastplate, its two halves of the dark iron mirror still gleaming coldly. In a daze, he seemed to see two identical handsome young men talking:

“Yangyang, you should go out less often. Nie Hengcheng is getting older and more ill-tempered. The sect disciples are punished for the slightest offense. If he finds out you’ve been sneaking out, he won’t let you off easily.”

“Don’t worry about me. I know what I’m doing. Nie, that old dog, won’t let me off? Hah! I’m the one who won’t let him off! One day, I’ll make him beg for death! And those dogs under him, not one will escape!”

“I know you feel wronged. I won’t ask what you’re doing outside, but at least wear this breastplate. It might save your life in a critical moment. Be careful out there.”

“…Thank you, big brother.”

The two halves of the heart-protecting mirror clinked softly—Mu Qingyan snapped back to reality. He saw Lian Shisan fidgeting nearby, wanting to speak but not daring to. Mu Qingyan said, “Let’s check the other cave passage.”

The golden-winged rocs naturally disliked crowded places, so Cai Zhao had to land in an open area outside the city. The Jiangnan region was mild, even in the depths of winter, unlike the bone-chilling cold of the Hanhai Mountains. Cai Zhao took a deep breath of the crisp, refreshing air and strolled along the stone-paved street. Night had fallen, and paper lanterns of various designs hung from the eaves of shops on both sides, casting a soft, warm orange glow that was soothing to behold. Remembering her urgent task, she hurried through the crowd, exited through the town’s west gate, circled a mirror-like lake, and soon saw the elegant main gate of Peiqiong Mountain Villa.

Just as Cai Zhao was about to approach, she noticed some of Li Wenxun’s disciples patrolling the entrance. She decided to avoid the main gate and silently scaled the high wall from the side. Under the cover of darkness, she used her lightness skill to leap through the treetops like a small, fluttering flower, following the villa’s paths from memory.

Mu Qingyan finished exploring the right cave passage, which was similarly lined with night pearls and oil lamps. It contained identical study rooms, bedrooms, workshops, and training rooms, but lacked signs of battle or skeletal remains. Like the left passage, the exit of the right passage was outside Youming Huangdao, but at a different location at the foot of the mountain—one to the east, one to the west, far apart. From above, the two passages formed a figure-eight shape, with entrances close together at the top, gradually diverging in different directions down the mountain to their exits.

“What does this mean? Why would someone create two identical passages?” Lian Shisan asked, bewildered.

Mu Qingyan replied, “To practice in secret and to have an escape route if Nie Hengcheng discovered him.”

Lian Shisan still didn’t understand. Mu Qingyan explained somberly, “Put yourself in his shoes. Nie Hengcheng wanted to keep you weak, but you refused to accept that fate. Is there a better place in the Hanhai Mountains than the ‘Forbidden Tomb’ to hide and train?”

Although Nie Hengcheng could convince others that “the world belongs to the capable,” he felt uncomfortable facing the spirits in the “Forbidden Tomb.” He rarely came here himself and forbade his disciples from approaching to avoid desecration.

Mu Qingyan continued, “Moreover if Nie Hengcheng became suspicious, these twin caves could help him escape or split up his pursuers.”

“He went to such great lengths, digging two secret passages, just for this slim chance?” Lian Shisan marveled. “That must have taken tremendous effort. This person was truly determined!”

Mu Qingyan murmured, “If I had endured the same hardships, suffered the same injustices, and harbored the same deep-seated hatred as that person, I might have done the same.”

This person had once labored under the scorching sun as a young boy, not yet twelve, alone and enduring bullying and contempt, working all day for mere scraps of food. This person had also traveled great distances, risking danger for the faint hope offered by a dying man’s words, all for a chance at a future.

Mu Qingyan felt a deep connection to this person. They shared the same bloodline and the same physical appearance. Sometimes, he found he could understand Mu Zhengyang’s resolute actions better than his father’s detached self-restraint.

Zhou Zhizhen’s study was located in a secluded, elegant ebony courtyard. He disliked having too many servants around and often hid in his study to write and paint alone. Cai Zhao leaped down from the dense winter pine branches and saw Zhou Zhizhen engrossed in reading through the open window. She smiled mischievously, tiptoeing forward to surprise him.

Suddenly, she caught sight of Li Wenxun passing through the screen behind Zhou Zhizhen, approaching him from behind. Alarm bells rang in Cai Zhao’s mind. She sprang off the carved wooden railing like an arrow, racing towards the study. Leaping over several railings, she shouted, “Uncle Zhou, watch out behind you!”

At the same time, she saw Qi Yunke entering the study from another door. Overjoyed, she clung to the window frame outside the study and shouted, “Master, quick! Save Uncle Zhou! Li Wenxun is not to be trusted!”

As she called out, Li Wenxun had already leaped high, both palms poised to strike. Zhou Zhizhen seemed to sense the movement behind him and turned to defend himself. Qi Yunke appeared to have heard Cai Zhao’s cry and lunged towards Li Wenxun.

Cai Zhao tumbled into the study, thinking that Zhou and Qi together would surely overpower Li Wenxun. In a flash, two figures leaped through the air. With a loud bang, Zhou Zhizhen and Li Wenxun’s palms met. Evenly matched, they both grunted and bounced apart.

At that moment, Qi Yunke arrived. Cai Zhao smiled as she watched him lunge towards Li Wenxun… but her smile froze.

Qi Yunke struck Zhou Zhizhen heavily on the back. Zhou immediately coughed up blood and collapsed. Qi Yunke stepped forward, his foot on Zhou’s chest, pinning him to the ground. Zhou Zhizhen continued to cough up blood, his eyes filled with disbelief: “You… why…”

Cai Zhao was paralyzed, unable to move or speak, feeling as if she had been plunged into an icy cavern. The bone-chilling cold numbed her to her core. She leaned weakly against the window frame, her fingers digging into the wood until splinters pierced her skin. The pain brought her back to reality.

“Master, what are you doing?” she asked stupidly. “Master, what are you all doing?!” she screamed, tears suddenly pouring down her face.

Qi Yunke seemed not to hear. His right hand made a grasping motion in the air, and the sword hanging on the wall flew into his hand. He pointed the sword at Zhou Zhizhen beneath his foot. “All because you didn’t treat Pingsu well.”

“If you had treated Pingsu well back then, she would never have left Peiqiong Mountain Villa. It’s all your fault. You broke Pingsu’s heart, which is why she was bewitched by Mu Zhengyang.” His gaze was eerily calm as if stating something perfectly natural. “You and Pingsu were betrothed since childhood. She’s been gone for five years. It’s time for you to go join her.”

As Qi Yunke raised his sword high, Cai Zhao screamed and lunged forward to stop him. Li Wenxun moved to intercept her, and their palms met forcefully in mid-air. Li Wenxun staggered back three steps, while Cai Zhao’s chest heaved, her back slamming hard against the wall before she fell to the ground, a trace of blood at the corner of her mouth.

Qi Yunke gave Li Wenxun a reproachful look. “Why use such force against a child?”

Li Wenxun, catching his breath, replied, “She was raised by Cai Pingsu. If I hadn’t used my full strength, I would have been the one defeated.”

“That’s true,” Qi Yunke said with a proud smile, casually swinging down his sword. Blood sprayed as Zhou Zhizhen’s throat was cut, killing him instantly.

“Uncle Zhou! Uncle Zhou!” Cai Zhao fell to her knees, clutching her chest, staring in disbelief at the scene before her. She choked, her head spinning, feeling as if countless black crows were swooping down on her with fierce wings, their sharp beaks pecking her body until she was covered in painful, bloody wounds.

Qi Yunke tossed aside his long sword and slowly approached Cai Zhao. “It’s good that you’re back, Zhao Zhao. Are your third and fifth senior brothers following behind?”

Despite Zhou Zhizhen’s lifeless body lying nearby, eyes wide open and blood still steaming on the ground, Qi maintained a gentle, fatherly expression. Terrified, Cai Zhao stumbled backward, seemingly unable to recognize the elder who had cherished her since childhood.

“Be a good girl, Zhao Zhao,” Qi coaxed. “Return to Qingque Sect to rest. Once your master settles everything, the world will be yours.”

Cai Zhao struggled to speak. “Did you kill the Chang family, Nie Zhe, and Sun Ruoshui?”

Qi nodded.

“And Lu Fengchun and Song Xiuzhi—did you orchestrate their deaths too?”

“You could say that,” Qi admitted.

Cai Zhao turned to Li Wenxun. “What about Wang Yuanjing? Did you kill him?”

“Indeed,” Li confessed without hesitation, his voice dripping with contempt. “That despicable wretch deserved to be torn to pieces long ago.”

Confused, Cai Zhao pressed on. “But neither of you participated in the six sects’ attack on Youming Huangdao, did you?”

Li explained, “My fourth senior brother saw Wang Yuanjing heading towards the Eight-Claw Sky Prison. He mentioned it to me in passing, but I didn’t think much of it at first. However, when the sect leader learned that Wu Yuanying was imprisoned there, we immediately deduced Wang’s treachery.”

Qi interjected, “They all deserved to die, Zhao Zhao. Don’t be upset.”

“What about my father?” Cai Zhao cried. “Did he deserve to die too? Those black-clad men at Xuankong Temple—you sent them, didn’t you? They injured my father and tried to silence us!”

“You’re mistaken, Zhao Zhao,” Qi corrected. “They only meant to kill the people at Xuankong Temple. Injuring you was for your protection, to keep you out of the way. Now, Xiaochun, Xiaofeng, and Master Jingyuan are safely tucked away in Luoying Valley. Isn’t that better?”

Cai Zhao recalled that night. The black-clad assassins had indeed targeted Master Jingyuan when they called for “elimination.” If she hadn’t unleashed her “Thunderstorm” technique, they might not have turned so violent.

“But why?” she asked, her mind in turmoil. “Why did you do all this? Why kill so many people?”

Qi soothed her as if she were still a child. “Be a good girl, Zhao Zhao. Your master has important matters to attend to. I won’t harm you, but you must obey.”

Growing impatient, Li suggested, “Let’s restrain her first. You can educate her later.”

Qi nodded. As they moved to act, a resounding Buddhist chant echoed from outside.

“Amitabha!” The familiar, aged voice drew closer. An elderly monk with white hair and a beard appeared, his face stern. “Benefactors, even Buddha cannot condone your actions!”

“Attack!” Li commanded. He and Qi leaped forward, assaulting Master Faking from both sides.

“Master, be careful!” Cai Zhao cried, reaching for her blade and joining the fray. Despite his advanced age, Master Faking held his ground. With a sweeping left arm, he repelled Li, then countered Qi’s attack with the Angry-Eyed Vajra Punch, a secret technique of Changchun Temple.

Qi, his face impassive, met the punch with a single palm strike. The collision sent Master Faking flying, but Cai Zhao managed to catch him mid-fall. Qi’s palm strike had unleashed a tempest, scattering dust and sending nearby objects airborne.

Gasping and bleeding, Master Faking accused, “This… this isn’t Qingque Sect’s technique! It’s not even a righteous martial art! What evil have you been practicing?”

Qi remained silent. Cai Zhao realized, “Master, have you started practicing the Purple Micro Heart Sutra?” The thought of the final stage of this evil technique filled her with dread.

Shocked, Master Faking exclaimed, “The Purple Micro Heart Sutra? You dare practice Nie Hengcheng’s evil art? Have you forgotten how many innocents he slaughtered? This is betrayal!”

“Spare us your sanctimony, old monk,” Li sneered. “Where was your righteous indignation when Deng Fangwei questioned our masters’ deaths at their funeral? You were too busy chanting sutras.”

“Besides Cai Pinsghu, no one in the martial world spoke up for our masters,” Li continued bitterly. “You kept quiet then, so stay quiet now!”

Master Faking struggled to defend himself. “The demonic sects were powerful then. The righteous sects needed unity. How could we question the leader of the greatest sect without evidence?”

“What evidence do we need?” Li roared. “Yin Dai and Cang Huanzi fought Elder Yaoguang—two died, and one was injured. Our three Qingque masters fought Elder Kaiyang—he survived unscathed while our masters died. How does that make sense?”

Master Faking closed his eyes in anguish, knowing further argument was futile. Cai Zhao silently reasoned that capturing a top expert like Elder Kaiyang alive would naturally be more difficult than killing him. But remembering that this had likely been Yin Dai’s idea, she remained silent.

As Qi approached her, urging her to come, Cai Zhao shrank back, desperately thinking, ‘I must escape!’ Suddenly, Master Faking sprang up, tossing Cai Zhao out the window with a shout: “Run!”

He then positioned himself before the window, striking out at both Qi and Li. Cai Zhao sprinted away with all her might. Looking back, she saw Master Faking crumpled on the ground, covered in blood. Tearful, sweating, and spattered with blood, she fled like a beaten dog.

In the night, Cai Zhao ran for her life across the wilderness. Behind her, numerous pursuers with bows and swords advanced, their torches like the red eyes of countless venomous insects. The damp soil of Jiangnan, softened by the night’s dew, was almost muddy. Cai Zhao hid among the dense undergrowth and vines, not daring to make a sound.

Suddenly, a familiar whistle pierced the air. Two giant golden rocs appeared through the drizzle, circling low and calling out as if searching for someone. The pursuers drew their bows, eager to shoot down these rare birds. However, having learned from their encounter with the Song family archers, the rocs maintained a safe distance, soaring higher when arrows flew near.

Cai Zhao watched them longingly, desperate for escape. She hesitated to use her golden whistle, knowing the young, timid rocs lacked self-defense skills. Calling them down would make them easy targets. After much deliberation, she threaded the whistle onto a hair tie. Stealthily, she crept behind a lone pursuer, knocked him unconscious, and took his bow and arrows.

Hidden behind a bush, she aimed at one of the rocs. Despite her average archery skills, her superior cultivation lent power to her shot. The arrow struck one roc’s neck, causing it to cry out in pain. Realizing the danger, both birds swiftly flew away.

“She’s here! Everyone, come quickly!” a pursuer shouted, discovering his unconscious comrade. Cai Zhao dropped the bow and plunged into a thorny thicket. Ignoring the cuts and scratches, she scrambled through the undergrowth.

In her panic, she stumbled into a muddy pit. Through the tangled vines above, she saw the approaching torches. The search was intensifying. Immobile in the foul-smelling mud, memories flashed through her mind: her master’s cruel indifference, Li Wenxun’s cold resentment, Zhou Zhizhen’s lifeless body, Master Fakong’s bloody collapse, her injured father, her distraught mother, and Master Jingyuan’s stubborn defense of Luoying Valley. It felt like an inescapable nightmare.

Hungry, exhausted, and chilled to the bone, the warm orange glow of the torches seemed eternally out of reach. Suddenly, her father’s words echoed in her mind: “Xiaozao, one day you’ll find that mountains crumble, seas dry up, and the earth splits. When that time comes, you can only rely on yourself.”

Cai Zhao’s eyes snapped open. She curled up tighter in the mud, focusing on her breathing and waiting for the search to end.

Outside, dawn had broken, but Mu Qingyan remained in the cave. He sat lazily against the wall, opposite the skeleton, toying with the broken breastplate. The Luo family’s Mythril breastplate lived up to its reputation, even surpassing the giant gong at Chaoyang Hall in hardness and flexibility. Years ago, Elder Yaoguang’s Venomous Snake Heart-Drilling Palm had only left a dent, failing to harm the flesh beneath. Wu Yuanying had merely been stunned by the elder’s inner force.

Yet this breastplate had been cleaved in two by a single, diagonal stroke that cut through flesh and bone. Such a ruthless, decisive blow could only have come from someone of fierce temperament, dauntless and filled with rage.

Cheng Bo approached quietly. “Young Master, you’ve been here for two days. You should rest.”

Mu Qingyan, seemingly unhearing, continued to jingle the breastplate. “How much hatred must one have to strike so fiercely, leaving no room for mercy?”

Cheng Bo spoke softly, “The Master said that the Second Young Master caused many innocent deaths. His death wasn’t unjustified. Young Master, please rest. We still need to search for Miss Zhao…”

Mu Qingyan froze, then laughed bitterly. “She hates me to death. Why bother finding her?”

As he stood to leave, he casually instructed, “Cheng Bo, you wanted to give Mu Zhengyang a proper burial. Now that we’ve found his remains, prepare a coffin for him.”

Cheng Bo sighed, gazing at the skeleton. “Although the Master had told us the Second Young Master was gone, I held onto hope that without seeing a body, there might be a chance. I didn’t expect he truly died, over a decade ago. Ah the Second Young Master’s life was full of hardship.”

Mu Qingyan paused. “Was it Cai Pingshu who told Father that Mu Zhengyang had died?”

Cheng Bo nodded. “Yes, that night when Master Chang brought a young lady who coughed frequently to visit the Master at Busi Pavilion. I didn’t know then that she was the renowned heroine Cai Pingshu.”

“Cheng Bo,” Mu Qingyan hesitated, “did Father… love Cai Pingshu?”

Cheng Bo’s expression grew complex. He didn’t answer directly but recounted, “I asked the Master something similar back then. I saw him sitting by the window, watching the young lady leave, so I asked if he had feelings for her.”

“What did Father say?” Mu Qingyan asked curiously.

“The Master said he felt more saddened than anything else,” Cheng Bo replied. “When I asked if he regretted not meeting her earlier, he said no. He was sad that he couldn’t help her when she was at her lowest point.”

“The Master said he couldn’t bear to see that young lady driven to such extremes, using the Heaven Demon Disintegration Technique, which left her crippled with shattered meridians.”

“He said she was the best girl in the world, who should have lived a life full of joy and freedom. What a pity…”

Cheng Bo’s words trailed off as he left, sighing. Mu Qingyan stood stunned as if struck by lightning.

Back at Busi Pavilion, after bathing and changing, Mu Qingyan lay on a lounge chair by the window, pondering his father’s feelings. “She’s the best girl in the world, deserving a life of happiness… a life of happiness.”

“Does it not matter whether I’m part of her happiness or not?” he mused.

As he drifted between wakefulness and sleep, the sky darkened again. Suddenly, Lian Shisan burst in, breathless: “Young Master, come quick! Dajin and Erjin are back!”

Mu Qingyan immediately roused himself and hurried out. In the courtyard, two enormous golden-feathered rocs had landed, whimpering and nuzzling against Cheng Bo.

“Young Master, look!” Lian Shisan forcefully turned Dajin’s head, revealing its golden collar—used for stability when riding the rocs, like a horse’s bridle.

Mu Qingyan parted the thick feathers on Dajin’s neck, finding an arrow shaft embedded in the intricately carved golden collar. A familiar silk ribbon was tied around the shaft, from which hung a small object—his golden whistle. The arrowhead had been removed, but the startled roc, thinking itself injured, had flown back to the Hanhai Mountains.

Holding the blood-stained whistle, Mu Qingyan’s mind filled with ominous thoughts. Lian Shisan slapped the roc, cursing, “Useless coward!” He turned to Mu Qingyan, “Young Master, has Miss Zhao returned Dajin and Erjin to cut ties with you completely?”

“No, something must have happened to her,” Mu Qingyan murmured. “If she were safe, she wouldn’t have returned them so readily. Perhaps all of Beichen is in trouble.”

He faced a dilemma: should he wait for the righteous sects to exhaust themselves before intervening, or swallow his pride and play the thankless role of a demonic cult member?

“Zhaozhao, what would you do?” he wondered.

After searching the area for a day and a night without success, the pursuers finally concluded that their quarry had escaped and withdrew. Cai Zhao waited a while longer to ensure safety before struggling out of the mud pit. She washed her face in the icy mountain spring and set off determinedly towards the faint light on the horizon.
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“Still haven’t found her? How far could an injured girl possibly hide?” Qi Yunke’s gaze darkened. Anyone familiar with him would be shocked by his grim expression.

Li Wenxun replied coldly, “If we haven’t found her, we haven’t found her. Don’t forget, she’s learned at least 70-80% of Ning Xiaofeng’s disguise skills. She could easily blend in by changing clothes and altering her appearance at any farmhouse.”

Seeing Qi’s somber face, he added, “The greater mission is crucial. You should complete the Purple Micro Heart Sutra as soon as possible to avoid potential setbacks.”

After a moment’s thought, Qi decided, “Let’s return to Wanshui Qianshan Cliff. We’ll leave… Situ Huishan to handle the aftermath.”

Li’s eyes flashed. “Heh, you hold grudges.”

Qi retorted coldly, “Likewise.”

At Peiqiong Mountain Villa, now shrouded in mourning white for Zhou Zhizhen’s death, wails could be heard from a mile away. A group of gray-clad men with white waistbands came to pay respects. Zhou Yuqi, dressed in mourning clothes, bowed in thanks.

The leader, a plump man, smiled and bowed to Zhou Zhixian, “The demonic cult’s audacity to harm two great heroes is shocking. Our sect leader, worried about potential attacks on the Qingque Sect, had to return with Master Li overnight. He sent me to offer incense on his behalf. I hope Lady Zhou understands.”

Zhou Zhixian frowned slightly but responded politely before asking, “Are you also from the Qingque Sect? I don’t believe we’ve met. May I know your name?”

The plump man replied amiably, “I’m Situ Huishan. I used to do odd jobs for the old sect leader, Yin. It’s not surprising Lady Zhou hasn’t seen me before. If it weren’t for the current situation with all of Sect Leader Qi’s disciples away, I wouldn’t be here offering condolences. Please forgive me. Once this period passes, our sect leader will personally pay respects to the villa’s master.”

Knowing Yin Dai had secretly trained many skilled fighters for dirty work, Zhou Zhixian simply said, “I understand.”

After offering incense, Situ glanced at the nearly faint Lady Min behind the bamboo screen and casually remarked, “Is that the elderly lady? She doesn’t look well. Perhaps I should ask Master Lei to come and check on her?”

Zhou Zhixian sighed, “Ah it’s heartbreaking for a parent to outlive their child. My aunt-in-law was always proud of my cousin. Now… I just hope she can recover soon.”

Behind the screen, Mrs. Min Xinrou and other Min family members surrounded the elderly Lady Min, comforting her until she finally stopped crying.

Situ smiled, “Indeed, we hope the elderly lady recovers soon.”

The next night, the Min family, associated with the Zhou family for fifty years, was massacred by the demonic cult. Their estate, half a mountain away from Peiqiong Mountain Villa, was burned to the ground. Only the two Min wives married into the Zhou family and the soon-to-be-married Min Xinrou survived.

Upon hearing the news, the elderly Lady Min fainted and woke up paralyzed, unable to control her bodily functions.

East of Shang City, at the Bai Reed Yin clan’s settlement, Cai Zhao stood travel-worn at the manor’s gate, immediately sensing something amiss. The vast estate was eerily silent, devoid even of animal sounds.

As she entered, she discovered corpses and limbs of young men strewn about. Anxious, she abandoned stealth, pushing open empty rooms and calling out desperately, “Is anyone here? Where is everyone? Second Senior Brother, Senior Sister Lingbo?”

Finally, kicking open a storehouse door, she found a group of elderly, women, and children huddled fearfully behind jars and vats. An old man, voice trembling, told her, “The guards escorted Young Master Dai and the young miss westward.”

Cai Zhao sprinted west, soon hearing sounds of battle near a small mountain. Arriving, she saw bodies of gray-clad men and Yin clan members scattered about. Nearby, over ten gray-clad men surrounded a young man. Despite his excellent swordsmanship, he refused to leave the cliff wall behind him, leaving him at a disadvantage and nearing defeat.

“Fourth Senior Brother!” Cai Zhao exclaimed in surprise, recognizing Ding Zhuo. He glanced sideways, seeing only a short, sallow middle-aged peddler. “Who are you…?” he began, but before he finished, Cai Zhao had leaped into action, striking down the first gray-clad man.

Although she had previously lost to Mu Qingyan, Qi Yunke, and Li Wenxun, it was due to their strength, not her weakness. Now, unleashing her Yan Yang Blade, she enveloped the attackers in a golden-red glow.

Ding Zhuo, leaning on his sword and clutching his wounds, exclaimed, “Junior Sister Zhao!”

After quickly killing several men, the gray-clad attackers grew fearful. They abandoned Ding Zhuo to focus on Cai Zhao, calling to form a seven-man formation. Having experienced this formation’s difficulty twice before, Cai Zhao refused to let them complete it. With her agile movements, precise blade work, and keen eye, she prevented anyone from reaching their formation positions.

Soon, with fewer than seven men left, the formation became impossible. As Cai Zhao slowed her attacks, intending to leave some alive for questioning, the remaining men, guessing her intent and seeing escape impossible, committed suicide.

After the battle, Ding Zhuo stared in awe, forgetting to tend his wounds. “Fourth Senior Brother?” Cai Zhao called, wiping her blade.

Ding Zhuo sighed, “I had planned to challenge you upon returning to the sect, but now I see there’s no need. Your skills have improved tremendously during your year of seclusion. Especially that combination of ‘Sky-breaking Sun-slashing’ with your right hand and the fifth move of the Dragon-catching Technique with your left, locking an enemy’s throat from two zhang away—truly masterful…”

“Fourth Senior Brother!” Cai Zhao, seeing his daze, slapped him.

Snapping out of it, Ding Zhuo said, “Oh, I’m fine! Junior Sister, why are you here? And in this disguise?”

Cai Zhao frowned, “I should be asking you that. Where are Second Senior Brother and Senior Sister Lingbo?”

Ding Zhuo sighed deeply and stepped aside, revealing a small cave entrance. Inside, they found Dai Fengchi lying unconscious, covered in blood.

“I arrived just an hour before you,” Ding Zhuo explained, supporting Dai Fengchi and channeling his inner force. “I saw them knock out Sixth Junior Sister and take her away. They spared the elderly, women, and children but were relentless with Second Senior Brother.”

As Dai Fengchi regained consciousness, he saw Ding Zhuo and made hoarse sounds, reaching out, “Quick, save Lingbo! Fourth Junior Brother, you must save Lingbo…” His outstretched hand revealed half his palm had been sliced off, shocking Cai Zhao. She thought, despite Dai Fengchi’s unpleasant nature, his feelings for Lingbo seemed genuine.

After a few cries, Dai Fengchi passed out again, his injuries severe and blood loss significant. Ding Zhuo had to periodically channel inner force to keep him alive.

“Why did they take Sixth Junior Sister? To threaten Master? And why try to kill Second Senior Brother?” Ding Zhuo wondered, confused.

“Has your relative’s illness improved?” Cai Zhao suddenly asked, seemingly off-topic.

“Illness? I suppose it has. My great-uncle has passed away,” Ding Zhuo replied, startled.

“…My condolences, Fourth Senior Brother,” Cai Zhao responded.

“Oh, alright. Thank you, I’ll change.” Ding Zhuo looked puzzled. “My great-uncle’s condition has been fluctuating. The doctor says he’s terminally ill, possibly with only days or months left. While I was worrying about staying at home indefinitely, a sudden thunderstorm damaged his roof. The falling tiles might have startled him, and he passed away at dawn. During funeral preparations, the family suggested inviting the Second Senior Brother and Sixth Junior Sister, since Yin Family Village isn’t far…”

Cai Zhao couldn’t hold back anymore. “Why invite Second Senior Brother and Senior Sister Ling Bo for condolences? Are you all that close? I’ve never noticed.”

“My family is related to the Yins,” Ding Zhuo explained matter-of-factly. “So is Second Senior Brother, though the Dai family is closer to the Yins than mine. We reconnected with them because the late Patriarch Yin greatly valued and guided my late father twenty years ago.”

Cai Zhao’s lip twitched as he muttered, “Valued? If Yin Dai valued someone, wouldn’t they be obliged to serve him unquestioningly?”

Oblivious to this comment, Ding Zhuo scratched his head in confusion. “Junior Sister, what should we do now? Should we inform Master first? By the way, did you see the donkey I rode here? It has a white spot on its forehead…” Having been immersed in martial arts since childhood, he was at a loss when faced with non-martial emergencies.

“Let’s find a doctor for Second Senior Brother first.”

“…Huh?”

At Qingque Sect’s Twin Lotus Pool Palace, a sea of blood covered the ground, with Yin family’s secret guards lying dead everywhere. In the exquisite meditation room, prayer mats, scriptures, tables, chairs, and dishes were shattered across the floor. Yin Sulian, her beautiful face disheveled, crawled on the ground, weeping uncontrollably beside Madam Mao’s corpse. Hearing footsteps, she looked up and burst into tears. “You… why did you do this? If you were upset about me mourning Senior Brother Qiu, you could have just said so…”

Qi Yunke, his robes stained with blood, walked steadily towards the tall jade altar. Three tablets were enshrined there: Yin Dai, Yin Qinglian, and Qiu Renjie. He grabbed Yin Dai’s tablet, smashing it on the ground and crushing it under his foot. Yin Sulian screamed, rushing to pick up the fragments while pleading, “Why are you doing this? If I haven’t treated you well, you can beat me, scold me, even kill me, but why this?”

Qi Yunke coldly gazed at the beautiful face he had admired since youth. “There are two things I can finally tell you. Your father’s travel route that year – I secretly leaked it to Zhao Tianba and Han Yisu. I also drugged your father’s guards with Fine Rain Numbing Powder, causing them to suddenly lose strength while protecting him during his escape.”

Yin Sulian stared in disbelief, unable to utter a sound.

“As for your sister Yin Qinglian, she didn’t die from illness. She was poisoned.” Qi Yunke casually tossed Yin Qinglian’s tablet, shattering it on the ground as well. “Thanks to Nie Zhe for that – the Demonic Sect is truly skilled in poison. Suzi Incense and Qianxun Wood kill silently. Otherwise, given your sister’s caution, it wouldn’t have been easy to plot against her. Unlike Song Shijun, who remained oblivious despite my minimal cover-up.”

“Ahhhhhhh!” Yin Sulian’s eyes turned blood-red as she lunged at him madly, only to be kicked away by Qi Yunke.

“Why? Why did you do this?” Yin Sulian wailed, collapsing to the ground.

Qi Yunke gazed at the prostrate woman, his heart filled with self-mockery. “The first time I saw you, you were surrounded by guards and servants, distributing money and rice to villagers. Back then, I was just a poor widow’s dim-witted son. I thought you were a celestial maiden.”

He continued, “I misjudged not only you but also your father. I believed he was a great hero with hidden sorrows. When he invited me to be his disciple, despite Pingsu’s concerns, I couldn’t resist. Becoming the disciple of someone I admired and getting closer to a celestial maiden was my dream for years.”

“Little did I know that the revered hero was a hypocritical, despicable man, and the celestial maiden was narrow-minded and greedy.”

“Your father taught me self-preservation and that being a sect leader requires both overt and covert methods. So I learned from him, raising secret guards and manipulating situations. And you, before I decided to rush to Tu Mountain, you brought me a cup of tea that made me sleep for three hours.”

Yin Sulian rasped, “If you loved Cai Pingsu so much, why didn’t you marry her? Why marry me?”

Qi Yunke glanced at her contemptuously. “How vulgar. Is romance all you can think about?” His face softened as he reminisced, “Pingsu and I vowed to be righteous heroes, helping those in need and stemming the tide of chaos. We made this pledge before heaven and earth.”

Under the vast sky, an open-minded girl and a down-and-out boy made their vows, promising to never regret. In the end, the girl kept her word with her blood, not failing the common people, while the boy became someone he couldn’t recognize. Those were his most beautiful days, filled with boundless hope and passion. Even in tattered clothes and covered in mud, he knew he was pure and clean.

Yin Sulian cursed viciously, “If Cai Pingsu knew what you’ve done, she’d regret ever laying eyes on you!”

“Pingsu is dead,” Qi Yunke said coldly. “And I died long ago—thanks to your father and sister’s schemes.”

Li Wenxun entered, his sword still dripping blood. “Finished talking?” Seeing Qi Yunke nod, he asked, “Really not going to kill her?”

“Let her live,” Qi Yunke’s eyes gleamed with cruelty. “Everyone else dies, but she lives.”

“Then lock her in Yin Dai’s stone cell,” Li Wenxun said indifferently. “How do we explain this to the outside world?”

Qi Yunke replied nonchalantly, “Didn’t you already plan it? Demonic Sect spies infiltrated Twin Lotus Pool Palace. The inevitable casualties occurred during the cleanup.”

Leaving the blood-soaked palace, Qi Yunke returned to Muwei Palace’s secret chamber. He retrieved a scroll from a hidden compartment in the bookshelf. As he unrolled it, a long painting revealed eleven people in various poses—sitting, lying down, talking, laughing, holding wine cups, or eating meat—each vividly depicted.

Carefully wrapping his fingers in fine silk, Qi Yunke caressed each figure greedily. It was a clear afternoon when everyone rested at the foot of a windbreak mountain. Ning Xiaofeng complained of hunger, refusing to eat dried rations. Cai Pingsu took Meng Chao, a former hunter, to catch some pheasants and rabbits.

The Shi brothers chopped wood and started a fire, while Miu Jianshi bought some homemade wine from a nearby farm. He and Cai Pingchun diligently bled and plucked the game. Zhuge Zhengming stood aside, dropping literary references disdainfully, while his brother Zhuge Cong, a gourmand, eagerly produced various spices he carried.

After three rounds of drinks, Kong Danqing suddenly noticed the smooth, mirror-like mountain wall behind them, perfectly reflecting their merry scene. Inspired, he pulled out paper and paint from his pack and began to sketch. He sternly ordered everyone to stay still, threatening to end their friendship if they moved. Fortunately, he painted quickly, as Ning Xiaofeng’s neck was cramping, and he was about to pounce and bite Kong Danqing.

Kong Danqing, with his nimble fingers and eloquent speech, would patiently listen to descriptions of deceased mothers and paint portraits as keepsakes. When he died, his intestines were torn out, and his prized right hand was severed at the wrist and forcibly stuffed into his mouth. Upon seeing his corpse, Pingsu immediately vomited blood.

Qi Yunke’s eyes welled up with tears. He quickly turned his face away to avoid wetting the painting. He had become a demon and feared he wouldn’t be able to reunite with them after death. Nevertheless, he had long ago made up his mind: even if he fell into the deepest level of hell and could never be reborn, he would fulfill his wish.
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In a bustling eatery, people from all walks of life gathered in small groups, eating, drinking, and chatting. Recent events in the martial arts world had stirred up excitement, with everyone discussing the matters in hushed, serious tones.

“Didn’t I say it years ago? After fifteen years of peace, bloodshed was bound to return! You all laughed at me then, but look at what’s happening now!” one man boasted.

“This demon cult is…” another began, but was quickly shushed.

“Watch your mouth! Some of us still want to live!”

“Alright, alright. What’s going on with this ‘divine cult’? They’ve suddenly killed the master of Peiqiong Manor and Master Fakong, slaughtered the entire Min family, and then turned the Yin clan of Baimao into a bloodbath. Who’s next, I wonder?”

“It seems they’re avenging their former leader who died tragically at Mount Tu fifteen years ago.”

“That can’t be right. I heard the former leader’s surname was Nie, but the current one is Mu. They’re not even related.”

“What do you know? Mu or Nie, they’re still from the same cult!”

“No, that’s not it either. I heard it was the Cai family from Luoying Valley who killed the former leader. If they wanted revenge, shouldn’t the Cai family be their first target? Yet while other sects are in chaos, Luoying Valley remains untouched.”

“Well, I can’t explain that…”

As the discussion continued, a young man in simple clothes and a conical hat quietly bought his food and left, taking the less-traveled paths. As he turned into a secluded alley, two figures suddenly descended from above, blocking his way.

On the left stood a refined young man in elegant clothes, while on the right was a tall, imposing youth in fine attire. Ding Zhuo, always preferring action to words, immediately attacked. He hurled his food package at the refined man with his left hand while his right palm clashed with the imposing youth’s. All three were merely testing each other’s skills, not using full force. They quickly retreated to a safe distance after the brief encounter.

You Guanyue, ignoring his soiled clothes, waved his hands frantically. “Young Hero Ding, please calm down! We didn’t kill Master Fakong or Master Zhou, nor did we exterminate the Min family. We’re good people, truly!”

Shangguan Haonan scoffed, “Good people? Would your ancestors agree?”

Ignoring him, You Guanyue continued pleading with Ding Zhuo, “Young Hero Ding may not know us, but your junior sister Zhaozhao is our very dear friend…”

Shangguan Haonan interjected again, “Very dear friend? Would the cult leader agree?”

Ding Zhuo seemed uninterested in You Guanyue’s words, instead scrutinizing Shangguan Haonan from head to toe. Uncomfortable under his gaze, Shangguan Haonan clutched his clothes and snapped, “What are you looking at, brat?”

You Guanyue muttered, “I don’t see what’s so special about this brute.”

Ding Zhuo asked, “Are you naturally pure Yang?”

Shangguan Haonan, surprised, proudly confirmed, “Indeed, I was born with a pure Yang constitution, a rare gift!”

Ding Zhuo frowned. “If you’re naturally pure Yang, why haven’t you cultivated the most rigorous Yang-based internal arts? You could have achieved so much more, even reaching celestial levels.”

Shangguan Haonan looked embarrassed. “Well… as the sole heir for generations, I married early.”

“He even took three wives!” You Guanyue added quickly.

Hearing this, Ding Zhuo exploded in anger, pointing at Shangguan Haonan. “A natural pure Yang constitution is extremely rare! You’ve wasted this heavenly gift by losing your virginity so early. It’s utterly foolish! You… you have no self-respect, no chastity. You’re nothing but a wilted cabbage leaf!”

With that, he stormed off, as if someone had publicly humiliated his father. A gust of wind picked up the discarded food wrapper, twirling it gracefully before settling at their feet.

“… What did he just say?” Shangguan Haonan asked, dumbfounded.

You Guanyue replied, “He said you’ve lost your purity, have no chastity, and are now a wilted cabbage leaf.” Unable to contain himself, he turned away, pounding the wall with laughter.

Furious, Shangguan Haonan destroyed half the wall with a single palm strike, leaving You Guanyue without support. “Finished laughing? Let’s go after him!”

An hour later, in a secluded room, Dai Fengchi lay on a bed, wrapped in bandages, his face pale and his breathing weak. Ding Zhuo carried the bloodied bandages outside, where You Guanyue eagerly took them.

“Young Hero Ding, please rest. We’ll handle these chores. In a couple of days, the Ghost Doctor Linshuo will arrive. Don’t believe the rumors about him sending people to the afterlife; he’s quite skilled. Young Master Dai will surely improve then.”

Ding Zhuo bowed politely. “Thank you for your help.”

Shangguan Haonan stood nearby, his face dark with anger, but Ding Zhuo, oblivious to social cues, simply walked towards the western wing.

Shangguan Haonan grumbled, “If it weren’t for Miss Zhao, I’d crush that Ding brat, even if the cult leader punished me severely!”

You Guanyue grinned. “Don’t be so petty. He was just lamenting that you didn’t make good use of your gift, turning from a delicate flower into a wilted cabbage leaf. He meant well, haha!”

“Say that again, and I’ll set up Star with a matchmaker!” Shangguan Haonan threatened, raising his fist. You Guanyue finally fell silent.

Sighing deeply, Shangguan Haonan muttered, “Miss Zhao is perfect, except for her many ‘senior brothers’!”

As they entered the western wing, they found their beautiful and dignified cult leader seated at a table, scrutinizing Ding Zhuo who sat opposite her.

The two men silently took their positions on either side of Mu Qing’yan. Ding Zhuo lowered his sleeves and sat before her. “Cult Leader Mu, there’s no need to repeat. My junior sister has told me everything. I’ve been hiding outside, not returning to Qingque Sect, because I trusted Zhaozao.”

His candid tone conveyed a familiar trust. Mu Qing’yan frowned, skeptical. “You believed such an incredible story just because Zhaozao told you?” She disliked all young men close to Cai Zhao.

“Of course, I believe her,” Ding Zhuo replied. “With recent events in the sect, few noticed that Master hasn’t personally guided our training for a long time. I thought it was due to his old injuries, but…”

He continued gravely, “Once, I snuck into Master’s practice room for secret manuals. I discovered that the center of his jade lotus meditation platform had sunken evenly.”

Mu Qing’yan’s brow furrowed slightly. “Jade is extremely hard. Even the Yanyang Blade might not cleave it in one strike. It seems Qi Yunke’s inner power has increased dramatically.”

Ding Zhuo drank some cold water from a rough clay bowl. “My junior sister is generous. After exposing Qiu Renjie as an impostor, she distributed the Snow Scale Dragon Beast’s saliva widely. Master Leifeng’s pharmacy alone received a large bottle. Thinking back, Master stopped guiding our practice right after she obtained the saliva. I snuck into his room two or three months later.”

Mu Qing’yan narrowed her eyes. “Qi Yunke’s cultivation was nearly perfect. How could his inner power increase so rapidly in just two or three months? Unless he started practicing the Purple微 Heart Sutra.”

Ding Zhuo nodded. “I didn’t think much of it then, assuming Master had encountered some fortunate opportunity. Unfortunately, I never had another chance to enter his practice room. For over a year, Master has been pretending his skills haven’t improved in public. I was confused until I heard my junior sister’s explanation.”

He sighed, “My junior sister’s cultivation is gentle and righteous, and she’s intelligent. I must learn more from her, not just focus on training. With a clear mind, practice becomes more beneficial.”

Mu Qing’yan’s eyebrows arched, her mind brewing mischief. She smiled, “Young Hero Ding is indeed admirable and humble, a blessing to righteous people everywhere. But why did Miss Cai leave you behind? Could she secretly look down on you as her senior brother?”

Ding Zhuo, unperturbed, replied directly, “Zhaozao isn’t like that. When we parted, we agreed that Second Senior Brother’s injuries were too severe to leave unattended. She told me to find a place for him first, saying she’d come to find me after finishing her business.”

Mu Qing’yan, feeling jealous, pressed on, “A young woman might not be as capable as you in handling matters. If she truly valued you, she should have stayed to care for Young Master Dai while you took care of business.”

Ding Zhuo answered matter-of-factly, “Cult Leader Mu, you’re too kind. Though my junior sister is young, her skills far surpass mine, especially in lightness kung fu. We once sparred, and if she hadn’t held back, I’d have eaten dirt. She patiently advised me several times after that – she’s quite good to me.”

Mu Qing’yan’s attempts at sowing discord backfired, leaving her fuming. She grew to despise Ding Zhuo and all “senior brothers,” wishing they would all disappear. She contemplated the possibility of killing Ding and Dai in this small courtyard, framing Qi Yunke, and keeping it from Cai Zhao.

You Guanyue, noticing his leader’s displeasure, guessed her murderous intentions. Though he had no connection to Ding Zhuo, he remembered Cai Zhao’s kindness to him and Xing’er and decided to be a good person. He turned his back to Ding Zhuo and mouthed to Mu Qing’yan, “Leader, this man is just a simpleton. Don’t take him to heart.”

Shangguan Haonan, full of resentment, took a moment to observe the situation. He sighed and also turned to face Mu Qing’yan, mouthing bluntly, “I have three wives and understand women’s thoughts somewhat. This Ding fellow is foolish and loose-lipped. He’s not worthy of you, Leader. Even if Miss Zhao were blind, she wouldn’t fall for this simpleton.”

This direct statement lightened Mu Qing’yan’s mood. Before she could respond, the foolish Ding Zhuo inadvertently saved his own life.

“Ah my junior sister is good in every way, except she’s too attached to worldly concerns, neglecting her practice. For martial artists, it’s better to sever emotional ties,” Ding Zhuo sighed, shaking his head. “I’ve decided to remain unmarried, but I see my junior sister is fond of worldly life. She’ll likely marry and have children someday. What a pity, truly a pity.”

His expression of deep regret delighted Mu Qing’yan, instantly dispelling her previous resentment. You Guanyue and Shangguan Haonan felt relieved, knowing the crisis had passed for now.

Suddenly, Ding Zhuo looked directly at Mu Qing’yan and questioned, “My junior sister said you also planned to practice the Purple 微 Heart Sutra, so you allowed Master to take the Purple Jade Golden Sunflower.”

Mu Qing’yan’s expression darkened. “The Purple 微 Heart Sutra is our cult’s treasure. As the leader, why shouldn’t I practice it? If your junior sister was unhappy, she could have reasoned with me kindly. Who knew she’d be so heartless? I cared for her deeply, yet she abandoned me so easily. How can a man of honor endure such humiliation?”

You Guanyue and Shangguan Haonan thought the situation would escalate again. Surprisingly, Ding Zhuo nodded, “That’s fair. The Purple 微 Heart Sutra is so powerful, it’s like putting a fortune before a greedy person. Few in the world could resist. Cult Leader Mu’s desire to practice it is understandable. However, this technique is truly evil and against nature. It’s better not to practice it.”

He continued, “Cult Leader Mu should think positively. My third senior brother couldn’t make my junior sister mistreat him even if he wanted to. During her wall-facing period, no matter how Third Senior Brother approached her, she always remained politely distant.”

Mu Qing’yan raised her proud lashes, “I know. That’s why I’ve decided to give up practicing the Purple 微 Heart Sutra. If Young Hero Ding doesn’t believe me, I can swear on my late father’s remains.”

Ding Zhuo looked at her for a moment, then suddenly revealed Cai Zhao’s plan: “My junior sister went to Changchun Temple. She said she was going to find her uncle, Master Juexing.”

Mu Qing’yan’s fingers trembled, dropping the clay bowl on the table. Her eyes lit up with joy, “Let’s go find her before she gets into trouble.” She paused, then added magnanimously, “As long as Zhaozao apologizes to me, I won’t blame her anymore!”

Ding Zhuo thought to himself, “Alright… I don’t think my junior sister will apologize. You might end up being the one apologizing, but I don’t understand romantic relationships well. As long as you’re happy, Cult Leader Mu.”

After settling Dai Fengchi, Ding Zhuo mounted his steed and rushed with Mu Qing’yan and the others for several days to Qingxi Hollow. Upon reaching Changchun Temple, they found it in disarray, with corpses of grey-robed masked men scattered everywhere.

“It’s just as my junior sister predicted. Master didn’t spare Changchun Temple,” Ding Zhuo exclaimed in shock and anger. “But where are the monks? Where have they hidden?”

Mu Qing’yan said gravely, “Don’t worry, they can’t have gone far with the bodies.”

“What bodies?” Ding Zhuo was puzzled.

Mu Qing’yan pointed at the grey-robed corpses, “With so many of Qi Yunke’s men dead, Changchun Temple couldn’t have escaped unscathed. The absence of monk corpses suggests they took their fallen brethren with them when they fled.”

Just then, Shangguan Haonan rode up urgently, shouting, “Leader, You Guanyue sent a pigeon message. He’s found traces of the Changchun Temple monks twenty li from here.”

Mu Qing’yan’s eyes flashed, “After them!”

The group traveled light, riding through the night. They finally caught up with the Changchun Temple monks sheltering in a mountain god temple late at night. Master Juexing stood guard at the door, imposing. “What do you want?” The monks, still reeling from the murder of Abbot Fakong and the massacre at their temple, were both frightened and angry, like startled birds.

You Guanyue, relying on his amiable smile, quickly said, “Please don’t be angry, Masters. We’re good people!”

“Good people?!” Master Juexing felt insulted.

You Guanyue persisted, “Actually, we’re all good friends of Miss Zhaozao!”

Amid the monks’ looks of disbelief, Shangguan Haonan felt embarrassed and angrily said, “You Guanyue, stop talking!”

Fortunately, Ding Zhuo and Mu Qing’yan dismounted and approached. Ding Zhuo rushed forward, shouting, “Master, it’s me! We’re looking for my junior sister Zhaozao. Have you seen her?”

Master Juexing tilted his bald head, “Our temple doesn’t accept nuns. Go look for your junior sister elsewhere.”

Ding Zhuo put his hands on his hips, “Master, stop pretending. We’ve already seen the Yanyang Blade’s marks on the grey-robed corpses in Changchun Temple. My junior sister must have been here. Where is she now?”

“I don’t know!” Master Juexing said impatiently. “Your Qingque Sect is so powerful, go find her yourselves!”

Ding Zhuo pressed urgently, “Didn’t my junior sister explain everything to you? Don’t you know who killed Abbot Fakong? This is no time to be upset, Master!”

Master Juexing’s gaze swept past the others and landed on Mu Qing’yan, who had just approached. “… Are you Mu Qing’yan?”

Mu Qing’yan wore a dark brocade robe embroidered with gold, cinched with a white jade belt. He truly looked handsome and elegant in the moonlight. He bowed respectfully as a junior, “Greetings, Master Juexing.”

Master Juexing thumped his staff heavily, “All of you, go out. You, come in with me!” The first part was directed at the Changchun Temple monks, the second at Mu Qing’yan.

The monks withdrew as instructed, and Mu Qing’yan followed Master Juexing into the mountain god temple. Master Juexing stopped before the weathered mountain god statue and turned to face Mu Qing’yan, his gaze piercing. “Zhaozao took seven lashes for you and spent two full months recovering in bed before she could walk. Did you know that?”

Mu Qing’yan replied softly, “I know.”

Master Juexing, known for his fiery temper since youth, grew even more intense with age. “Qingque Sect’s whip is notoriously painful. Those who suffer it are left with torn flesh and blood. Did you know that?”

“I know,” Mu Qing’yan repeated quietly.

Master Juexing’s voice rose further. “Zhaozao fainted after her punishment, biting her lips in pain. She woke up in agony when medicine was applied, yet she never spoke ill of you. Did you know that?”

Mu Qing’yan’s heart ached. “… I know.”

Growing angrier, Master Juexing continued, “I don’t care about your grievances with Zhaozao. That whipping alone means she owes you nothing. Do you understand?”

“So what?!” Mu Qing’yan suddenly raised his head, his gaze sharp and defiant.

Thinking he had misheard, Master Juexing asked, “What did you say? Zhaozao suffered so much for you, and you say ‘So what’? Do you have any conscience?”

Mu Qing’yan’s jaw tightened as he responded coldly, “I hate when she mentions ‘gratitude’ and ‘obligation.’ She constantly remembers how I saved her life and helped her as if without that debt, she could easily cut ties with me!”

He continued, his voice rising, “I know she’s suffered for me, but I don’t feel indebted to her! Even if she hadn’t risked her life for me or taken those lashes, wouldn’t I still give her anything she wanted, help her with anything she needed?”

“Gratitude, debt – we shouldn’t need to speak of such things! She’s mine, and I’m hers, but she just doesn’t understand!”

Mu Qing’yan’s anger surged, his breath ragged, causing his robes to billow and the floor tiles to crack beneath his feet.

As their voices grew louder, those outside the temple grew wary of the heated exchange.

After a long stare, Master Juexing suddenly calmed and said, “In my youth, I witnessed many passionate lovers. After years of observation, I concluded…”

Mu Qing’yan waited for the monk’s insight.

Master Juexing continued slowly, “My conclusion is – becoming a monk is quite good.”

Mu Qing’yan was taken aback.

The monk sighed, “The Buddhist path is peaceful and leads to longevity. Look at my master; he outlived four generations of your Mu family. When my master first started, your great-grandfather was still alive, surrounded by powerful figures. Who could have guessed that after your great-grandmother’s passing, he would retreat into seclusion, losing all his vigor?”

Gazing at the temple’s ceiling, the monk continued, “My master often said that when your great-grandfather’s romantic side overshadowed his heroic spirit, righteous sects secretly rejoiced. Who knew it would allow the demon Nie Hengcheng to rise? My master often lamented that if your great-grandmother had lived longer, many tragedies might have been avoided…”

In the cold, dilapidated mountain god temple, the past felt distant and sorrowful.

After a moment of reflection, Mu Qing’yan asked, “Master, where has Zhaozao gone?”

Master Juexing replied, “Zhaozao asked me to take the injured to Xiaoyue Temple ahead. She’ll meet me there to expose Qi Yunke’s evil deeds. Before leaving, she mentioned she had figured out the spies you placed around Qi Yunke and Zhou Zhizhen.”

Mu Qing’yan’s eyes lit up. He bowed, “I understand. Thank you for your guidance, Master!”

Master Juexing turned away, annoyed.

Before leaving the temple, Mu Qing’yan couldn’t help but ask, “Master, what are your plans now?”

The monk replied irritably, “First, I’ll settle the injured, then find some help to confront those bastards at Wanshui Qianshan Cliff! The world’s barely known peace, and they’re stirring up trouble again. They should all be strung up! Amitabha, to hell with them!”

Mu Qing’yan smiled gently, “Master, Zhaozao is quite like you in some ways.”

The monk stomped his foot, “Nonsense! Haven’t you heard that nieces take after their uncles? Now go find her!”

Outside the temple, Ding Zhuo looked confused. “Where are we going?”

“Jiangnan,” Mu Qing’yan replied, taking out a small golden whistle. “To avoid missing her again, we’ll ride the giant roc ahead. Once we find her, if she doesn’t anger me again, I won’t blame her.”

Ding Zhuo thought to himself, “I think she’ll anger you again, and you definitely won’t blame her for long. But I still don’t understand romantic relationships, so as long as you’re happy…”

In Jiangnan, at Peiqiong Manor’s secluded northern courtyard, Zhou Zhixian lit three incense sticks in a quiet meditation room. She bowed before a lone tablet inscribed with “Spirit Tablet of Late Husband Shao Gongteng Yun.” Her gaze was tender and loving as if he were still present.

After reciting the usual eulogy, she moved to the adjacent room where Mu Qing’yan and Ding Zhuo rose to greet her. Zhou Zhixian returned the greeting and gestured for them to sit.

As they gathered around the table, Zhou Zhixian began softly, “Twenty years ago, when heroes were abundant, my late husband Shao Tengyun was unremarkable. Not only was his cultivation mediocre but he was often ridiculed for being overly cautious. He didn’t join Ping Shu in his heroic adventures, nor did he answer Wu Yuanying’s call to attack Dinglu Mountain. We thought such a cautious man would live to a ripe old age, but who knew…”

Mu Qing’yan continued, “Who knew Nie Hengcheng would slaughter Shao’s sect to cultivate the Purple 微 Heart Sutra? Shao watched helplessly as his master was taken by the Tiangang Dishaxing, sacrificing himself to save his defenseless master’s wife and young disciple brother, dying at Zhao Tianba’s hands.”

Hearing this for the first time, Ding Zhuo was moved. “Sacrificing himself to repay his master’s kindness and save the weak, Hero Shao is truly admirable!”

Zhou Zhixian shook her head gently. “Being a hero or not doesn’t matter, but as his widow, I can’t disgrace his memory.” She looked up, “A month ago, Cult Leader Mu sent me a secret letter revealing the truth about Nie Hengcheng’s abduction of my husband’s master. He asked if I would intervene if someone were to cultivate the Purple 微 Heart Sutra again. I replied that if it were true, I would stop it even at the cost of my life.”

Ding Zhuo understood. “No wonder you’re willing to cooperate with the demon cult…” He casually used the term ‘demon cult’ without regard for Mu Qing’yan beside him, causing Zhou Zhixian to smile lightly.

Mu Qing’yan raised his teacup. “Heroine Zhou, your righteous spirit is admirable.”

Zhou Zhixian sighed softly, “It seems now that it’s not my cousin but Sect Leader Qi who’s cultivating the Purple 微 Heart Sutra. He first killed Master Fakong and my cousin, then slaughtered the Min family, and now the Yin clan of Baimao. His methods are ruthless. What are your plans now, Cult Leader Mu?”

Mu Qing’yan’s gaze sharpened. “What did Zhaozao tell you?”

Zhou Zhixian smiled, “She told me about your plan – waiting for others to complete the Purple Wei Heart Sutra before making your move.”

Despite his usual thick skin, Mu Qing’yan felt embarrassed under Zhou Zhixian’s clear, gentle gaze. He said softly, “I was mistaken. I’ve abandoned that idea now. May I ask, Heroine Zhou, where has Zhaozao gone? Surely she hasn’t gone to attack Qingque Sect alone?”

He couldn’t help but think of Cai Pingshu’s resolute use of the Heaven Demon Disintegration Technique to kill Nie Hengcheng, and the thought of Cai Zhao doing something similar made him break out in a cold sweat.

Zhou Zhixian retorted, “Haven’t you also placed people around Qi Yunke?”

“I have made some arrangements, but…” Mu Qingyan frowned. “According to my subordinates’ reports, Qi Yunke has recently gathered his followers and confined his forces within the sect. Yang Heying and Song Xiuzhi have also taken a large group of their trusted men up to Wanshui Qianshan Cliff. Afterward, all the iron chains crossing the cliff were cut.”

Ding Zhuo exclaimed, “Oh no! What about Elder Lei and his wife?”

Mu Qingyan replied, “They’ve most likely been imprisoned.”

Zhou Zhixian’s eyes showed concern. “It seems Qi Yunke’s cultivation has reached its final stage. He’s completely isolated himself from the outside world and surrounded himself with troops to avoid interference. Now, you can’t contact your undercover agent either, can you?”

“…That’s correct,” Mu Qingyan admitted, somewhat dejected. Although he hadn’t planned to intervene midway but rather to act when Qi Yunke completed the Purple Micro Heart Sutra, the current situation left him feeling rather embarrassed.

Zhou Zhixian suddenly smiled. ” Zhaozao has already guessed it. She figured out both your undercover agent near Qi Yunke and that Qi Yunke would isolate himself during the third stage of cultivating the Purple Micro Heart Sutra.”

“So what?” Ding Zhuo asked, clueless. “What does my junior sister want to do?”

Mu Qingyan stood up abruptly, finally understanding. “We should go immediately to—”

“There’s no need to go,” Zhou Zhixian gently interrupted. “If you rush over now, you’ll miss Zhaozao again, just like the previous two times.”

Mu Qingyan calmed down. “In that case, let’s gather our forces and head straight for Fengyun Peak.”

Zhou Zhixian suddenly looked directly at him. “I know your sect is strong and numerous. How many people does Sect Leader Mu plan to take up Wanshui Qianshan Cliff?”

“I understand Sect Leader Mu wants to help us stop Qi Yunke’s evil deeds, but in the eyes of the world, it would appear that after 200 years of equal strength, your sect has finally broken through the natural barrier of Wanshui Qianshan Cliff and bloodied Qingque Sect. In the end, the Six Northern Sects would lose face, and your sect would unify the world.”

Mu Qingyan understood and coldly replied, “You want my help but hope the Divine Sect’s forces won’t enter Jiuli Mountain. Miss Zhou, you’re being too idealistic.”

Zhou Zhixian didn’t back down. “In this matter, although Qi Yunke is the main culprit, the root cause lies with Nie Hengcheng and your uncle, Mu Zhengyang. For their selfish desires, they opened the gates of hell and released demons to wreak havoc. As the leader of the Mu family, shouldn’t you bear some responsibility?”

Mu Qingyan couldn’t help but retort, “You’ve been calling us ‘Demon Sect’ for 200 years. Isn’t releasing demons to cause havoc exactly what a ‘Demon Sect’ is supposed to do?”

Ding Zhuo sincerely added, “I think that statement is accurate.”

The gentle middle-aged woman said, “Mu Zhengyang and Nie Hengcheng caused havoc, so Pingshu killed these two demons, severing all ties. You’re different from them, which is why Zhaozao likes you.”

Ding Zhuo added, “I think that statement is also accurate.”

Mu Qingyan remained silent, his face tense.

Zhou Zhixian sighed, “Zhaozao is young, but she understands everything. That’s why she’s been trying to stop these evil deeds on her own.”

“The last person who did that had all their meridians destroyed and became crippled. Does Sect Leader Mu want the same for Zhaozao?”

Mu Qingyan remained silent, seemingly choked with anger.

Ding Zhuo couldn’t help but praise, “Miss Zhou, you’re impressive!”

Inside Muwei Palace at Qingque Sect, Yang Heying glared at Qi Yunke. “You better keep your word. Once your divine skills are perfected, will you teach us?”

Qi Yunke replied, “A hero needs help. Why else would I bring you here? Without you, I could have cut the iron chains of Wanshui Qianshan Cliff and practiced quietly on my own.”

Song Xiuzhi stepped closer. “How do I know you’re telling the truth?”

“Believe it or not, it’s up to you,” Qi Yunke said calmly. “Commander Yang, news of your creation of corpse puppets and the murder of Hero Huang’s family has spread throughout the martial world. Now, Daoist Yunzhuan is widely issuing invitations to heroes, vowing to settle this blood debt with you.”

“And Young Master Xiuzhi, your position as sect leader isn’t very secure, is it? With Song Shijun severely injured and Song Yuzhi missing, those old fogies in Guangtian Gate have lost their reservations. They naturally won’t submit to you. They have plenty of capable young sons and grandsons, all Song family descendants. Who among them couldn’t be the sect leader? After scattering and expelling Song Shijun’s forces, you’ve left yourself isolated and weak.”

“To deal with these useless chatterboxes, no matter what’s said, nothing beats having world-class skills. One force can overcome ten. As for me, I’ve gained two helpers. From now on, we three can form a triumvirate, supporting each other to unify the world. How about it?”

These words stirred Yang and Song’s hearts.

“Good, it’s a deal!” Yang Heying was the first to agree. “We’ll protect you while you practice. When you succeed, you must share the secrets of your cultivation with us!”

Song Xiuzhi’s gaze darkened. “If you go back on your word, I may not remain as Guangtian Gate’s leader, but I’ll make sure the world knows of your misdeeds!”

“Rest assured,” Qi Yunke said impassively. “Even Nie Hengcheng nearly went mad practicing this skill. I’m testing it for you first, which isn’t necessarily a bad thing.”

Yang and Song thought this made sense and left satisfied.

Li Wenxun emerged from the shadows, sneering, “These two fools. Why don’t they consider that you’re already the leader of the Six Sects? Why go to such lengths to create two powerful rivals for yourself? Have you gone mad?”

Qi Yunke replied, “They’re not stupid, they’re greedy. When greed takes over, nothing else matters.” He turned to look at a respectful figure in the corner. “Dalou, what do you say?”

Zeng Dalou kept his head lowered and said firmly, “I was once a parentless beggar, dying by the roadside. It was thanks to Master and Lady Cai’s help that I am where I am today. Whatever Master wants to do, I know it must be for Lady Cai’s sake. I swear to serve you loyally until death.”

Qi Yunke sighed, “So you still think of Pingshu? I thought you’d forgotten her by now.”

Zeng Dalou replied, “I will never forget Lady Cai’s kindness.”

Qi Yunke nodded.

Li Wenxun asked, “How’s your cultivation of the second level going?”

“I’ve already completed it,” Qi Yunke said. “After resting for a few days, I can start cultivating the third level.”

After Li Wenxun left, Qi Yunke walked alone to the dungeon. Passing cells full of former Qingque disciples, indifferently receiving their contemptuous or fearful gazes, he arrived at the last cell. This cell was spacious, clean, and well-ventilated, holding only three people.

As soon as Lei Xiuming saw Qi Yunke, he rushed to the iron bars, cursing, “Qi, have you gone mad? You had everything as the leader of the world’s top sect, yet you chose to follow an evil path! Ever since you took away the snow dragon beast’s saliva that Zhaozao gave me, I knew something was wrong with you…”

His body was crippled, and he couldn’t stand steadily at the bars. Fan Xingjia hurried to support him.

Qi Yunke ignored them both and looked directly at the third person, saying softly, “Yuzhi, have your injuries healed? If you need anything, just tell your master.”

Song Yuzhi sat alone in the corner and coldly replied, “You’re not my master. I don’t have a master like you!” After a pause, he added, “I heard Song Xiuzhi brought many people here. What evil are you two plotting together?”

Qi Yunke wasn’t offended and smiled slightly. “Song Xiuzhi and Yang Heying are both cruel and vile individuals unworthy of life. When my divine skills are perfected, I’ll use them as sacrifices, then attack Youming Huang Dao, destroy the Demon Sect, and kill Mu Qingyan. By then, the world will be clean, and I can meet old friends with a clear conscience.”

Song Yuzhi couldn’t understand. “What exactly are you trying to do?”

Qi Yunke looked at Song Yuzhi affectionately. “You came to Jiuli Mountain when you were six or seven. I raised you myself. I know you’ve always been righteous. Zhaozao should marry a young hero like you – noble birth, profound cultivation, upright character, and good looks…” His gaze became distant as if seeing someone else through the dark dungeon. “Zhaozao loves to laugh and play, impatient with martial world affairs. You’ll need to be more accommodating and not restrict her. In the future, treat her well. Don’t let my efforts in raising you go to waste.”

Song Yuzhi stood up and shouted, “My father never wronged you! Why did you sow discord in the Song family, causing chaos in Guangtian Gate?”

Qi Yunke replied, “Pingshu once said that after 200 years, the Six Northern Sects have become stagnant, conservative, focused on appearances, and nepotistic. Many aspiring young people, just because of their humble origins, not only fail to get opportunities for advancement but are often suppressed.”

“Now, Taichu Observatory is gone, Siqimen is almost finished, Peiqiong Mountain Villa is on the brink of chaos, Luoying Valley has always kept to itself, and Guangtian Gate can’t be left behind. It’s time for the Six Northern Sects to change, whether through merging or…”

“…or complete dissolution. Either way is possible. However, I’ve left Qingque Sect for you and Zhaozao.”

Song Yuzhi found this incredulous. “After committing so many evil deeds, how do you think the martial world will view our sect in the future?!”

“After I’m dead, do as you please,” Qi Yunke said indifferently. “Expose my crimes to the public, sever ties with me, whip my corpse, leave my bones unburied, let my name be cursed for ten thousand years—whatever you and Zhaozao think will restore the sect’s reputation, do it.” His voice was calm as he turned and leisurely left the dungeon.

“He’s gone mad, hasn’t he? Has he lost his mind?” Lei Xiuming was dumbfounded. “I’ve heard of people treating others as if they’re dead, but he’s treating himself as if he’s already dead!” Song Yuzhi and Fan Xingjia were speechless.

Qi Yunke walked from the dungeon back to the hidden practice room in Muwei Palace. He opened a series of intricately carved doors. In the dim, hazy light, a bitter and profound incense scent permeated the air, reminiscent of the three cycles of the netherworld.

With each door he opened, he seemed to see a vengefully killed enemy—Yin Dai, Yin Qinglian, Yang Yi, the most deserving of death, who died earliest. Mu Zhengming and Nie Zhe, one surnamed Mu, and one surnamed Nie, blood relatives of Mu Zhengyang and Nie Hengcheng, both deserve death. Zhou Zhizhen treated Pingshu poorly, the old monk from Changchun Temple was hypocritical, too deserved death. It was a pity about Chang Haosheng; he seemed to have sensed something, necessitating his premature silencing.

Morality is a lie, benevolence, and righteousness are tools, passion is killed by foolishness, and ideals perish in nothingness. In the end, what is truly worth loving and protecting with our lives? He had long lost clarity. If Pingshu were alive, she would surely know. She would always tell him what was right and what was wrong.

Qi Yunke slowly sat at his desk, tilting his head back and closing his eyes. A hot tear rolled down his cheek.

Thirty li west of Siqimen, in a small mansion, long white funeral banners fluttered. Yang Xiaolan, dressed in mourning clothes, knelt before the spirit tablet, praying with incense. After inserting three sticks of incense into the burner, she abruptly stood up, tearing off the cumbersome hemp cloth and mourning hat, leaving only a plain mourning sash tied around her waist.

The surrounding servants were shocked, exclaiming, “Young Miss, you can’t! Madam has just passed away…”

Yang Xiaolan ignored them and looked directly at the beautiful young girl in the corner of the memorial hall. “Thank you for accompanying me to send off my late mother. My major affairs are settled, and I have no more concerns. Those who shouldn’t have died are dead, while those who should be dead still live. Heaven is blind, so I’ll be its eyes. If the way of heaven is unjust, I’ll administer justice myself.”

The beautiful young girl smiled and said, “Just don’t kill the carrier pigeons.”

Yang Xiaolan wore a chilling smile. “Don’t worry, we’ll deal with them one by one. No one will escape.”
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The night lay heavy as ink on the mountaintop, without a glimmer of light. Howling winds swept across the unguarded Fengyun Peak, while distant owls screeched, each cry more eerie than the last. Cai Zhao and Yang Xiaolan huddled silently behind a massive boulder, enveloped by the frigid air for who knows how long.

Yang Xiaolan flexed her numb fingers, feeling the last warmth leave her chest. She couldn’t help but ask, “Are you sure that person will respond to your request?”

“Yes,” Cai Zhao said firmly. “If my master completes his demonic cultivation, the person he cares about most will surely die.”

Days earlier, Cai Zhao had sought out Yang Xiaolan to borrow Siqimen’s carrier pigeons. After burying Yang’s mother, Lady Zhuo, the two girls stormed Siqimen. When Yang Heying’s lackeys protested, Yang Xiaolan silenced them with her blade, leaving the entire sect frozen in fear. The girls proceeded unhindered to the pigeon coop, where Yang Xiaolan slaughtered all but two birds, which Cai Zhao kept.

“He’s here,” Cai Zhao whispered sharply.

Following her words, a black lightning-like shape accompanied by the heavy clang of metal chains whizzed by. Two chains, each thicker than an arm, struck the cliff face of Fengyun Peak with dull thuds, their ends locking firmly onto iron rings embedded in the rock.

Cai Zhao emerged from behind the boulder, lightly stepping onto the chain. Yang Xiaolan hesitated briefly before following. Fierce winds whipped through the misty ravine, causing the girls’ clothes and hair to dance wildly. Even the heavy chains swayed under the wind’s brutal force.

Cai Zhao leaped nimbly along the chain, noting that Yang Xiaolan, though pale, maintained her footing. “You hesitated before stepping onto the chain. Was something wrong?” she asked, her voice clear despite its low volume.

Yang Xiaolan, initially startled, quickly composed herself. “I wanted to ask if you were certain about that person. What if it’s a trap on the other end of the chain?”

“Why didn’t you ask then?” Cai Zhao pressed, still moving forward.

“Our mission is already a gamble with death. If we’re afraid of everything, we might as well not climb Wanshui Qianshan Cliff at all,” Yang Xiaolan replied.

“Well said!” Cai Zhao praised.

Yang Xiaolan shook her head, a bitter smile on her face. “I’ve lived in fear since I was old enough to understand—fear of my father’s anger and abuse, fear of him taking it out on my mother, fear of Madam Sha’s bullying… But the more you fear something, the more it seems to happen. Now, I’m alone with nothing left to fear.”

Cai Zhao sighed inwardly. “Things will get better, Sister Xiaolan. You have a long life ahead of you.”

“Yes,” Yang Xiaolan replied flatly. “Once Yang Heying faces justice, everything will be fine.”

Cai Zhao faltered, unsure whether to wish her success in killing her father.

As they approached the chain’s end, the looming black cliff face resembled a beast’s gaping maw. Cai Zhao steeled herself and leaped up, landing softly near the chain’s anchor mechanism. However, the vast Wanshui Qianshan Cliff was eerily silent, with no sign of the guards who should have been on duty.

Yang Xiaolan, catching up, whispered in surprise, “Why is there no one here?”

“Because I’ve drugged them all unconscious,” a soft voice suddenly answered. A figure stepped forward, remaining hidden in the shadows.

Cai Zhao, seemingly unsurprised, asked directly, “Where is Senior Sister Lingbo?”

“I’ve searched everywhere without success. I didn’t dare ask openly,” the voice replied.

“What about Lady Sulian?”

“No trace of her either.”

Yang Xiaolan was puzzled but remained silent, trusting Cai Zhao’s judgment.

Cai Zhao anxiously wondered, “Senior Sister Lingbo hasn’t been… harmed by ‘him’, has she?”

The figure shook his head. “‘He’ just broke through the second level yesterday at dawn. I haven’t seen ‘him’ since daybreak; he’s likely started cultivating the third level. I’ve been worried sick, fearing you wouldn’t come.” His voice trembled with fear.

Looking at the two girls, he asked, “Is it… just the two of you?”

Cai Zhao replied, “Before leaving, I sent pigeons to my uncle and Aunt Zhixian. They should arrive soon, given the travel time.”

“That’s good,” the figure sighed in relief. “Don’t alert anyone else yet. I’ll go back and see if I can learn anything from Li Wenxun.”

“Alright,” Cai Zhao agreed. “How much time do we have?”

“Less than two hours before dawn,” he answered.

Cai Zhao frowned, surveying the area. “The cliff guards change shifts hourly, with two patrols nearby also changing hourly. Any disturbance triggers an alarm. How did you arrange two hours for us?”

He explained, “I’ve drugged the current three teams of guards and hidden them in the bushes. I also snuck into the dormitories and drugged the next three teams set to relieve them. For these two hours, no one on Wanshui Qianshan Cliff will notice anything amiss. I couldn’t risk doing more without raising suspicion.”

Cai Zhao questioned, “Won’t their roommates grow suspicious when they don’t return or leave for their shifts?”

He replied, “I’ve been planning since I received your pigeon days ago. I checked Li Wenxun’s guard roster and, under the pretext of termite extermination, relocated many disciples, including tonight’s six teams, to two separate courtyards.”

Cai Zhao nodded approvingly. “My aunt was right; you’re indeed cautious and meticulous. The sleeping drug must be reliable then?”

“It’s the knockout drug your mother taught me to make,” he said softly. “It lasts for three hours. I… I’ve always been grateful for Lady Cai’s kindness.”

“Oh? I thought you only cared about the Yin mother and daughter!” Cai Zhao sneered. “Alright, you should go now!”

The man stumbled back, and as moonlight illuminated his face, it revealed Zeng Dalou. Shame-faced, he turned and left quickly.

Yang Xiaolan watched him leave before speaking, “Are we going to wait here for Zhou Nüxia and the others to climb up?”

“No, we can’t afford to wait. The sooner we find my master, the better chance Lingbo Shijie has of survival. Let’s scout Muwei Palace first,” Cai Zhao replied. “We’ll return here in about two hours to meet Aunt Zhixian and the others.”

Yang Xiaolan eagerly agreed. The two girls quickly vanished into the misty night.

About an hour later, the chains at the cliff edge rattled softly. A black-clad young man in flowing robes leaped up, his elegant figure gliding through the night air. The intricate gold embroidery on his robe shimmered faintly in the dim light as he landed on the cliff. After a glance around, he sprang towards the inner disciples’ quarters.

Half an hour later, a large group of armed martial artists swiftly climbed Wind Cloud Peak under cover of darkness. Master Juexing and Zhou Zhixian led the way, followed by a mix of Long Spring Temple monks, Pei Qiong Manor disciples, and various jianghu heroes led by Daoist Yunzhuan.

Noticing two chains already secured at the cliff edge, Master Juexing called out to the group behind him, “Don’t waste time! Quickly climb the Wanshui Qianshan Cliff!”

Daoist Yunzhuan shouted his agreement and moved to ascend first. However, the cautious Zhou Zhixian held them back, “How do you know this isn’t a trap set by the other side? We don’t even know if Zhao has arrived!”

Suddenly, You Guanyue emerged from the crowd, his expression mockingly amused. “What’s the big deal? You righteous sects are too precious, but we’re expendable. I’ll call some brothers from the foot of the mountain to scout ahead. Life and death are in heaven’s hands, so there’s no need for all this fuss.”

Zhou Zhixian thought to herself that the Demonic Cult members were indeed ruthless and fearless. She replied sternly, “Sect Leader Mu has already promised me that your forces won’t set foot on Mount Jiuli unless the situation becomes critical!”

Shangguan Haonan could no longer contain himself. “For your Northern Chen’s troubles, I’ve gathered forces from fourteen divisions day and night to come to your aid. Yet you remain wary of us, allowing only a few of our members up the mountain while forcing the rest to stay below. What logic is this? At this point, why cling to such empty reputations!”

Zhou Zhixian remained calm. “Chivalry is an empty name, Northern Chen’s legacy is an empty name, even the two-hundred-year foundation of the Six Sects is an empty name. But without these empty names, we might as well disband the Six Sects and let your cult rule the world!”

Daoist Yunzhuan snorted coldly, “Ultimately, that troublesome ‘Purple Micro Heart Sutra’ originated from your Demonic Cult. If Qi Yunke truly masters those demonic arts, how can the Hanhai Mountain Range stay uninvolved?”

“You…!” Shangguan Haonan sputtered in anger.

“Alright, alright!” Master Juexing intervened, “Stop arguing and listen to this poor monk’s explanation, will you?” He pointed his monk’s staff at a strange series of marks resembling flowers and birds carved in the corner beneath a large rock. “Look, this is our Ning family… Amitabha, a monk shouldn’t dwell on family ties. This was my family’s mark before I became a monk. It means, ‘I’ve arrived, gone ahead, should be safe.'”

Zhou Zhixian relaxed, “I see.” The Ning family had few members left – Lady Ning and her grandson Cai Han were hiding in a heavily fortified mountain bunker, while Master Jingyuan was protecting a group of nuns and the Cai Pingchun couple in Luoying Valley. The only two Ning family members out in the open were Master Juexing and Cai Zhao.

You Guanyue and Shangguan Haonan exchanged glances, both thinking that if Cai Zhao had crossed over, their Sect Leader Mu Qingyan, who had rushed ahead on the Golden-Winged Dapeng, must have crossed as well. As loyal subordinates, they had to follow.

Only Ding Zhuo remained curious about the markings, “… How can such few marks convey so much?”

With only two chains available, Master Juexing organized everyone into an orderly line with proper spacing to prevent overcrowding and falls. Ding Zhuo was placed at the front so he could set up more chains after reaching the other side.

Muwei Palace was shrouded in darkness, with only a few large night pearls embedded in the massive pillars emitting a faint glow. Cai Zhao and Yang Xiaolan darted nimbly across the ceiling beams like agile swallows, but found the first seven halls empty and dark, with only a few ghostly disciples patrolling.

“It seems Sect Leader Qi isn’t in Muwei Palace,” Yang Xiaolan mouthed silently from her perch on a beam.

Cai Zhao replied wordlessly, “Not necessarily. Muwei Palace has secret rooms.”

“Where are the secret rooms?” Yang Xiaolan asked.

Cai Zhao smiled wryly, “Over the past two centuries, each Sect Leader built secret rooms when they felt like it. With so many now, I’m not sure which one my master might be in.”

Yang Xiaolan remained patient, “It’s still early. Let’s search each hall carefully while avoiding the guards.”

“Agreed.”

Though Cai Zhao wasn’t very familiar with Muwei Palace, having only visited the hidden library alcove with Song Yuzhi, she had been trained in the Ning family’s principles of mechanisms. She knew that indoor secret rooms and passages typically utilized one of three locations: above, below, or between walls. By observing air currents with incense ash or gently tapping bricks to discern sounds, Cai Zhao often managed to discover hidden mechanisms.

Yang Xiaolan couldn’t help but admire her skills, “The Luoying Valley truly has a deep heritage.”

Cai Zhao proudly replied, “This isn’t from Luoying Valley. My grandfather taught me; he dotes on me so much.”

Yang Xiaolan’s expression darkened, “My grandfather doted on me too. For over a decade, he secretly sent us money and goods to ensure my mother and I wouldn’t suffer hardship.”

Remembering the tragic fate of Yang Xiaolan’s family at the hands of Yang He’ying, Cai Zhao sighed softly and patted her shoulder comfortingly.

As dawn approached, the two girls continued their fruitless search through the silent, pitch-black halls of the seven-tiered palace. Thanks to their exceptional lightness skills and quick reflexes, they managed to avoid alerting the guards or silently incapacitate them when necessary.

After thoroughly searching three great halls without success – either finding no secret rooms or discovering long-abandoned ones with nearly blocked entrances – Cai Zhao wiped away her sweat in frustration. “Not to speak ill of my ancestors, but why did a righteous sect need so many secret passages and rooms? The last time I saw such a maze was in the Demonic Cult’s Jile Palace!”

Yang Xiaolan pondered, “Sometimes the line between righteousness and evil is blurry. Look at my father – he’s selfish, cruel, and probably more vicious than any Demonic Cult villain. I’ve resolved to avenge my grandfather’s family. If heaven allows me to succeed today, I wonder how the world will judge me. Sister Cai, do you think I’ll be considered righteous or evil?”

She spoke of patricide with unsettling calmness. Cai Zhao was taken aback but quickly replied, “Avenging the murdered Hero Huang and his family is certainly righteous!” She hesitated before adding, “Actually, I could do it for you…”

“I must do this myself, or I’ll never overcome my inner demons,” Yang Xiaolan shook her head. “Sister, you don’t know, but I’ve been able to come and go freely in the Siqimen since I was twelve. Last year, I even discovered several major flaws in my father’s martial arts. I often think, if I hadn’t been so cowardly if I had taken my mother to seek refuge with my grandfather earlier, maybe many lives could have been saved.”

Cai Zhao felt a heavy weight in her heart. “You can’t think like that. Maybe… maybe…” She couldn’t bring herself to say that both Yang Xiaolan’s mother and the Huang family might have been wiped out together. Instead, she changed the subject: “Let’s go meet Aunt Zhixian and Uncle at Wanshui Qianshan Cliff soon. With more people, we’ll have a better chance of finding what we’re looking for.”

Upon reaching the Zhenyi Hall in the fourth tier of Muwei Palace, Cai Zhao noticed that the eastern hall seemed several feet shorter than the western one. Her heart leaped with excitement, but before she could investigate, Yang Xiaolan hissed, “Someone’s here!”

A tall figure moved furtively through the hall, seemingly searching for something. Sensing movement in the eastern wing, the figure lunged towards them with incredible speed and silence, like a bat in the night. Only the faint rustle of clothing alerted the vigilant Yang Xiaolan.

Cai Zhao reacted swiftly, pulling Yang Xiaolan into a pitch-black side chamber without knowing the intruder’s identity.

“Zhao-Zhao, come out,” a familiar male voice called in the quiet hall.

Cai Zhao tensed, inwardly cursing this troublemaker. In the dim light of the night pearls, the young man’s high nose and thin lips were visible, his profile sharp and handsome.

Yang Xiaolan recognized him. “Sect Leader Mu?” She turned to Cai Zhao, surprised to see the girl’s pretty face contorted with anger.

“Zhao-Zhao, come out,” Mu Qingyan’s voice rang clearly in the silent hall. “I’ve seen you.”

Yang Xiaolan hesitated. “Sister, should we…?”

“Ignore him. He’s bluffing!” Cai Zhao bit her cheek.

Mu Qingyan surveyed the long hall. “Zhao-zhao, are you coming out or not?”

Cai Zhao smirked in the darkness, thinking he should find her himself if he was so capable.

“Zhao-Zhao, do you remember the giant iron gong outside Chaoyang Hall?” Mu Qingyan suddenly said. “I’ll count to three. If you don’t come out, I’ll strike that gong. It’ll alert everyone, and all our plans will be ruined!”

Yang Xiaolan was stunned. “Surely Sect Leader Mu is joking. How would alerting everyone benefit him? He’d be surrounded too. He must be trying to scare us.”

Cai Zhao gritted her teeth. “Who knows? A madman is capable of anything!”

“One, two, three… Well, you’re brave. I’ll do as you wish!” Mu Qingyan turned to leave.

Cai Zhao had no choice but to emerge, hissing, “Mu, when will you stop this nonsense?”

Seeing her, Mu Qingyan’s eyes lit up. He reached for her, but Cai Zhao coldly avoided his touch.

“Stay away from me!” she said icily. “We’ve said all there is to say between us. It’s best if we remain strangers from now on!” Despite her harsh words, she worried about provoking him too much. Feigning teary eyes, she added plaintively, “If my master masters those demonic arts, I don’t know if I’ll survive today. If you have any conscience left, please don’t interfere.”

Yang Xiaolan hesitated in the shadows, unsure whether to intervene or let Cai Zhao continue her performance.

Mu Qingyan frowned, unmoved. “I allowed the Fang Xing family to take the blood orchid, leading to Qi Yunke’s opportunity to practice the Purple Micro Heart Sutra. You’re not holding that against me? Your sense of justice seems half-hearted.”

“How dare you say that?!” Cai Zhao’s eyes flashed with anger, no longer feigning tears.

Mu Qingyan continued, “Miss Cai, who takes the world’s peace as her duty, wouldn’t you want to take my life to right this wrong if my selfish actions led to widespread suffering?”

Furious, Cai Zhao spat, “…You think I don’t want to?” Knowing she couldn’t overpower him and needing to focus on Qi Yunke’s situation, she slammed her palm against a nearby pillar, careful not to alert the guards. Dust and cobwebs rained down in the secluded hall.

Yang Xiaolan quietly emerged from her corner, brushing off the cobwebs that had fallen on her.

As Cai Zhao turned to leave, Mu Qingyan blocked her path. “Wait, I have two more things to say.”

“Then say them!” Cai Zhao snapped, nearly colliding with his iron-hard chest.

“First,” Mu Qingyan said, slightly spreading his arms, his gold-embroidered sleeves falling to reveal slender, jade-like fingers that seemed to glow in the dim hall, “Zhao-Zhao, if you promise never to be angry with me again or run away from me, I’ll forgive all your past unkindness.”

“What… what are you saying?” Cai Zhao could hardly believe her ears, rage building inside her. “If you hadn’t let the Fang Xing family escape, none of this would be happening! Although my master has been scheming for years and would have acted with or without the Purple Micro Heart Sutra, the current dire situation forcing my uncle and Aunt Zhixian to risk their lives – isn’t it all your fault?!”

Mu Qingyan smiled. “Zhao-Zhao, you forget – I’m the Demonic Cult’s leader. Don’t you always say that good and evil can’t coexist? Harming Northern Chen’s leaders and sowing discord among the Six Sects is my duty.”

Cai Zhao was momentarily speechless. Yang Xiaolan’s hand slowly moved behind her back, fingertips touching cold metal as she remained alert.

“Fine, fine, you’re right!” Cai Zhao laughed bitterly, turning to leave again.

Mu Qingyan blocked her once more. “I still have one more thing to say.”

“Get out of my way!”

“I added something to the blood orchid branch I stole from the Fang Xing family.”

The air suddenly froze. Cai Zhao whirled back around, and Yang Xiaolan stopped mid-step.

Mu Qingyan slowly backed away, enunciating each word: “Did you think I would allow Qi Yunke to practice the Purple Micro Heart Sutra without taking any precautions?”

Volume Seven – Eternal Ridge Chapter 138
At dawn, Si Tu Hui sensed something amiss. His old wounds ached, portending trouble. Though the crossing chains were broken and disloyal disciples imprisoned, the Demonic Cult had failed to breach Wanshui Qianshan Cliff for two centuries. The other five sects were now in disarray.

As Si Tu Hui rubbed his twitching eyelid, alarm bells suddenly rang out. Shocked, he rushed to the cliff with his forces. En route, they discovered unconscious patrol disciples in dense bushes.

Arriving at the cliff, Si Tu Hui nearly stumbled. People were swarming up each chain, with Master Jueyuan, Daoist Yunzhuan, and other martial arts masters guarding the mechanisms.

Si Tu Hui realized a traitor had drugged the guards, hidden their bodies, and shot chains across. He quickly ordered his men to seize the mechanisms, but as more skilled fighters arrived, the enemy grew stronger, resulting in chaos.

Seeing the dire situation, he shouted, “Someone, quickly find Li Wenxun!”

Meanwhile, Mu Qingyan, Cai Zhao, and Yang Xiaolan crouched on high beams, watching guards rush out below, shouting about invaders.

Yang Xiaolan looked worried. “It seems Zhou Nüxia and the others have arrived. Should we go help?”

“No need,” Mu Qingyan replied. “When I flew here on the Golden-Winged Dapeng, I saw them en route. They’re at most half an hour behind me. Many must have crossed by now. We should focus on finding Qi Yunke.”

He turned to Cai Zhao. “What did you discover in Muwei Palace?”

Cai Zhao bit her lip. “There are too many secret rooms and passages built over 200 years. This is just Muwei Palace. If Master is hidden elsewhere in this vast sect, who knows how long it would take to find him.”

Mu Qingyan scoffed, “After all this time, is this all you can do? Have you wasted all your cleverness on guarding against me? Searching room by room will take forever. Why not ask someone?”

“You think I haven’t considered that?” Cai Zhao retorted. “Master is at the final stage of cultivating demonic arts. He’s surely hidden well. Probably only Li Wenxun knows where. But how can I ask him? His guards are formidable, and his skills are exceptional. It would take half a day just to capture him!”

“Li Wenxun is renowned. We might not capture him even after fighting for half a day,” Yang Xiaolan added pragmatically.

Cai Zhao blushed, quickly trying to save face. “Besides, he has skilled bodyguards. Even if I managed to capture him, he seems unbreakable. Would I need to torture him to learn Master’s location?”

Yang Xiaolan nodded repeatedly. “Right, Sister Zhao makes sense. Even if we were willing to risk our lives, there’s not enough time. Questioning Li Wenxun isn’t feasible.”

Cai Zhao’s wounded pride was soothed. She looked at Yang Xiaolan gratefully. “Little Lan is so understanding!”

Seeing the girls grow closer, Mu Qingyan felt inexplicably displeased. He said irritably, “If you’d stop flattering each other, you’d realize there’s someone else in Qingque Sect who might know Qi Yunke’s hiding place.”

Cai Zhao sneered, “This foolish girl awaits Sect Leader Mu’s wisdom.”

“Who else?” Yang Xiaolan was puzzled.

“Song Yuzhi.”

At Wanshui Qianshan Cliff, the battle raged on. Qingque Sect had three main forces: Qi Yunke’s secret gray-robed guards, Yang He’ying’s Siqimen henchmen, and Song Xiuzhi’s newly recruited Guangtian Gate members. The invaders also comprised three groups: Zhou Zhixian’s Pei Qiong Manor disciples, Master Juexing’s warrior monks, and Daoist Yunzhuan’s assembled jianghu heroes.

Daoist Yunzhuan had sought help from the Taichu Observatory but was coldly rebuffed by Li Yuanmin, who stated they no longer had ties with Northern Chen. Master Juexing cursed angrily, Shangguan Haonan laughed, and You Guanyue couldn’t help but mock the disunity of Northern Chen’s Six Sects. Zhou Zhixian consoled them, noting Taichu Observatory’s weakened state and Li Yuanmin’s mediocre skills.

Despite this reasoning, the heroes silently resented Taichu Observatory as the battle intensified. Fortunately, Si Tu Hui’s reinforcements hadn’t fully arrived. As Master Juexing’s iron staff drew nearer, someone suddenly shouted, “Reinforcements have come!”

Shangguan Haonan, being tall, spotted a familiar slender figure first. He warned the others, “Bad news, Li Wenxun has brought many people!”

Zhou Zhixian stepped forward, her face flushed with anger. She pointed her sword at Li Wenxun and shouted, “Li Wenxun, my cousin bore you no grudge. Why did you conspire with Qi Yunke to kill him? You’re utterly vicious!”

Li Wenxun smiled coldly. “Qi Yunke wanted Zhou Zhizhen dead. I merely assisted. If you’re dissatisfied, go settle accounts with him.”

Master Juexing, filled with righteous anger, slammed his staff down and roared, “What about my master? Li Wenxun, you dog, how could you harm my virtuous, elderly master who has done countless good deeds?”

Li Wenxun burst into wild laughter. “Countless good deeds? Ha ha ha, virtuous and elderly, ha ha ha ha…” His eyes filled with deep hatred. “When Elder Cheng and my master died mysteriously, my senior brothers suspected foul play. But Yin Dai was the sect leader of the world’s foremost sect. At their funeral, no one dared question him. That day, thousands of heroes gathered at Wanshui Qianshan Cliff, yet only young Cai Pingzhu dared to speak up, saying ‘This is strange.'”

Daoist Yunzhuan, though usually quick to condemn evil, couldn’t speak on this matter. He had been present at Cheng Hao and Wang Dingchuan’s funeral. His master, the Qingfeng Observatory leader, was close to Yin Dai and said nothing. But later, his eldest senior brother had privately muttered, “That Cai girl wasn’t entirely wrong.”

The two Qingque elders were renowned, with vast combat experience. Even if Kaiyang Elder’s evil skills were unparalleled, they shouldn’t have perished in a three-against-one fight. Yin Dai explained that they had decided to capture Nie Hengcheng alive to interrogate him about his secrets. Killing is easy, but capture is difficult, leading to their downfall.

Li Wenxun stepped forward, crushing a blue stone brick. He continued bitterly, “After the funeral, my senior brothers secretly sought out that old monk Fakong, hoping he would speak up for justice. But who knew, ha ha ha…” Li Wenxun laughed to the sky, his voice full of resentment and anger. “Who knew the old monk would immediately inform Yin Dai? Yin Dai grew wary and decided to eliminate all the direct disciples of Elder Cheng and my master!”

“Thereafter, under the guise of revenge, Yin Dai constantly urged my senior brothers to confront the Demonic Cult. Even when we knew it was a trap, even when we were outnumbered, he forced my brothers to their deaths. Refusing meant being ungrateful and disregarding our masters’ kindness!”

“I was the youngest and weakest, so Yin Dai overlooked me. In just a few short years, I watched helplessly as my brothers were sent to die in waves. No one spoke up for our two lineages… until only I remained!”

Shangguan Haonan frowned. “Venerable Fakong’s actions were improper. Not helping is one thing, but to inform on them…”

Daoist Yunzhuan disapproved. “Don’t speak nonsense.”

The Long Spring Temple monks’ faces alternated between pale and flushed. Master Juexing angrily shouted, “Li, you’re spouting nonsense! My revered master would never be such a despicable person. Stop slandering him!”

Zhou Zhixian pondered briefly, then said, “Back then, Elder Yin had eyes and ears everywhere. He likely knew your senior brothers’ intentions without Venerable Fakong’s input.”

Li Wenxun sneered, “Everyone knows Yin Dai was biased, but Venerable Fakong had a great reputation for kindness and chivalry. If he was so kind and chivalrous, why did he watch Cai Pingzhu go alone to Mount Tu to kill Nie Hengcheng?”

“Where was he when Cai Pingzhu fought to the death? Safely hidden in a cellar, protecting his disciples! What kind of Buddhist scriptures did he recite, and what kind of Buddha did he cultivate? His compassion was just a facade for selfishness!”

Grandmaster Juexing struggled to refute, while Daoist Yunzhuan was left speechless. Even Zhou Zhixian had no response.

“No need for further words,” Li Wenxun said coldly, shaking his head. “Years ago, the three elders of Qingque had exactly twenty-eight direct disciples, renowned in the jianghu as the ‘Twenty-Eight Constellations of the Four Directions.’ Now, some are dead, some crippled, and others scattered. Fakong, please go down and chant sutras for my senior brothers…”

“You’ve lost your mind!” Grandmaster Juexing roared.

Ignoring him, Li Wenxun ordered, “Men, push all the cliff mechanisms down and seal off Wanshui Qianshan Cliff!”

“Third Senior Brother?” Cai Zhao clung to a pillar, bewildered. “You must be joking. How could he know?”

Mu Qingyan replied, “Did you think finding a hiding place was as simple as choosing any cave? The final stage of cultivating the ‘PurpleWei Heart Sutra’ is incredibly dangerous. The slightest disturbance—be it animals, wind, or rain—could lead to cultivation deviation. Therefore, those old, unreliable tunnels and secret chambers can’t be used.”

“So…” Cai Zhao pondered, “Master could only use well-maintained, structurally sound secret chambers? Ones that have been renovated in the past decade or so? Yin Dai’s secret chamber?”

Mu Qingyan nodded. “Yin Dai led the Qingque Sect for thirty years. He meticulously mapped both renovated old sites and newly expanded areas, passing them to his eldest daughter, Lady Qinglian. Now, all this information has been passed to Song Yuzhi.”

Cai Zhao doubted, “I know Lady Qinglian passed all secrets to Third Senior Brother. But would Master use Yin Dai’s secret chamber?”

Mu Qingyan coldly retorted, “Do you hope Qi Yunke uses it or not? Are you reluctant to involve Song Yuzhi? To have him betray his master?”

Cai Zhao, speechless and angry, nearly stormed off, wanting to escape this narrow-minded demon and bury herself under thick blankets forever. Remembering she was perched on a beam, she barely contained her anger.

Yang Xiaolan, sensing the tension, tried to make herself smaller.

Cai Zhao took three deep breaths. “Mu Qingyan, with the tolerance of the Three Pure Ones and the compassion of the Buddha, I’m telling you…” She struggled to control her voice. “In this urgent situation, can’t you think of something more insightful and less trivial?!”

Seeing the veins popping on Cai Zhao’s forehead, Mu Qingyan quickly backed down. “I know you didn’t mean it that way. I just didn’t think it through. Don’t be angry; it’s easy to lose control when upset.”

Cai Zhao, clutching her heaving chest, muttered, “If I lose control, it’ll be your fault…”

Yang Xiaolan, unable to hold back, suggested, “Shouldn’t we first consider where Young Master Song might be?”

Cai Zhao groaned, “Oh no, Third and Fifth Senior Brothers are waiting outside for me to meet them. I didn’t call them, thinking this battle too dangerous, especially since they’re injured.”

“Our Zhao Zhao is so caring, worrying about her senior brothers getting even a scratch,” Mu Qingyan said sarcastically. “But don’t worry, Miss Yang. Song Yuzhi is right now on Wanshui Qianshan Cliff.”

Under Li Wenxun’s expressionless command, the previously chaotic defenders became organized. Some engaged Zhou Zhixian and others, while the rest desperately pushed the huge iron mechanisms off the cliff edge.

Ding Zhuo frantically guarded the last few mechanisms. “I hope they haven’t destroyed the spare mechanisms in the storehouse. Otherwise, how will we leave after defeating the intruders?”

Shangguan Haonan reassured him, “Don’t worry. We’ve already forged some iron cable mechanisms on the sect leader’s orders. After eliminating the enemy, we’ll signal, and Wind Cloud Peak will shoot over the cables for us to catch.”

Daoist Yunzhuan frowned, “Why would you forge such mechanisms without reason?”

You Guanyue replied innocently, “Aren’t these essential for outings, visiting relatives, and crossing mountains and rivers?”

“Still suspicious!” Daoist Yunzhuan swung his whisk at the enemy.

Mu, Cai, and Yang quickly left Muwei Palace, rushing to an elegant mansion near the Chilin Gate.

“How did you know they were held here?” Cai Zhao asked, puzzled.

Mu Qingyan smiled. “To find you, I first snuck into the guards’ quarters. Some ‘helpful’ individuals told me where Song Yuzhi and others were imprisoned.”

Cai Zhao responded dryly, “I wonder if those ‘helpful’ people are still alive.”

“Well, fate determines each person’s life and death,” Mu Qingyan replied nonchalantly.

“…”

The trio swiftly charged towards the mansion. Guards fell quickly, either knocked down or killed. Cai Zhao lifted the floorboards, revealing a vast cellar below. Deep inside, they found clean, dry cells containing Zhuang Shu and others.

Seeing Cai Zhao, Song Yuzhi first froze, then looked ashamed. “Zhao Zhao, I’m sorry. Shortly after we parted, Master’s men captured me and Fifth Junior Brother.”

Fan Xingjia crawled over, sobbing while clinging to Cai Zhao’s leg. “It’s all my fault, Junior Sister! Hit me! I didn’t know Master would do this! I knew nothing about the Purple Wei Heart Sutra! I shouldn’t have given Master the Blood Orchid branch!”

Lei Xiuming said irritably, “Zhao Zhao, do you have… Xingjia, stop wailing! Zhao Zhao, we’ve all been drugged with your family’s Fine Rain Numbing Powder. We’re completely powerless… Xingjia, shut up! I can barely hear myself! Zhao Zhao, do you have the antidote?”

Cai Zhao did have the antidote, but only a small bottle – not enough for dozens of people. Lei Xiuming scratched his head. “Forget about me and Xingjia; we can’t help much anyway. Give the antidote to Yuzhi. His cultivation is high, and his previous injuries have mostly healed. He’ll recover after three cycles of energy circulation.”

In the end, the small bottle of antidote was only enough for Song Yuzhi, Zhuang Shu, and a few others.

Mu Qingyan watched coldly as Song Yuzhi circulated his energy, then impatiently grabbed Cai Zhao to leave. He rudely ordered Yang Xiaolan, “Miss Yang, please help Young Master Song along. Be careful; he’s weak.”

Song Yuzhi, scowling, insisted he didn’t need help and followed Mu and Cai with Yang Xiaolan.

At the foot of a mountain, Mu Qingyan briefly explained the situation, then directly asked Song Yuzhi if he knew the safest, most suitable place within the sect for secluded cultivation.

After careful consideration, Song Yuzhi replied, “My maternal grandfather, fearing the dangers of the jianghu and his many enemies, built an underground fortress filled with mechanisms to protect my mother and aunt.”

“Where is it?” Cai Zhao pressed.

“Beneath the Twin Lotus Pool Palace.”

Cai Zhao leaned back, thinking this location was unexpected yet logical.

Meanwhile, Daoist Yunzhuan stumbled back several steps, pointing at the Vajra Finger expert before him. “Ouyang Kexie, you were Yin Dai’s secret agent. Now that Qi Yunke wants to harm Yin’s wife and daughter, why are you still helping him?”

Ouyang Kexie lowered his hand, smiling slightly. “Has the Daoist seen me before?”

Yunzhuan was taken aback. Of course, he hadn’t; Ouyang was a secret agent.

Ouyang continued, “I had an elder brother. Though poor and without a famous teacher, he achieved some success through self-cultivation. He set out to make a name for himself in the jianghu, gone for years. Finally, a letter came saying a great hero in the martial world appreciated him and would give him a chance to rise. He was determined to work hard and make a name for himself.”

While speaking, Ouyang continued fighting Yunzhuan.

“After that, I never heard from my brother again. When I grew older and inquired in the jianghu, no one had ever heard of him.”

Daoist Yunzhuan seemed to understand. “He… your brother…”

Ouyang Kexie replied calmly, “That ‘great hero’ was Yin Dai. He wanted to build a force of secret agents willing to die. But disciples from renowned sects wouldn’t do such dirty work. So Yin Dai recruited desperate bandits and deceived talented country bumpkins like my brother.”

“Later, I infiltrated Yin Dai’s secret force and discovered that naive youths like my brother died by the dozens each year. They all hoped for success but ended up in unmarked graves. Yin Dai forbade them from revealing their identities, even to family, saving him the cost of compensation.”

Nearby, Ding Zhuo froze mid-fight. “My… my father…”

Ouyang sneered, “Your father was one of Yin Dai’s ‘appreciated’ country boys. Luckily, he had some connection to the Yin family. Yin Dai shed crocodile tears after his death and took you in, earning a reputation for kindness.”

Ding Zhuo paled, his limbs weakening. You Guanyue quickly pulled him aside, warning him to be careful.

Zhou Zhixian’s gaze shifted to Chen Qiong, wondering if he had a similar experience.

Master Juexing shouted angrily, “Fine, we all know Yin Dai was no good. What do you want?”

Chen Qiong struck viciously, “I want Yin Dai’s name ruined forever! I want Qingque Sect torn apart to avenge my nephew’s cruel death!”

“Nonsense!” Daoist Yunzhuan cursed.

Shangguan Haonan looked around and called out, “Lady Zhou, things look bad. While we still have one iron cable mechanism left, let our brothers cross the cliff!”

Zhou Zhixian replied, “It’s not time yet.”

Annoyed, Shangguan said, “Hey, old lady, enough is enough. The situation is dire; stop being stubborn.”

Though over thirty, Zhou Zhixian was still graceful. This was the first time someone called her “old lady.” Despite her usual composure, she angrily retorted, “Shangguan, calm down…”

Just then, a firework exploded in the sky, its golden-red arrowhead shape visible even in daylight.

Shangguan’s expression turned serious. “The sect leader has found Qi Yunke. Let’s go!”

“Good!” You Guanyue put away his ghost-headed hook, gathered seven or eight capable followers, grabbed the dazed Ding Zhuo, and rushed with Shangguan toward the direction of the fireworks.

As they raced towards the Twin Lotus Pool Palace, they encountered Zhuang Shu, who was gathering fellow disciples.

“We found medicine for Master Lei and sent them back to the medicine hut. Then Master Lei told us to find something to do. We found these hidden brothers, and then…” Zhuang Shu was torn between emotion and reason.

You Guanyue, ever friendly, comforted Zhuang Shu, “I understand your dilemma. It’s a tough situation. Though Li has his faults, you’re still his disciples. It’s not right to fight your own master. But standing by violates the code of chivalry. Don’t you agree?”

You Guanyue’s persuasive words eventually convinced Zhuang Shu and others to join them in rescuing Qi Lingbo. After all, Qi Yunke was the sect leader, not their direct master.

They finally caught up with Mu Qingyan’s group, who were blocked in the courtyard of the Twin Lotus Pool Palace by Song Xiuzhi and his elite fighters.

Song Yuzhi calmly drew his Blue Rainbow and Bai Palace swords, their light shimmering coldly. “Second Brother, it’s time we settled this.”

Song Xiuzhi smiled, “Oh? The four of you against us all?”

His words were infuriating. Cai Zhao sighed, reaching for her knife. Mu Qingyan flexed his fingers, smiling, “Guangtian Gate is truly a remarkable place. The Song brothers are especially outstanding. You can choose how you die.”

Yang Xiaolan frowned, “With greater enemies ahead, fighting now will waste energy.”

“What choice do we have?” Cai Zhao said resignedly. “They won’t just let us pass.”

Just then, reinforcements arrived.

“Don’t worry, Sect Leader! Miss Zhao, look who I’ve brought!” You Guanyue grinned broadly.

Seeing Zhuang Shu, Ding Zhuo, and others behind You Guanyue, Cai Zhao immediately understood his intention. She greeted them, “Senior Brothers Zhuang and Ding, come see! That scoundrel is Song Xiuzhi. He not only harmed his father and brother and usurped power, but he’s also trying to take advantage of our sect’s troubles. It’s intolerable!”

Zhuang Shu coldly drew his sword. “Fine, we’ll handle these people!” This way, they wouldn’t have to fight their master or sect leader, just their fellow disciples’ brother – a much easier burden to bear.

Ding Zhuo silently raised his sword, ready to fight.

Seeing the enemy’s numbers grow, Song Xiuzhi panicked. As he considered having his men cover his escape, Song Yuzhi blocked his path with his sword.

“Second Brother,” Song Yuzhi said, “Father is still unconscious. And our eldest brother died tragically. Don’t you owe us an explanation?”

Song Xiuzhi gritted his teeth and drew his sword. “Fine. If you insist on brother fighting brother, let’s duel one-on-one. Heaven will decide who lives.”

A flash of pain crossed Song Yuzhi’s eyes.

Mu Qingyan gleefully exclaimed, “Such bravery from the Song brothers! Let’s see your skills decide the victor!” He quickly pulled Cai Zhao forward, with You Guanyue, Shangguan Haonan, and others following.

Cai Zhao sighed, “Ah brothers fighting… I should intervene.”

“You don’t understand. Sometimes family matters must be settled within the family,” Mu Qingyan said, holding Cai Zhao’s hand. “I bet Song Yuzhi won’t kill Song Xiuzhi. He’ll probably just strip his powers and keep him under house arrest. Such softness won’t control those crafty elders at Guangtian Gate!”

Entering the Twin Lotus Pool Palace, they were met by two rows of menacing guards with long sabers. Yang He’ying emerged, sneering, “Sect Leader Mu, what a surprise!” Noticing Yang Xiaolan, he snarled, “Worthless girl, why are you here?”

Silently, Yang Xiaolan stepped forward, untying a bundle from her back. She placed two melon-sized objects on the ground – the severed heads of Sha Zuguang and Madam Sha.

Everyone gasped. Though Shangguan Haonan and his men were no strangers to violence, seeing the timid Yang Xiaolan carrying severed heads shocked them all.

Mu Qingyan tilted his head, “Did you know about this?”

Cai Zhao shuddered, realizing Yang Xiaolan had been carrying the heads all along. “I knew she killed the Sha siblings, but not that she kept their heads!”

Yang He’ying staggered, recognizing his beloved concubine’s face. Enraged, he shouted, “You dare kill your uncle? You’re worse than a beast! Even if Sha Zuguang was reckless, your stepmother was just a woman. You’ve shown no mercy! How are you any different from evil cultists?”

“Enough, old man! You’ll choke on your spit!” Cai Zhao jumped to Yang Xiaolan’s defense. “The Sha siblings were evil, with countless lives on their hands. Xiaolan is serving justice! Especially that delicate Madam Sha – I’ve heard she’d set vicious dogs on any pretty girl, tearing them apart. She deserved worse!”

Yang He’ying snarled, “Elders are elders, no matter their faults. For a junior to kill them – I’ll purge you from the family!” He struck at Yang Xiaolan, who met his palm head-on. Both stepped back, but while Yang Xiaolan remained calm, Yang He’ying was shocked by her strength.

Yang Xiaolan spoke softly, “Heaven above, earth below – everyone knows who the real beast is, Father. No need for empty threats.” She revealed a pair of silver weapons – the Wind and Thunder Mother-Child Axes, their ancient patterns doubling as blood grooves, emanating a chilling aura.

Yang He’ying’s eyes widened, “The Wind and Thunder Axes!”

“Yes, Grandfather’s famous weapons,” Yang Xiaolan said, tossing aside the sheath. “He secretly sent them to me after his injury and retirement.”

Yang He’ying knew all too well the power of his father-in-law in his prime. In single combat, the old hero nearly matched the Three Elders of Qingque. Unfortunately, his humble origins and dedication to protecting the common people held him back, leaving him without support from major sects and burdened by those he protected.

Yang He’ying narrowed his eyes, “Raising a blade against your father – you’re truly worse than swine and dogs.” He waved, and his guards surrounded them.

Mu Qingyan signaled, and You Guanyue and Shangguan Haonan led their men into battle. Though outnumbered, these battle-hardened warriors could each handle ten opponents, turning the palace into a bloodbath.

Seeing the tide turn, Yang He’ying tried to flee, but Yang Xiaolan blocked his path.

“Father, only one of us will survive today,” she said calmly. Yang Xiaolan caught a faint scent of pine, reminiscent of countless dawns during her rigorous training. She remembered sitting alone in the small courtyard, reading her grandfather’s secret letters full of warmth and encouragement from her extended family – the only tenderness in her short life, now gone with the wind.

“Grandfather, Mother, Uncle, and Aunt are watching us from heaven,” she said serenely, opening the Mother-Child Axes. Their blades gleamed like ravenous beasts thirsting for blood.
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Cai Zhao intended to support Yang Xiaolan, but Mu Qingyan dragged her away, leaving Shangguan Haonan and You Guanyue to deal with Siqimen’s henchmen.

“Your parents love you dearly. Why watch a family tragedy unfold? Have some sense—hasn’t Miss Xiaolan suffered enough? Hurry, go save your senior sister Lingbo!” Mu Qingyan urged.

Angrily shaking off his hand, Cai Zhao snapped, “Let go! I’ll walk on my own!”

Mu Qingyan calmly replied, “You already know where the underground palace is. Do you intend to face Qi Yunke alone?”

Cai Zhao shook her head. “My affairs are none of your concern. Sect Leader Mu, your cleverness often entraps others. I fear your schemes and prefer we part ways.”

“I won’t deceive you again,” Mu Qingyan assured her. “You can’t face Qi Yunke alone. You need my help.”

Cai Zhao scoffed, “Help? Who knows what other motives you have? Your schemes run deep, and I dare not guess. I simply can’t trust you anymore.”

“I found Mu Zhengyang’s remains,” Mu Qingyan suddenly revealed.

Startled, Cai Zhao quickly retorted, “So what?”

“They were in a cave passage on the other side of the Hanhai mountain range,” Mu Qingyan explained. “Your aunt killed him, nearly cleaving his body in half with her Yanyang blade.”

Cai Zhao gritted her teeth. “He deceived my aunt terribly. He deserved to die! Mu Qingyan, I’m warning you—if you ever do something so heinous…”

Mu Qingyan interrupted, “I won’t repeat Mu Zhengyang’s mistakes.” He looked at her intently. “I won’t push things too far, destroying my destiny and taking the life of the one I love.”

Cai Zhao stubbornly stood silent. Mu Qingyan stepped forward, emphasizing each word, “Whether you believe me or not, I can’t stand by and watch you follow your aunt’s path of facing enemies alone.”

Cai Zhao turned away and sped off without a word. Following Song Yuzhi’s instructions, they entered through a hidden path behind a circular white jade flowerbed. After navigating twists and turns and activating mechanisms, they descended stone stairs into an unknown underground chamber. The long corridor floor was paved with mirror-like purple-gold bricks, while crystal bowls of whale oil lamps hung from the high-domed ceiling.

“Old Yin Dai spared no expense,” Mu Qingyan mused. “Where did he get all this money? Reputable sects can’t openly amass wealth.”

Cai Zhao ignored him.

Mu Qingyan continued, “No wonder he took Guo Zigui as his disciple. It wasn’t just to spite Elder Zhou. The Guo family was once the wealthiest in Jiangdong, but after Guo’s parents died, only a few hundred taels of silver were found. Someone must have gradually emptied their coffers.”

Still, Cai Zhao remained silent.

“Recruiting assassins, accumulating vast wealth, building secret chambers—this Elder Yin is truly a remarkable figure of our time. He and Nie Hengcheng make quite the pair,” Mu Qingyan added.

Cai Zhao finally broke her silence: “My aunt should have killed Yin Dai first. Without him, many people’s fates would have changed.”

Mu Qingyan gently consoled her, “True villains are easy to eliminate, but hypocrites are hard to punish. When your aunt killed Nie Hengcheng, people cheered. But if she had killed Yin Dai, the Qingque Sect leader, imagine the backlash. She was in a difficult position.”

As they cautiously proceeded down the long corridor, mindful of traps, Cai Zhao pondered the consequences if her master hadn’t schemed to kill Yin Dai.

Mu Qingyan smirked, “Naturally, he’d be surrounded by children and grandchildren, with worthy successors, all enemies vanquished, and universal praise for his brilliance. Elder Yin would be living quite contentedly!”

Cai Zhao shuddered at the thought of the mastermind behind countless tragedies enjoying a long, prosperous life. “Regarding killing Yin Dai, I think my master did the right thing,” she whispered. “But he shouldn’t have killed so many innocent people—Uncle Zhou, Fakong Shangren, your father, Uncle Chang, and the people at the fortress. They were good people who didn’t deserve such deaths.”

Mu Qingyan smiled, though his brow betrayed a lingering resentment. “Indeed, they shouldn’t have died like that.”

Sensing his hatred, Cai Zhao suddenly asked, “What did you do to that blood orchid? Did you poison it?”

“More or less. I used gold needles to introduce something into its stem and leaves,” he replied.

Cai Zhao stopped and looked up. “The Seven Insect Seven Flower Soul-Chasing Pill? Won’t my master discover it? What if he expels the poison while practicing the Purple Wei Heart Sutra?”

Mu Qingyan smiled. “The Seven Insect Seven Flower poison has been used in our sect for 200 years. Every victim was a skilled martial artist. The poison only activates when triggered, causing no interference with normal cultivation.”

“Sect Leader Mu, your family traditions run deep,” Cai Zhao said sarcastically.

Mu Qingyan’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “We’re practically family. No need for such formalities.”

“Here!” Cai Zhao found a white stone lotus bud-shaped wall lamp. She twisted it, opening a hidden door in the left wall. They entered, finding themselves in a vast circular room. In the center stood a meditation platform carved from a single piece of green jade. Qi Yunke sat cross-legged upon it, with a black stone—the stolen Purple Jade Golden Sunflower—beside him.

“Master!” Cai Zhao exclaimed, surprised to find him so easily.

In the short time since they parted at Peiiqiong Mountain Villa, Qi Yunke had changed dramatically. His once kind face was now gaunt and sharp, exuding a sinister aura. Cai Zhao could hardly recognize the man who had lovingly raised her for over a decade.

Qi Yunke glanced at them indifferently. “You’ve finally arrived. Yang He’ying and Song Xiuzhi truly are useless, unable to delay you even half a day.”

As Cai Zhao was about to speak, they heard a muffled female voice. Turning, they saw two iron frames opposite the lotus platform. On one, the unconscious Qi Lingbo was chained—Cai Zhao sighed in relief to see her alive. On the other, Yin Qinglian was bound, her disheveled hair wild and mouth gagged, only able to make muffled sounds.

Cai Zhao remembered visiting Madam Qinglian just over a month ago. Then, though melancholy, she had been youthful and elegant. Now, the middle-aged woman before them was tear-stained and haggard, her once-prized black hair half-turned gray. Yin Qinglian struggled frantically, trying to reach Qi Lingbo several yards away, but her bonds held her fast.

Shocked, Cai Zhao instinctively moved to free Yin Qinglian, but Qi Yunke flicked a pebble to block her path.

“Master!” Cai Zhao cried, “If you want to kill her, do it! Why torture her like this?”

Qi Yunke replied coldly, “I won’t kill her. I want her to live and watch her loved ones die one by one. Just as I once watched your aunt become crippled, suffer for over a decade, and finally perish.”

Cai Zhao struggled to speak, “Master, would Aunt approve of this?”

Qi Yunke looked up at the domed ceiling, his voice venomous, “Your aunt always sacrificed herself. I only hope Yin Dai’s spirit can witness his daughter’s suffering.”

“Master, you can’t mean to kill Senior Sister Lingbo! She’s your flesh and blood!” Cai Zhao pleaded.

“Lingbo has a bad temper and worse character, but that’s not a capital offense. Unfortunately, she was born Yin Dai’s granddaughter. I’ll spare her the pain—she’ll die in her sleep,” Qi Yunke stated matter-of-factly.

Mu Qingyan interjected, “If you hate the Yin family so much, why spare Song Yuzhi? Isn’t he Yin Dai’s grandson too?”

“How can you ask that now?” Cai Zhao exclaimed, exasperated.

Qi Yunke’s eyes flashed with hatred as he looked at Mu Qingyan’s handsome face. He closed his eyes, composing himself, “Sect Leader Mu, you’re truly cunning. I suspected ‘Chang Ning’s’ identity but never imagined it was you in disguise. I’d never seen you before and didn’t take you seriously. I thought Nie Zhe and Sun Ruoshui’s plot had killed you. The Suzi Fragrance and Qianxun Wood poisons are incurable—you’re lucky to have survived.”

He continued, “As for Yuzhi, he’s different. Raised by my side, he’s talented, handsome, noble, and righteous. He’s perfect for Zhaozha.”

Mu Qingyan’s smile vanished. “Dream on, old fool! Perfect? Righteous? Once I’ve dealt with you, I’ll finish that spineless Song!”

“Please, show some restraint,” Cai Zhao rolled her eyes.

Mu Qingyan glared at her, “You’d better worry about Song’s well-being.” He then produced an odd black bone whistle from his robes. “Sect Leader Qi, just groan if you can’t take it anymore.”

He began to play an eerie, mournful tune. Cai Zhao watched anxiously as Qi Yunke’s complexion turned a strange purple, his facial muscles twitching.

After a moment, Qi Yunke spoke, “You poisoned the blood orchid?”

“Correct,” Mu Qingyan continued playing, activating the Seven Insect Seven Flower poison while channeling his inner force through the whistle’s sound. The energy waves crashed against Qi Yunke, forcing him to defend and accelerate the poison’s effects.

Cai Zhao watched intently. Qi Yunke closed his eyes, summoning a faintly glowing energy shield to block Mu Qingyan’s attacks. As the shield weakened and Mu Qingyan’s assault intensified, Cai Zhao prepared to free the Yin women.

Suddenly, a metallic crack resounded. Qi Yunke let out a chest-deep laugh as his shield shattered. Several invisible energy blades shot out, catching Mu Qingyan off guard. He slammed into the stone wall, clearly wounded.

“You’re not affected by the Seven Insect Seven Flower poison?” he asked, blood trickling from his mouth.

Cai Zhao rushed to support him.

Qi Yunke chuckled, “I am, but I was born with the ‘Heavenly Fire Dragon’ constitution.”

Cai Zhao and Mu Qingyan exchanged confused glances.

Qi Yunke explained mockingly, “The ‘Heavenly Fire Dragon’ is not only an extremely rare cultivation aptitude, but it also has a perk—once all meridians are opened, one becomes immune to all poisons. Your ancestral poison was wasted! Haha!”

Before they could react, Qi Yunke activated a mechanism beneath the lotus platform. A stone wall slid towards them, nearly crushing them. Cai Zhao helped Mu Qingyan dodge, but the wall suddenly turned, locking into place with side projections, trapping them in a small fan-shaped stone chamber.

“Poison immunity? How did I not know this about the Heavenly Fire Dragon?” Mu Qingyan muttered.

Cai Zhao began striking the wall, “I didn’t know either. Aunt never mentioned it. How come you didn’t know, with all your sect’s resources?”

Mu Qingyan replied glumly, “The ‘Heavenly Fire Dragon’ constitution is incredibly rare. Only one in a thousand can break through in cultivation, and only one in a hundred of those can fully open their meridians. Who knew it also granted poison immunity?”

“Wait, isn’t Qi Lingbo also a ‘Heavenly Fire Dragon’?” Cai Zhao asked, still striking the wall.

“That was just flattery for the Yin women,” she answered. “The ‘Heavenly Fire Dragon’ depends on chance. Senior Sister Lingbo might just be ordinary.”

After several strikes, Cai Zhao created a small crack in the wall. Qi Yunke’s voice came through, “Don’t rush, Zhaozha. Once my divine skill is complete, I’ll deal with this Mu dog, then arrange a grand wedding for you and Yuzhi.”

Hearing this, Mu Qingyan found renewed strength and stood up, ready to fight. Cai Zhao held him back worriedly, “Rest a bit more. Internal injuries are no joke.”

Before Mu Qingyan could respond, a familiar voice came from outside—”Master, Master, so this is where you are!”

The battle raged fiercely on the cliff, with Li Wenxun’s larger force gradually gaining the upper hand. Zhou Zhixian and her companions struggled to hold their ground, finding it increasingly difficult to resist.

“Surrender your weapons, and I’ll spare your lives,” Li Wenxun said coldly.

“Go to hell!” the Daoist priest Yun Zhuan cursed loudly. “I’ve already faced death once, experiencing the agony of flesh and bone torn apart. Your threats mean nothing to me!”

Master Juexing exchanged a glance with Zhou Zhixian. If defeat was imminent, they would need to stay behind to cover the retreat of the others through the last iron chain mechanism back to Fengyun Peak.

Suddenly, they heard the clanking of the iron chain mechanism at the edge of the cliff. A slim, upright elderly nun leaped down, followed by seven or eight people in various attire. Zhou Zhixian and the others cried out in joyful surprise, “Master Jingyuan!”

Master Jingyuan stood at the cliff’s edge, her robes billowing in the wind. Among those who followed her were individuals dressed as shopkeepers, fishermen, and even middle-aged neighborhood women. One woman wielded two large axes like a butcher fresh from the meat shop. The diverse group would have astonished Cai Zhaoruo, as these seemingly ordinary folks who had haggled with her now revealed themselves to be skilled martial artists in disguise, their eyes sharp and their energy focused.

Master Juexing’s eyes lit up. “Wang the shopkeeper, Boss Chai, Fish-head Fang, Liu the butcher, and even the old tofu beauty… How did you all get here? And since when did you know martial arts?”

The middle-aged neighborhood woman glared at him. “Watch it, baldy! Drop that ‘old’ when you’re talking about me!”

Li Wenxun’s expression darkened. “No wonder some of those fierce bandits and street ruffians Cai Pingshu dealt with years ago went missing. I thought you were dead, but it turns out you’ve been hiding in Luoying Valley under new identities.”

Fishhead Fang stepped forward. “Thanks to Lady Cai, we survivors have lived peacefully for over a decade. We’re here today to test our skills, hoping our martial arts haven’t grown too rusty.”

“Very well,” Li Wenxun said haughtily. “Let’s begin!”

“Master, Master! You’re here!” Zeng Dalou came running, drenched in sweat. “It’s chaos outside! The Yu brothers are fighting to the death, and that Yang girl is even more deadly, battling Yang Zhangmen for her life. I saw the doors wide open here and came to check—Master, what should we do now?”

Qi Yunke, having just countered Mu Qingyan’s attack, was regulating his breath to stabilize the qi in his dantian. “No matter. Once I break through this final barrier, these people will be mere insects to me.”

Zeng Dalou nodded, hovering anxiously by the lotus platform. “Master, you don’t look well. Is there anything I can do for you?”

Qi Yunke gazed at Zeng Dalou’s concerned face, remembering how Cai Pingshu had found him years ago—skinny, small, and covered in wounds and frostbite, like a dying monkey. He sighed softly, “Bring me two Qingxin pills from that shelf. They’ll help.”

Zeng Dalou eagerly complied, circling the platform to fetch the pills. As Qi Yunke began to relax, he suddenly sensed a faint movement behind him. He instantly tensed, but a blade had already pierced his back by an inch. Howling in pain, he struck back forcefully. With a sickening crunch of breaking bones, Zeng Dalou was thrown against the stone wall like a rag doll.

Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao witnessed this shocking scene through a crack in the wall. Cai Zhao fretted, “If only we had a ‘Thunderstorm’ bomb to blast through this wall!”

Mu Qingyan scoffed, “Don’t be foolish. Setting off a ‘Thunderstorm’ in this underground chamber would bring the ceiling down on us. We’d be buried alive.”

Qi Yunke remained seated on the lotus platform, his body still. He fixed Zeng Dalou with an icy stare. “Dalou, I’ve treated you well, and Pingshu saved your life. Now that I’m avenging her, you dare to interfere? Have you lost all conscience?”

His last words, fueled by inner force, reverberated throughout the vast chamber, causing Yin Qinglian to collapse in agony, her eardrums nearly ruptured.

Zeng Dalou coughed up blood. “Disciple… couldn’t stand by… and watch Master… make a grave mistake… forcing Shimu to her death.”

“You…” Qi Yunke seemed to realize something, disbelieving. “You betray Pingshu and me for Yin Qinglian, that selfish, cold-hearted, affected woman?!”

Struggling to breathe, Zeng Dalou replied, “Disciple knows… the great kindness… you and Lady Cai showed me. I’d give my life… for your orders. But… but…” His smile was bitter. “Who one loves… isn’t something even we can control. I couldn’t watch… her and her daughter die. Master, if only… you had understood your own heart earlier… if only…”

His last words seemed to hint at something, leaving Qi Yunke momentarily stunned. Just then, Qi Yunke smelled something burning. Looking down, he saw a fist-sized iron case wrapped in cotton at the mechanism beneath the lotus platform. The thin fuse had just burned out—

Before Qi Yunke could extinguish it, the package exploded with a bang. The sound was neither too loud nor too soft, just enough to cause temporary ringing in the ears. The explosion, precisely calculated, damaged the mechanism under the platform, breaking the springs and disabling the trap. The stone wall slowly slid open…

Unable to obtain a powerful ‘Thunderstorm’ bomb, Zeng Dalou had painstakingly saved this small amount of gunpowder. Its force was just enough to break the mechanism, equivalent to striking it with a knife handle, but it caught Qi Yunke off guard.

As the wall opened, Cai Zhao and Mu Qingyan rushed out, just in time to see Zeng Dalou breathe his last. Qi Yunke could no longer maintain his composure. He slowly stood up from the tilting, cracked lotus platform and descended. “It seems I won’t be able to complete my cultivation without confining you. Zhaozao, I’m afraid I’ll have to hurt you. Don’t worry, you’ll heal afterward.”

Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao knew that now, their only option was to fight head-on. They drew their weapons—the long sword ‘Fuying’ and the Yanyang Knife.

The scene shifts to other ongoing battles:

The Azure Rainbow Sword flew into the air as Song Yuzhi drew Bai Rainbow, executing the fourth move of the Song family’s Cloud-Parting Sixteen Techniques. His strike was swift and beautiful, instantly effective. With a hiss, blood sprayed as Song Xiuzhi’s right palm and collarbone were pierced through. His sword clattered to the ground as he collapsed.

The observing disciples cheered, momentarily transported back to carefree days of watching Song Yuzhi’s masterful swordsmanship. If Li Wenxun hadn’t been on patrol, they might have even brought out snacks to enjoy the show. But now…

“Was that… Cloud Parting Mist Scattering?” Song Xiuzhi gasped, struggling to support himself.

Song Yuzhi nodded.

Song Xiuzhi smiled bitterly. “I practiced that move for so long, yet still fall short of you. I used to secretly pride myself on my swordsmanship being better than Maozhi’s when others praised him. Who knew… Ah never mind. What do you plan to do with me?”

Meanwhile, Yang Xiaolanf finally locked Yang He’ying’s sword with her double axes. Yang He’ying, exhausted, looked pleadingly at his daughter, but Yang Xiaolanf remained unmoved. She channeled her inner force through her arms, snapping Yang He’ying’s sword in two. With a palm strike to his abdomen, she shattered his dantian!

Yang He’ying crumpled to the ground, terrified and broken. Yang Xiaolanf approached slowly. “Don’t worry, Father. After you’re gone, I’ll take good care of Tiansi. He was born weak and can’t cultivate advanced martial arts. I’ll have him taught to read and write, to live as a simple farmer.”

Slumped against the wall, Yang He’ying wept, barely able to move. “Xiaolanf, I’m still your father! Blood is thicker than water! You can cripple my martial arts and imprison me, but please… Xiaolanf, do you remember when I took you to see the lantern festival as a child?”

Yang Xiaolanf continued impassively, “As for the position of Siqi Sect Leader, I’ll take it over. Some elders may oppose it, but it doesn’t matter. I’ll defeat anyone who stands in my way. They remained silent during your years of wrongdoing; they have no right to object when I become the leader. Don’t you agree, Father?”

Growing more terrified, Yang He’ying cried, “You… you ungrateful girl! You mean to kill me! You… you dare…!”

The double axes arced through the air, descending with the force of wind and thunder.

Yang He’ying let out a terrible scream as his throat was slashed open. Blood gushed forth as his eyes bulged in disbelief, unable to accept that he would die at the hands of the daughter he had always disregarded.

You Guanyue and Shangguan Haonan, having just dealt with Siqi Sect’s minions, arrived to witness this scene. Even these two demonic cult leaders were shocked. You Guanyue murmured, “I thought the girl was just talking tough, but she killed her father.”

Yang Xiaolanf knelt before her father’s corpse, kowtowing three times until her forehead bled. She said softly, “Out of consideration for our father-daughter relationship, I’ll leave your body intact and won’t take your head.”

Turning with tears in her eyes, she requested, “Would the two elders please move my father’s body and these two heads to the pavilion ahead? I’ll return to handle the burial later.”

“Of course, of course,” Shangguan Haonan eagerly volunteered, examining Yang He’ying’s body closely before giving a thumbs up. “Young Heroine Yang, you’ve exacted your revenge without being bound by empty reputations. You’re truly capable of great things! If you ever need help in the future, just send word. As long as it doesn’t violate our sect’s rules, I’ll do my utmost to assist!”

“Capable of great things?” For the first time since Lady Zhuo’s death, Yang Xiaolanf shed tears. “I’d rather never accomplish anything great or be known to anyone if it meant those who love and care for me could live well in this world.”

Shangguan Haonan was taken aback, his raised thumb slowly lowering.

On the cliff, the tide of battle turned with Master Jingyuan and her companions joining the fray. Given her age, Master Jingyuan was on par with the Three Elders of Qingque. Her skills were formidable, and without the need to protect weaker nuns, she could now unleash her full abilities.

Cloud Seal Daoist and Zhou Zhixian surrounded and attacked Ouyang Kexie from both sides. Zhou Zhixian seized the moment when Cloud Seal Daoist’s whisk entangled the enemy’s hands, thrusting her weapon through his ribs and striking his acupoints to capture him.

Master Juexing’s staff whistled through the air, finally finding an opening to shatter Chen Qiong’s shoulder. Seeing their numbers dwindling, Situ Hui surrendered.

Li Wenxun, sustaining several severe injuries, looked around and realized the battle was lost. He smiled bitterly, “No need for you to act. I’ll do it myself.” Suddenly, his eyes blazed with anger. “I’ve done no wrong! I sought vengeance for my master, his brothers, and my senior disciples! The world may have forgotten them over these past decades, but I remember!”

With those words, he raised his right palm and smashed his skull, dying instantly. The onlookers sighed in dismay. Zhuang Shu, who had just arrived, fell to his knees before Li Wenxun’s body, wailing in grief.

After a moment of stunned silence, Master Juexing suddenly cried out, startling the Tofu Beauty. “What’s wrong with you, baldy?” she asked.

“We must help my niece—I mean, Amitabha, this poor monk is again concerned with worldly ties… We must help young benefactor Cai!” Master Juexing exclaimed, grabbing his staff and running off.

Qi Yunke stood alone, wielding two extremely long ropes against Cai Zhao and Mu Qingyan. Only now did Mu Qingyan realize the depth of Qi Yunke’s inner power. The ordinary ropes in his hands moved like agile dragons, yet made no sound, as if wielded by a ghost.

Cai Zhao attempted to cut the ropes with her Yanyang Knife, but each time the blade touched the rope, a powerful force repelled it, leaving her arm numb. Mu Qingyan could barely fend off one or two moves directly, while Cai Zhao could only circle the periphery, looking for an opening.

After a brief exchange, Shangguan Haonan, You Guanyue, Yang Xiaolanf, Song Yuzhi, and others arrived. The battle-hungry Shangguan Haonan immediately tried to grab the flying ropes, only to be violently repelled as if touching a red-hot iron.

You Guanyue quickly drew his ghost-headed hook, attempting to tangle with the ropes. However, one rope wrapped around his hook, twisting the steel weapon as if it were made of clay. You Guanyue was a fraction too slow in releasing his grip, resulting in three broken finger bones.

Qi Yunke contemptuously flicked the rope, tossing aside the mangled hook—all while still engaging Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao with his other rope.

After observing for a moment, Yang Xiaolanf called out, “Sect Leader Qi’s inner power is profound. Let’s attack together!”

Everyone had been thinking the same, and so, including several Liejiao members, over a dozen people surrounded Qi Yunke.

Qi Yunke laughed heartily. Through some incredible manipulation of force, he wove his two ropes into countless overlapping circles, ensnaring his opponents. Two Liejiao members, unable to escape in time, were caught in a circle that tightened around their necks, simultaneously breaking their cervical vertebrae. The crack of shattering bones echoed ominously under the brick dome.

“Commander Li! Commander Qiu!” You Guanyue cried out hoarsely. “Yan Laosan, run!”

Yan Laosan reacted quickly, nearly escaping the rope’s range when the rope’s end suddenly appeared from nowhere, striking his back with a loud crack. That single blow shattered his spine, instantly paralyzing the once-towering man.

This display of power terrified everyone except Yang Xiaolanf. While fending off the layers of rope circles, she said, “Sect Leader Qi, I know you’re skilled, but what you’re doing is wrong!”

Qi Yunke inwardly scoffed, intending to crush the girl’s skull. Song Yuzhi, seeing the danger, rushed in with his sword to save her. Unexpectedly, the rope meant for Yang Xiaolanf snaked behind Song Yuzhi’s head, striking his left forearm with a crack. The bone shattered, and Song Yuzhi retreated in agony.

Mu Qingyan inwardly sneered, silently cursing Qi Yunke for still showing mercy to Song Yuzhi at such a time.

Yang Xiaolanf seized the opportunity to lock a section of rope with her double axes, attempting to break through the circle before her. As she applied force with both hands, the rope suddenly reversed direction, enveloping her entire body.

Just as Yang Xiaolanf seemed doomed to share the fate of the two Liejiao commanders, Qi Yunke unexpectedly locked eyes with her. He hesitated—when he first met Cai Pingshu, she had been about Yang Xiaolanf’s age, similarly small and unremarkable, except for her eyes that shone with righteousness and chivalry.

Qi Yunke’s grip unconsciously loosened for half a beat. The python-like rope was about to constrict Yang Xiaolanf when Shangguan Haonan, who had just struggled to his feet, rolled across the ground. Taking advantage of Qi Yunke’s hesitation, he dragged Yang Xiaolanf out of the rope’s circle.

Master Juexing and the others arrived, following the sounds of battle. Cloud Seal Daoist, seeing the carnage, cursed loudly, “Qi Yunke, have you gone mad? I’ve always respected you, yet you’ve become so vicious and cruel. Today, we must eliminate you, you treacherous villain!”

“Then come,” Qi Yunke replied, his expression unchanged, his inner power still contained like the sun behind clouds, revealing no weaknesses.

The ropes began to move again. Those previously injured withdrew from the battle circle, while Zhou Zhixian and others joined in. The rope circles, like silent snakes lurking in a swamp, imperceptibly ensnared people.

Situ Hui, who had just surrendered, rushed to the front lines hoping to redeem himself. As the rope circles around him grew smaller, he dodged left and right but couldn’t escape. The circles before him seemed like the gaping maw of a venomous snake. Terrified, before he could cry for help, his neck was snapped with a crack.

Cloud Seal Daoists found that every step forward was met with a web-like barrier of ropes. He swung his whisk desperately, willing to sacrifice his life to wound Qi Yunke. After just two steps, a rope from the side struck his skull with a loud crack, instantly shattering it and spilling his brains—the last disciple of the once-renowned Qingfeng Temple, who had survived Nie Hengcheng’s massacre and the erosion of decadent years, finally met his end here.

“Daoist!” Master Juexing cried out in anguish, lunging at Qi Yunke. With a flick of his wrist, Qi Yunke trapped him and his staff in a large rope circle. Master Juexing struggled to keep the circle from tightening with his steel staff. Qi Yunke applied a bit more force, and the steel staff suddenly bent in half.

As Master Juexing was about to be strangled, Cai Zhao wailed, “Master, that’s my uncle!”

Qi Yunke paused, memories flooding back—years ago, he and Cai Pingshu, along with the tagalong Ning Xiaofeng, had spent all their money helping a village of widows and orphans. The three of them, cold and hungry, huddled in a dilapidated temple, watching Ning Xiaofeng shiver with hunger. They were considering robbing the rich to help the poor when the scruffy-faced Master Juexing walked in, grinning, with two jugs of wine and four roasted chickens. Under the starry sky and before the crumbling Buddha statue, the four of them had eaten and drunk their fill.

Qi Yunke’s heart softened. He lifted Master Juexing high and threw him toward the end of the corridor, thinking the fall would incapacitate the big monk for hours.

Seeing Qi Yunke’s distraction, Zhou Zhixian seized the chance to strike with her sword. However, the rope coiling in the air seemed to have a mind of its own, loudly striking her lower back. The intense pain sent Zhou Zhixian crashing to the ground, unable to move her lower body.

Looking at the paralyzed Zhou Zhixian, Qi Yunke vaguely recalled how, when Old Lady Min had given Pingshu a hard time with her sarcastic remarks, Zhou Zhizhen had only shrunk his neck like a turtle, playing the filial son. Only the young Zhou Zhixian had consistently spoken up for Pingshu.

Suddenly irritated, Qi Yunke thought: Having decided to embrace evil, why hesitate now? A great fire, a great flood, a cataclysmic disaster—it would be better if everyone died together. We could all be reborn and start anew in the next life!

Suddenly, Qi Yunke unleashed his power. His two long whips coiled around the crowd like endless poisonous vines. With a series of rapid strikes, he shattered a monk’s limbs, crushed the skulls of two Peiqiong Manor disciples, and pulverized the left leg of the Tofu Beauty. The old fisherman died instantly as his ribs were crushed.

“Enough!” Master Jingyuan shouted, realizing that ordinary experts couldn’t withstand even a single move from Qi Yunke. To prevent further casualties, she commanded, “Don’t fight alone! Form groups to face him!”

Qi Yunke, no longer holding back, lashed out with his whips. Master Jingyuan barely dodged as the whip struck the white marble dome, shattering the massive stone and sending debris flying everywhere.

Amidst the dust cloud, Mu Qingyan saw Cai Zhao leaping towards Qi Yunke. He quickly pushed off the marble wall, caught the girl mid-air, and retreated behind a stone wall as rocks rained down and others fought fiercely.

“What were you thinking?” Mu Qingyan growled.

Cai Zhao, her eyes red, replied, “You saw it. Master has gone mad. He won’t listen to reason. But he still cares for me. If I don’t use lethal moves, he won’t kill me. I want to—”

“You want what?” Mu Qingyan’s eyes reddened. “Are you trying to imitate your aunt? Use the Celestial Demon Disintegration technique to unleash your power and perish together with your master?”

“What else can we do?” Cai Zhao cried.

Mu Qingyan took a deep breath and gripped her shoulders. “Listen to me. Your aunt used that technique because she had no choice. Yin Dai stood by, Qi Yunke was indecisive, Mu Zhengyang had evil intentions, and others couldn’t help. She had no one to rely on, so she chose to die with Nie Hengcheng. But you’re different. You have me!”

“You? What are you?” Cai Zhao pushed him away, sobbing. “You’re no good either. If not for you, we wouldn’t be in this mess! I only expect you to help fight my master. Don’t think our past grievances are forgotten! You deceived me terribly. I won’t forgive you so easily! Get away from me!” She tried to rush out.

Mu Qingyan held her back. “Fine, you don’t have to forgive me. It’s all my fault! But if you and Qi Yunke destroy each other, who will keep me in check? Even for revenge, you can’t go alone!”

“You’ve said so much, but do you have a plan?” Cai Zhao asked angrily, struggling to break free.

“Of course I do. First, we need to get close to him,” Mu Qingyan whispered. “I’ll distract him while you pretend to be injured and approach…”

Cai Zhao hesitated. “Will that work? You’re not planning to use the Celestial Demon Disintegration technique, are you?”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes shone like the moon as he smiled confidently. “Me, die with Qi Yunke so you can be with that Song fellow? Dream on. Even if heaven allows it, I won’t!”

Cai Zhao considered his plan and found it feasible. “Alright, let’s do it.”

Before rushing out, Mu Qingyan grabbed the determined girl and said firmly, “Don’t act rashly. Follow the plan. Remember what we agreed on before? If you don’t die, I won’t die. If I live, you must live too. We never abandon each other. We die together or live together.”

Cai Zhao remembered every word, of course. Recalling happier times, she felt a pang in her heart and turned away. “I’ve forgotten everything. Not a single word!”

They charged out to find Qi Yunke still standing in the circular hall, like an invincible evil god. Those who could still move were helping each other retreat from the domed chamber.

Cai Zhao took a deep breath, channeling her energy into her right arm. She struck at the whip with all her might, ignoring the pain and blood from her tiger’s mouth. A golden-red blade flash appeared, and she managed to cut off a large section of the whip.

Qi Yunke frowned and lashed out, striking Cai Zhao’s right hand. The pain was so intense that it felt like every bone in her hand had shattered. She dropped her Yan Yang Blade as Master Jingyuan tried to grab the whip with her inner force.

Seizing the opportunity, Mu Qingyan discarded ‘Fu Ying’ and struck Qi Yunke’s back with both palms. Qi Yunke grunted and tried to strangle Mu Qingyan with his shorter whip, but Mu Qingyan didn’t dodge. Instead, he grabbed the whip, letting it coil around his left arm and tear into his flesh, blood dripping steadily.

As they reached a stalemate, both men resorted to pure inner-force combat. Qi Yunke felt pain in his back and numbness in his hands, realizing that this “Mu puppy” was unexpectedly skilled.

Cai Zhao attacked again with her silver chain, but Qi Yunke, already dealing with Mu Qingyan and Master Jingyuan, struck her hard, hoping to knock her out. Cai Zhao cried out in pain and fell, rolling to his feet, seemingly unconscious.

Slightly relieved, Qi Yunke focused on the other two opponents. Mu Qingyan cleared his mind, reciting his father Mu Zhengming’s “Primordial Qi Regulation Technique” word by word. He circulated his inner force from his dantian, continuously cycling it through his body without letting a drop escape.

Qi Yunke noticed the change in the inner force traveling through the whip. It was no longer domineering, but a pure, righteous, and gentle force that emphasized wearing down resistance, like water-eroding stone. He recognized it as a remarkable breathing technique that, if mastered, could rival the legendary Purple Micro Heart Sutra, allowing a mortal to approach divine cultivation.

As they battled with their inner forces, the surrounding air became chaotic, sending debris flying. Meanwhile, Master Jingyuan kept moving, attacking, and retreating quickly to avoid Qi Yunke’s counterattacks.

Suddenly, Qi Yunke felt a chill in his abdomen and an unfamiliar, intense pain. He looked down to see Cai Zhao, now awake, thrusting a razor-thin blade into his vital organs. This was the second time she had tried to kill him, but unlike before, she aimed directly for his dantian!

“Forgive me, Master!” Cai Zhao said tearfully. She was seriously injured and weak, nearly knocked out by Qi Yunke’s earlier strike, but had feigned unconsciousness as planned.

Severely wounded, Qi Yunke’s suppressed inner force problems from his incomplete Purple Micro Heart Sutra cultivation erupted. Chaotic energy surged through his body like venomous snakes, tearing at his meridians. He roared, his madness taking over. With both palms, he sent Master Jingyuan flying, then summoned the Yan Yang Blade to his hand, preparing to strike Cai Zhao.

Horrified, Mu Qingyan leaped forward, deflecting the blade with one hand and pulling Cai Zhao away with the other. Qi Yunke quickly changed tactics, entangling them both with his whip and thrusting at Mu Qingyan from the left. Unable to dodge without exposing Cai Zhao, Mu Qingyan took the hit.

Cai Zhao felt warmth on her face—Mu Qingyan’s blood from the Yan Yang Blade piercing his chest. Seeing Mu Qingyan take the blow for Cai Zhao, Qi Yunke’s expression turned blank. After exchanging over a hundred moves in the past half hour, he knew Mu Qingyan could have easily avoided the strike.

As if waking from a long dream, Qi Yunke murmured, “So you’re not Mu Zhengyang…”

Gripping the blade in his chest, Mu Qingyan angrily retorted, “Of course, I’m not Mu Zhengyang, and Zhao Zhao isn’t her aunt! Wake up! If you kill Zhao Zhao, how will you face Cai Pingchu in the afterlife?”

Qi Yunke staggered back, his chest heaving and inner force raging through his meridians. Struggling to control his chaotic mind, he struck wildly at the air, causing the marble underground palace to tremble and crumble.

In his confusion, Qi Yunke searched until he spotted the unconscious Qi Lingbo. With one thought in mind—to absorb his daughter’s energy and break through the third level—he stumbled towards her.

Guessing his intentions, Cai Zhao broke free from the whip and rushed towards him, dodging falling rocks. Mu Qingyan, clutching his wound with one hand, grabbed Cai Zhao with the other. “Zhao Zhao, don’t go! He’s lost control. Even draining Qi Lingbo won’t save him now!”

Cai Zhao resolutely shook off Mu Qingyan. “We can’t stand by while an innocent person is harmed!” As Qi Yunke grabbed Qi Lingbo and placed his palm on her forehead, Cai Zhao lunged forward, clinging to his arm. Qi Yunke brushed her aside.

Despite her severe injuries, Cai Zhao desperately threw herself at Qi Yunke again. Sprawled at his feet, she cried out hoarsely, “Master, think of my aunt! She wouldn’t want you to do this!”

Qi Yunke froze, his thoughts scattered. Slowly, he released Qi Lingbo. Waves of pain coursed through his body as his meridians began to rupture. His cultivated inner force fled his dantian, leaving him feeling empty. He collapsed, lying on his back.

Why did even Zhao Zhao oppose him? He only wanted to avenge Pingchu. The Northern Chen Demonic Sect, all of it could turn to dust. Then, in a clean, bright world, Zhao Zhao and Yuzi could rebuild their sect, have children, and grow old together.

Qi Yunke felt dizzy as the familiar nightmare resurfaced. Revolving lights revealed a massive, blood-tinged door. Behind each panel lurked Pingchu’s killers: Yin Dai, Yang Yi, Yin Qinglian, and the Mu from the demonic sect. He had eliminated them all. Yet, in the deepest part of the palace, another door remained. His heart raced as he slowly pushed it open, his breath catching in his throat. Inside was himself.

Tears streamed down Qi Yunke’s face as he murmured, “We promised to be righteous heroes together, to turn the tide… I broke that promise.” He had been enchanted by Yin Dai’s beautiful daughter, seduced by promises of power, blinded by vanity and sweet words. He had forgotten their original vow.

Cai Pingchu had seen through it all but said nothing, ascending Mount Tu alone. Suddenly, Qi Yunke was clear-headed for the first time in years. He realized he had been ill for over a decade, ever since Cai Pingchu became disabled. He had been trapped in a state of apparent lucidity but true madness. However, no matter how many atrocities he committed, he could never bring Cai Pingchu back to life or return to those precious youthful days.

“Zhao Zhao,” Qi Yunke said softly, “Marry whoever you want in the future. As long as you’re happy every day, that’s what matters most.” Cai Zhao stared at him, dumbfounded.

“And that Mu fellow…” Qi Yunke continued, “Not all surnamed Mu are treacherous dogs after all.” Mu Qingyan silently cursed the old fool as he disentangled himself from the whip.

“Also,” Qi Yunke hesitated, “In the future, bury me—” Before he could finish, the largest beam supporting the dome collapsed. The entire circular chamber crumbled like paper, along with the Twin Lotus Pool Palace above it.

Pillars, jade stairs, silk, jewels, and a rain of debris fell endlessly. It was like an unprecedented flood, with the tiny humans struggling to escape. Finally, the rockfall ceased. Sunlight poured through the broken dome, and the scent of the lake wafted in, cutting through the heavy smell of blood. The survivors felt as if they had crossed into another world.

Cai Zhao emerged from the rubble, next to an unconscious Mu Qingyan. He had shielded her completely during the collapse, taking the full brunt of the falling rocks. Cai Zhao, terrified, clung to his broad shoulders, calling his name and frantically pressing his acupoints. The pale young man finally stirred, his lips moving soundlessly.

Nearby, Shangguan Haonan awoke first. Yang Xiaolan helped him dig You Guanyue out of the debris. You Guanyue lay motionless, clearly badly injured. Shangguan Haonan shook him, but he remained unconscious. Understanding the situation, Yang Xiaolan immediately went to find Lei Xiuming and Fan Xingjia. Shangguan Haonan wept over You Guanyue’s body.

“Moon, you can’t die like this! We were supposed to be in-laws someday. You haven’t even had children yet! It’s all my fault for being too slow. You’re half-dead because you saved me. How can I ever repay this debt? Don’t worry, if you go, I’ll take good care of Xinger. I still have an opening for my fourth wife. I was saving it for Qiu Cuilan to make it an even number, but now I’ve decided to give that last position to Xinger. Not for any reason, just for our brotherhood… I promise I’ll take good care of Xinger!”

“Go to hell!” came a weak voice.

Shangguan Haonan lifted his head, confused. “Moon, was that you speaking? Are you thanking me? No need for thanks between brothers.”

You Guanyue mustered all his strength: “Go to hell! Who’s thanking you?”

Shangguan Haonan, his face covered in tears and saliva, wept with joy.

Cai Zhao, initially tearful, couldn’t help but chuckle at the pair. Feeling movement in her arms, she quickly looked down at Mu Qingyan. “What did you say? Speak up, I can’t hear you.”

“I said,” Mu Qingyan whispered, using all his strength, “Tell those two idiots to shut up. They’re embarrassing themselves!”

Cai Zhao burst into laughter, holding him tightly. “After escaping death, that’s the first thing you say to me?”

Mu Qingyan smiled too. After a moment, he said, “No, I have many things to tell you.”

“Go on, I’m listening.” Cai Zhao held him, leaning against a pile of rocks. Both were badly injured and unable to move, so they nestled together, waiting for Lei Xiuming and Fan Xingjia to come with help.

Mu Qingyan spoke softly, “I’ve always felt our first meeting was unlucky. Not only was it in the harsh winter, but also before a memorial ceremony for the dead…”

“What dead person? That was your ancestor, the Northern Chen Patriarch.”

“I never knew him. Don’t interrupt. Because our meeting was inauspicious, our journey together has been fraught with difficulties. To ensure a smoother future, we should have a joyous event to balance things out.”

Cai Zhao suppressed a smile, deliberately asking, “What joyous event? A housewarming party?”

Expecting the Great Master Mu to be angry, she was surprised by his newfound patience. He laughed, “Sure, you can move to Busi Studio, or I can move to Luoying Valley. What does Miss Cai think?”

Noting his labored breathing, Cai Zhao realized how seriously he was injured. After a moment, she replied, “Miss Cai thinks… this is acceptable.”

“Acceptable?” Mu Qingyan asked, disbelieving.

“Yes, acceptable.” The girl pressed her cheek against his pale, blood-stained forehead, suddenly feeling enlightened. “As long as we’re together, anything is fine.”
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The great fire raged for three days and nights, reducing the magnificent Twin Lotus Pool Palace to ashes. Yin Dai’s lifelong efforts to build his immense power and prestige crumbled along with the splendid edifice. The Yin family’s thirty-year influence over the martial arts world dissipated like a mirage.

With their common enemy gone, the Li Sect members and the surviving North Chen followers instinctively faced off like mortal enemies. Cai Zhao kindly suggested that Mu Qingyan and others leave the mountain first. When Mu asked about her plans, Cai replied that she intended to exhume her master’s body before returning to Luoying Valley.

Noticing Song Yuzhi, leaning on two swords and searching through the rubble despite his severe injuries, Mu Qingyan irritably said, “It’ll take days to dig out Qi Yunke’s bones from this vast ruin. Are you just making excuses to send me away?”

Cai Zhao glared at him. “Be reasonable! If I don’t watch over this, how can I prevent them from desecrating Master’s body out of spite?” She couldn’t allow such a thing to happen to her aunt’s sworn brother.

Mu Qingyan laughed coldly. “You promised we’d always be together. Your sweet words are still ringing in my ears, yet you change your mind faster than you change your face. If you want to collect Qi Yunke’s remains, why not ask for my help? Or do these broken stones and rotting wood only recognize you sect members?”

“Absurd!” Cai Zhao was furious and refused to speak to this madman even as they rested that evening.

That night, as Cai Zhao slept in Chunling Cottage, Mu Qingyan brazenly occupied the outer room, ignoring others’ suspicious glances. Hearing Cai toss and turn late into the night, he entered her room, lifted her blanket, and embraced her.

Cai Zhao smelled the strong medicinal scent on him. His firm chest and shoulders were wrapped in layers of fine cloth, covering the brown ointment Lei Xiuming had applied that afternoon. Familiar with such scents since childhood, she felt as if she were back in her aunt’s medicine-scented embrace as a little girl. She relaxed, letting go of her tension.

Mu Qingyan stroked her messy hair affectionately. “You’re like a beaten kitten, all scruffy but still hissing. I’ll have some attentive maids sent up tomorrow.”

Cai Zhao nuzzled against him, mumbling, “Kittens don’t need maids. A few licks will do.”

Mu Qingyan kissed her forehead. “Didn’t you say I was unreasonable?”

Cai Zhao sighed, seemingly giving up. “I’ve said many times we shouldn’t meet again, but look at us now. No one believes we’re innocent anymore. Auntie always stressed keeping one’s word when she roamed the jianghu. If she knew how fickle I’ve become, I wonder how she’d laugh at me.”

Mu Qingyan comforted her, “Don’t worry. Few know about our quarrels. We can pretend we never parted, letting the world believe our love has always been steadfast and unwavering.”

Cai Zhao wrapped her slender arms around him, pressing her cheek against his bandaged chest. “Brother Yan?”

“Mm?”

“We’ll argue again in the future.”

“Probably.”

“Don’t take my words too seriously. During our previous separations, I was quite miserable. Even back in Luoying Valley, nothing tasted good anymore.”

“…I know.” Mu Qingyan tightened his embrace, his hand tracing her spine, feeling the soft skin and faint whip scars on her delicate back. The old wounds contrasted sharply with her tender skin. His fingertips trembled as he caressed them. “I want to tell you something.”

“Oh?”

“That day you were punished at Taichu Temple, I know in your heart you saw it as a resolute act to sever ties with me. But for me, it was the opposite.”

Cai Zhao looked up, confused. “Hm?” Heaven knows, she had endured that punishment hoping it would wake her up and pull her away from Mu Qingyan.

Mu Qingyan stroked her cheek, continuing, “I knew you couldn’t bear to part with me, and I knew your determination. After I left, I thought countless times that it might be better to let it go, that we weren’t meant to be together. But in my midnight dreams, I kept seeing you covered in blood, and I knew I couldn’t escape.”

Cai Zhao’s eyes welled up as she buried her face in his chest. “I didn’t want to leave you, but I also didn’t want to abandon everything to go with you.”

“I know. I understand it all,” the man sighed.

The next morning, Cai Zhao awoke in a warm cocoon, as if wrapped in a cozy blanket. She looked up to see Mu Qingyan’s unusually drowsy expression, his voice still husky from sleep.

“Are you trying to tickle me to death?” he chuckled softly, pulling her small hand from behind his back. The mountain air was chilly, and with the previous night’s chaos, no fire had been lit indoors. He had wrapped her tightly in the quilt, nuzzling her hair as he murmured, “This wretched place has nothing now. Let’s go down the mountain.”

Cai Zhao kicked him lightly with her small foot. “Get away quickly. How does it look, you lying in my bed like this? What about my reputation?”

Just then, a loud voice came from outside. It was Cai Zhao’s uncle, Master Juexing. He barged into Chunling Cottage, shouting, “Zhaozao, get up! I promised your mother I’d watch over you. You need to eat before taking your medicine. Don’t be such a sleepyhead…”

In the aftermath of the chaos, with no servants to guard the door, Master Juexing, who still saw Cai Zhao as a baby in diapers and was never one for formalities, strode right into the inner chamber. Standing by Cai Zhao’s bed, their eyes met, and the old monk’s eyes suddenly widened. For the first time in his life, he wanted to shout, “Heavens above, where are the proprieties?!” Seeing his tender little niece wrapped in the same quilt as the demonic sect leader, his eyes nearly popped out of his head, wishing he could devour Mu Qingyan alive. After a long moment, he finally said, “Amitabha Buddha, good heavens! You two, get up this instant!” His tone was thunderous.

The first to descend the mountain was Yang Xiaolan. After cremating Yang He’ying’s remains and collecting the Sha siblings’ heads, she planned to pay respects to the tragically deceased Hero Huang’s family.

“The Siqimen sect has long been plagued with issues. Those old rascals inside won’t be easy to deal with. If you can’t handle it alone, don’t be reckless. This old monk is still here,” Master Juexing solemnly told Yang Xiaolan.

Yang Xiaolan shook her head. “The Yang family’s affairs can only be settled by the Yangs. Don’t worry, Master. I won’t be rash. If it takes a day, so be it. If it takes a year or even ten, I’ll wait. I have patience. I must cleanse Siqimen thoroughly and explain to our martial arts brethren.”

Seeing the young girl’s determined face, Lei Xiuming was reminded of another resolute young girl from many years ago. Teary-eyed, he packed a bunch of qi-replenishing and wound-healing pills for Yang Xiaolan to take with her.

Shangguan Haonan also greatly admired Yang Xiaolan. He not only enthusiastically offered to help with fighting, but also escorted her down the mountain, causing You Guanyue to suspect he wanted to make her his fourth wife.

“Keep your mind clean! Men and women can have pure admiration for each other. With such a dirty mind, be careful, or I’ll tell your wife Xinger!” Shangguan Haonan righteously declared.

Although he was scolded for no reason, the words “your wife Xinger” made You Guanyue’s heart flutter with joy. He turned back to continue directing his subordinates in moving their belongings.

Since Mu Qingyan was determined not to part with Cai Zhao, You Guanyue couldn’t let his beloved leader suffer any grievances. So, under the watchful eyes of the North Chen crowd, he had box after box of household items moved up to Wanshui Qianshan Cliff. From sea dragon bone combs to silk cocoon quilts, from snow lotus mouthwash to bowls inlaid with agate and jade, everything was dazzlingly luxurious.

The North Chen followers were still fine, but the heroes invited by Yunzhuan Daoren, whose gazes shifted from initial suspicion to increasing envy, could only sourly comment, “Hmph, these unorthodox sects, how easily they come by wealth!”

You Guanyue wouldn’t let this slight pass. He immediately wanted to drag them to dig through the ruins of the Twin Lotus Pool Palace, to show them that old Yin’s magnificent palace hadn’t spared a single coin in its construction.

After several days of commotion, they finally cleared most of the ruins. Qi Yunke’s body was excavated, along with the remains of many heroes who had died tragically in the underground palace. Seeing their comrades and close friends either dead or maimed, some hot-tempered individuals couldn’t help but curse loudly, calling for Qi Yunke’s body to be dismembered. Some even clamored to burn down Wanshui Qianshan Cliff and slaughter all the Li Sect members who had caused this catastrophe.

They might have lost their heads, but Shangguan Haonan and You Guanyue hadn’t. They promptly reminded them that the Li Sect troops on Fengyun Peak were still strong, advising them to mind their attitudes.

As Mu Qingyan put it, the most intriguing part of any drama comes after the calamity, when grudges and entanglements unfold.

Among the gathered heroes, some wanted to first pass judgment, suggesting they kill all of Qi and Li’s remaining followers. Others wanted to find the “Purple Micro Heart Sutra,” claiming they would destroy it. Some hoped to immediately drive the Li Sect members down the mountain, their words barely concealing their disgust.

Master Juexing was frantic with worry. For days, he had been concerned about another outbreak of violence on Wanshui Qianshan Cliff. Lei Xiuming brewed more mind-clearing, fire-dispelling soup for everyone to drink as a cooling tea.

Unlike noble characters in traditional stories who would graciously overlook betrayal, Supreme Leader Mu showed no such refined sensibilities. He immediately used his internal energy to send the disrespectful individuals flying into the jade walls, breaking a few bones and scattering their qi. Mu Qingyan mused that his temper had improved; he hadn’t gouged out their eyes or administered flesh-rotting poison, out of consideration for his beloved.

The North Chen heroes’ faces darkened, but they remained silent. Seeing this, Young Heroine Cai didn’t even bother to intervene. Having already buried Qi Yunke’s remains in the sect’s forbidden grounds, she exchanged a glance with her uncle, Master Juexing, and used her injured father as an excuse to quickly drag the troublemaker and his followers back to Luoying Valley.

Supreme Leader Mu, concerned for his future father-in-law, had already sent the Ghost Doctor Lin Shu with his medicine chest to Luoying Valley. By the time they arrived, Cai Pingchun could walk around the valley with Ning Xiaofeng’s support, and Song Shijun could sit up and eat on his own. However, with one son dead, one crippled, and one desolate, old Song couldn’t help feeling depressed.

Ning Xiaofeng, who had opposed him for most of her life, now felt some sympathy and often visited. This made Cai Pingchun’s face darken as if his old wounds were acting up. Cai Zhao found this amusing, but surprisingly, Mu Qingyan was the most angered by the situation.

“If you’ve sworn to be husband and wife for life, with one heart and mind, you shouldn’t spare any care for others,” the self-appointed future son-in-law fumed, as if ready to draw his sword Fuyingto argue the point. “Feeling pity for someone down on their luck is no different from a change of heart. It truly wounds your father!”

Valley Master Cai was momentarily bewildered. He wanted to say that after years of marriage and mutual understanding, he wasn’t that bothered. But seeing Mu Qingyan’s icy aura, seemingly genuinely angry, Cai Pingchun feared his demonic nature might cause trouble. He quickly signaled his daughter with his eyes to find a solution.

Rather than staying at an inn, which might frighten the honest townsfolk with Mu Qingyan’s monstrous followers, Cai Zhao led them to her aunt Cai Pingshu’s former residence in town – the place where she grew up.

Upon arriving at this house, Mu Qingyan’s entire demeanor changed. His brow relaxed, his eyes sparkled, and his fair skin seemed to glow. After paying respects to Cai Pingshu, he turned and asked, “Song Yuzhi hasn’t been here, right?”

Cai Zhao replied, “No, he hasn’t.”

Mu Qingyan grew even happier, smilingly peeling a fruit to place on Cai Pingshu’s offering plate.

“But Brother Yuqi has been here,” Cai Zhao helpfully added.

Mu Qingyan’s face immediately darkened. “Then I’m leaving.”

“Don’t go, don’t go,” Cai Zhao laughed, tugging at his sleeve. “When he came to pay respects to Auntie, Min Xinrou was with him. Auntie wanted to break off our engagement then, but I adamantly refused.”

Mu Qingyan poked her forehead. “You didn’t break it off even then? Are you ill?”

“I didn’t like Min Xinrou,” Cai Zhao explained, grinning. “The more she wanted me to break the engagement, the more I refused. She kept eyeing someone else’s fiancé and trying to set traps for me with her affected speech. I just wouldn’t give in, just to spite her and make her anxious. Ha ha ha ha!”

Mu Qingyan couldn’t help but turn away. “With that hint of wickedness in you, even if you were reborn a hundred times, you could never become a heroine like your aunt!”

Cai Zhao scratched her ear, sighing, “Ah I know that too.”

The next day, as the sun climbed high, they sat in the courtyard having breakfast – wonton in bone broth and fresh shrimp soup dumplings, all made by Mu Qingyan. Even the fresh meat and shrimp were brought back by him from the town entrance before dawn. Reportedly, the shrimp vendor, seeing Mu Qingyan’s tall and handsome appearance, spoke familiarly and even gave him a half-price discount.

“So, before I even woke up, half the town knew you were staying at Auntie’s house,” Cai Zhao said, sucking the juice from a soup dumpling. “Well, now my parents don’t need to announce our relationship to everyone.”

Mu Qingyan feigned innocence. “I’m just staying at your aunt’s house, you’re thinking too much.”

Cai Zhao replied, “Besides those surnamed Cai, only two outsiders have ever stayed in this house. Even when Uncle Zhou’s family and my uncles came to visit Auntie, they stayed at inns in town. Do you know who those two people are?”

“Qi Yunke and… me?”

“At least you know that much.”

Mu Qingyan was even more pleased, his face full of gentle affection as he played his role well. “The townspeople are all so kind, constantly reminding you to treat me well and not to bully me.”

Cai Zhao rolled her eyes at him, then changed the subject. “Hey, how are your wounds?”

“Much better,” Mu Qingyan replied.

Cai Zhao put down her chopsticks and sighed softly. “…Your father was truly formidable.”

During the final battle, Mu Qingyan had to match internal energy with Qi Yunke, a truly perilous situation. Even now, the wounds all over Mu Qingyan’s body still ached faintly, but his dantian was gradually becoming warm and full again. For martial artists, external injuries are easy to treat, but internal injuries are difficult to heal. Yet his internal injuries were healing faster than his external ones, thanks to the “Innate Qi-Preserving Breathing Technique” passed down by Mu Zhengming.

Mu Qingyan explained, “My father lived in obscurity his whole life. Even our sect members didn’t know much about him. No one knew he had created such a rare and powerful internal cultivation method.”

Cai Zhao pondered, “Perhaps your father didn’t care about fame. Maybe all he sought in life were the four characteristics: simplicity and contentment.”

Mu Qingyan wiped the corner of her mouth and nodded, then suddenly asked, “When will you come back with me to the Hanhai Mountain Range?”

Cai Zhao felt a chill down her neck and quickly changed the subject. “Your wounds haven’t healed yet, let’s wait a while longer. Ah speaking of which, that fire was really big that day, wasn’t it?”

Although the calamity had passed, the horrific scenes from that day remained vivid in their minds. The Twin Lotus Pool Palace had wailed in the roaring flames, with jewels and precious stones inlaid in the golden pillars and white jade walls tumbling down, symbolizing the end of Yin Dai’s lifelong ambition and desire for power.

Mu Qingyan commented, “Yin Dai was quite a character. To be able to contend with Nie Hengcheng for decades on equal footing shows his exceptional cunning and skill. As Nie Hengcheng approached his twilight years and still couldn’t gain an advantage over the Six Sects of North Chen, coupled with your aunt’s sudden rise to prominence, he became increasingly agitated. That’s when he fell for Mu Zhengyang’s trap.”

“Let’s not talk about these unpleasant people,” Cai Zhao said, closing her eyes, her long, beautiful lashes forming two graceful arcs. “The weather has been cold and dry lately. At noon, let’s go to Old Six’s shop for some rice and snake soup. It’s not only delicious but also nourishing, perfect for replenishing your strength. That wound on your shoulder looks frightening. Don’t dismiss it just because it’s an external injury.”

“Do you smell that fragrance outside? The locust tree at the alley entrance must have blossomed last night. It’s a huge tree, with pink and white flowers like clouds. Later, I’ll bring a ladder to pick some flowers – half to steam locust flower cakes, half to put in vases around the house. How does that sound?”

“I overslept today. Sigh, Neighbor Feng’s yellow dog is gone. It used to bark at dawn, waking up the whole alley, more reliable than a rooster. When Auntie was here, as soon as Yellow barked, I had to get up and practice. Back then, I often thought about making dog stew out of Yellow.”

Mu Qingyan listened to the girl’s gentle, lively voice, feeling as if he were nestled in clouds – warm, trivial, relaxed, joyful…

“…Ah I miss Yellow. Without him, I’ve become even lazier. Fortunately, you’re more disciplined than me. With you around, at least I won’t sleep until afternoon…”

Suddenly, Cai Zhao felt a pain in the back of her hand and yelped in surprise. Mu Qingyan was gripping her wrist, having pinched the soft, fair skin on the back of her hand.

“You were secretly calling me Yellow, weren’t you? Did you think I wouldn’t notice?” His eyebrows arched his face as cold and flawless as jade, exuding pride and intelligence.

Cai Zhao: “…”

“Why aren’t you saying anything?” Mu Qingyan frowned.

Cai Zhao sighed deeply. “When I was little, Auntie took me to see plays. During a scholar-meets-beauty story, she asked me what kind of person I wanted to marry in the future.”

Mu Qingyan grew interested. “Oh? What did you say?”

“I said I wanted to marry someone a bit foolish. Not too clever.”

Then her hand was pinched again.

On a clear, pleasant day, they finally went out. Cai Zhao moved through the town streets with the ease of a fish returning to the water.

“Save me two jin of braised goods for tonight, chicken, duck, goose, or trotters are fine, just no heads or tails!”

“You picky little girl, by evening only heads and tails will be left. Alright, alright, I got it…”

“Thank you, Uncle Meat!”

“Aunt Pancake, five sweet ones, five scallion oil ones, and five donkey meat fire-baked buns. I’ll send Butler Xieke to pick them up later.”

“It’s the madam who wants to eat, right? I’ll wrap them in warm nests for you to take back to the valley, so they won’t get cold on the way.”

“Aunt Pancake is so thoughtful!”

“Uncle Fournet, is today’s fish fresh? I want to make mushroom tofu fish soup tonight.”

“You don’t know how to make fish soup. Furong is busy preparing for marriage now and can’t look after you. Don’t burn down the kitchen again.”

“Oh, Uncle, why bring that up? Someone else will cook today!”

“…Don’t bully the young man too much.”

Cai Zhao leaned closer to Uncle Fournet and lowered her voice, “Do you know who this person is?”

Uncle Fournet replied, “Of course, Tofu Beauty told us, he’s the Demonic Sect Leader.”

Cai Zhao was speechless. “Uncle Fournet, you say ‘Demonic Sect Leader’ like you’d say ‘Today’s mixed fish is ten wens for three jin’.”

As they walked away, Cai Zhao added, “By the way, Fishhead Fang lost his life. Where will Uncle Xieke find a drinking buddy now?”

“Well, it was your righteous sect master who killed Fishhead Fang.”

“…”

“Anyway, don’t bully the Demonic Sect Leader too much.”

“…”

“Also, mixed fish isn’t ten wen for three jin. Don’t try to pull a fast one, little girl.”

“…”

Mu Qingyan followed along, maintaining a polite smile and greeting everyone, which led to people praising Cai Zhao for her good taste in bringing back such a handsome and good-tempered young man. The only exceptions were the cosmetics shop assistant who wanted Cai Zhao to try a new perfume powder and the enthusiastic young master of the silk shop. Mu Qingyan’s knife-like glare and the slight wind from his sleeves nearly made them cry.

Cai Zhao quickly threatened, “You’re not allowed to burn down their shops at night!”

Mu Qingyan smiled insincerely, “How could I? The shops are innocent.”

“The people are innocent too!”

Entering Old Six’s shop, Mu Qingyan sat down and smiled, “The townspeople are warm and hospitable, and they have good taste. No wonder you’re so attached to your home.”

Cai Zhao muttered, “Your followers have surrounded Luoying Valley. How could they not be warm?”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes narrowed, his voice rising, “What did you say?”

Cai Zhao skillfully put on a smile, “I said, Supreme Leader’s insight is brilliant.”

Indeed, it wasn’t just Mu Qingyan who had come to Luoying Valley, but also the twelve divisions of the Demonic Sect that had previously surrounded Mount Jiuli. With the Qingque Sect in chaos and the Six Sects of North Chen severely weakened, the most favorable situation for the Demonic Sect in two hundred years had appeared. Unification of the world seemed within reach, and from Elder Yan Xu to the various branch leaders, everyone in the Demonic Sect was eager to act.

Shangguan Haonan and You Guanyue, despite their severe injuries, had coaxed and threatened half of the followers back to the Hanhai Mountain Range. The remaining half, led by Lian Shisan, refused to leave their “besieged” Supreme Leader and set up camp around Luoying Valley, surrounding it.

Cai Zhao diplomatically suggested to Lian Shisan that Luoying Valley was a small place unused to such an imposing presence, asking if they could leave. Lian Shisan humorously replied that he’d leave when the moon did, following their Supreme Leader to the ends of the earth. If she wanted the Supreme Leader to move, she’d have to show some mercy.

While waiting for the rice and snake soup to arrive, Cai Zhao once again probed when the great Demonic Sect Leader would return to his domain, as the Green Bamboo Gang outside the valley was too scared to even catch small fish and shrimp.

Mu Qingyan raised an eyebrow, “Earlier, when you eagerly brought me to Luoying Valley, you kept asking me to stay longer.”

Young Miss Cai made a sour face, “That was then, this is now.”

Mu Qingyan thought for a moment, then lowered his eyes, “That day when I woke up in the ruins and saw your face red from crying, I decided that no matter how much we argue in the future, we’d never separate again. Given the current situation, you have two choices: either come back with me to the Hanhai Mountain Range, or I’ll marry into Luoying Valley. You pick one.”

Cai Zhao laughed bitterly. “I’m afraid I can’t handle being such a grandson-in-law for Sect Leader Mu.”

Mu Qingyan nodded. “I understand. I’ll make arrangements to minimize disruptions. However, when sect matters arise, people will inevitably come to find me. I hope everyone can be understanding.”

With Mu Qingyan being so accommodating, Cai Zhao was left speechless. She redirected her frustration, shouting, “Why hasn’t the food been served yet? Snake Sixth, is your kitchen on fire?”

Snake Sixth came over with a grin, explaining, “Business has been so good lately that we used up yesterday’s stock. We’re preparing fresh dishes now. Please wait a bit longer, young miss.”

Cai Zhao laughed. “Old Sixth, you’ve learned to boast. How many people in our town actually like eating snake meat? It’s mostly just me supporting your business.”

Snake Sixth objected, “There aren’t many in town who like it, but there are plenty from outside.”

“From outside?”

“Yes, those heroes camping outside the valley now.”

Cai Zhao was stunned into silence while Mu Qingyan struggled to suppress his laughter behind the table.

“Thanks to the Sect Leader, business these past few days has been as good as half a year’s worth,” Snake Sixth continued. “The Shen Sect is truly prosperous.”

“Old Sixth, you used to call them the Demon Sect,” Cai Zhao pointed out.

“Nonsense! How could a businessman speak ill of others? Calling them the Demon Sect is hurtful,” Snake Sixth beamed as if spring had arrived. “Besides, we’re all family now. No need for such distinctions.”

Mu Qingyan finally burst into giggles behind the table.

After a hearty meal at Snake Sixth’s place, Cai Zhao felt half-full from frustration. The pair then walked from one end of town to the other, carrying four jars of peach blossom wine. They eventually made their way to the back mountain of the valley, where generations of the Luo Ying Valley clan members were buried.

Unlike the solemn and cold Mu family’s forbidden tomb, this back mountain felt like a sun-soaked cotton pad—dry, soft, and fragrant with the warm scent of vegetation. The tombstones bore various surnames, including those of married-in daughters-in-law, complete with names, birth and death dates, and backgrounds. It was a far cry from the impersonal “X family’s X” style of the Song and Yang families.

Cai Pingsu’s tomb stood alone under a massive peach blossom tree, far from her parents and ancestors. Mu Qingyan poured the peach blossom wine evenly before the tomb, gazing at the simple, unadorned gray-white tombstone for a long time.

The woman buried beneath had altered the fates of everyone in the Nie and Mu families. Yet, no matter how earth-shattering and powerful she had once been, she was now nothing more than a handful of yellow earth. Mu Qingyan had never truly met Cai Pingsu, yet he felt as if he had known her for a very long time.

After a simple tribute, Cai Zhao led Mu Qingyan to two nearby stone stools. “Come to think of it, although I respect my father, the person I admire most is your aunt,” she said.

Mu Qingyan, still lost in thought, replied, “Despite being a woman, she truly took charge of her own life. Back then, no matter how disapproving the elders of the Six Sects looked, no matter how many open threats or well-meaning advice she received, she lived her life firmly according to her wishes.”

“She roamed the martial arts world when she wanted to, eliminated traitors when she saw fit, and even when deceived by Mu Zhengyang, she boldly righted her course. She killed the unfaithful man and then Nie Hengcheng, leaving no loose ends or threats to the martial arts world. Truly puts us men to shame.”

Cai Zhao spoke softly, “You all saw my aunt’s glory, but growing up, I witnessed her constant pain and suffering. You don’t want to be like your father, always yielding and compromising, and I don’t want to be like my aunt, sacrificing herself for others. Yet in the end, it was my aunt’s protection and your father’s inner strength techniques that saved our lives.”

In the final moments, Qi Yunke ultimately couldn’t betray Cai Pingsu’s dying wishes.

“Indeed,” Mu Qingyan smiled, relieved. The gentle breeze caressed his delicate forehead, making him appear particularly youthful and carefree.

“I wanted to bury Master’s ashes here,” Cai Zhao suddenly said.

Mu Qingyan replied, “But they’ve already placed Qi Yunke in the Sinner’s Forest behind the Qingque Sect.”

“You Guanyue has someone skilled in grave robbing, right? We could borrow him and steal Master’s remains together,” Cai Zhao suggested.

Mu Qingyan turned to study the girl. “Even after all the crimes Qi Yunke committed, you still care about him, don’t you?”

Cai Zhao’s expression turned melancholic as she spoke softly, “I just pity Master. He lived a very hard life. He’s dead now, and his crimes will be carved on the tablet. What harm is there in moving his ashes?”

Mu Qingyan thought for a moment, then smiled. “That’s fine. I’m sure your aunt would be happy to have your master as company.”

Cai Zhao asked curiously, “How do you know?”

Mu Qingyan explained, “You said it yourself—only two outsiders ever lived in your aunt’s house: me and Qi Yunke. After becoming completely disabled, your aunt didn’t want to see many people, right? I think, regardless of whether there was romantic love, your master was very important to Cai the Female Hero, far more than Zhou Zhizhen and the others.”

“Ah,” Cai Zhao slapped her leg—she had never thought of it that way. She sighed heavily, “In this world, matters of the heart are the most unclear. Oh, and Big Senior Brother—I never imagined he secretly loved Yin Sulian for decades!”

Mu Qingyan grew interested. “How did you guess that the spy I placed beside Qi Yunke was Zeng Dalou?”

“After returning from the Blood Swamp, Third Senior Brother, Fifth Senior Brother, and I came back here,” Cai Zhao explained. “While searching for the Purple Jade Golden Mallow, I went through my aunt’s belongings. I didn’t find any information about the flower, but I did discover a notebook my aunt wrote in her youth. It contained various observations from her early days in the martial arts world, including some intriguing notes.”

“Once, my aunt gave Big Senior Brother a vat of lively Sujiang carp and told him to try them. He had the entire vat cooked by a master chef at a restaurant and distributed fish to everyone present. My aunt praised the young man for his generosity.”

Mu Qingyan asked, “What’s wrong with that?”

Cai Zhao continued, “At the time, my aunt and master were away. The only people at the inn were a group of poor children they had just rescued and Yin Sulian with her two servants.”

Mu Qingyan let out an “Oh” of understanding. For the weak and poor children, sharing such a delicacy was a blessing from heaven. But Yin Sulian had grown up eating the finest foods, and Zeng Dalou was no stranger to Yin Dai’s extravagance.

Cai Zhao went on, “Another time, they were stranded in a dilapidated temple, and my aunt gave Big Senior Brother a bottle of Snow Cicada Pills. When she returned, she discovered he had distributed the entire bottle among the martial arts heroes who had taken shelter in the temple, including Yin Sulian.”

This time, Mu Qingyan directly pointed out, “Snow Cicada Pills are used to nourish the dantian. Yin Sulian didn’t practice martial arts, so they were useless to her, right?”

Cai Zhao nodded and sighed, “In any case, when I learned that you had convinced Aunt Zhixian, I guessed that the spy near Master was Big Senior Brother.”

Mu Qingyan asked, “If it was so obvious, how did your aunt and Qi Yunke not notice?”

Cai Zhao sighed, “Master was quite simple-minded in his youth. My mother said people even called him ‘Big Fool Qi’ back then. My aunt wasn’t much better—she was very straightforward. When she was at Pei Qiong Manor, Madam Min had been scheming against her for years and openly flirting with Uncle Zhou, but it took her several years to realize it.”

Mu Qingyan thought for a moment, then shook his head. “Not necessarily. Cai the Female Hero was sharp beneath her rough exterior. Why would she write these things in her notebook for no reason? I suspect she sensed something but didn’t dwell on it, so she just made a note of it.”

Cai Zhao considered this. “That’s possible.”

The two chatted for a long time at Cai Pingsu’s grave. They discussed the black-clothed figures they encountered in the Suchuan River Valley and the familiar formation, which they now realized was likely a modified version of the Qingque Sect’s ancestral formation. Cai Pingsu hadn’t dared to make it public for fear of arousing Yin Dai’s suspicions, so only Qi Yunke knew about it.

They also talked about the determined and resolute Yang Xiaolan, who was said to have recovered from her injuries and was planning to return to Siqimen to clean house. Finally, they discussed Yin Sulian and her daughter. Upon waking and learning everything, Qi Lingbo cried her heart out before suddenly becoming strong. She then took her half-mad mother and the one-armed Dai Fengchi back to the Yin family’s ancestral home.

As the sun began to set and the back mountain grew cold, the two set off to return. The path gradually became more crowded with people: elderly couples lazily sweeping fallen leaves under trees, young men and women busy planting crops along the mud walls, middle-aged women carrying baskets to pick fruits, and young servant girls and boys with small buns in their hair coming and going.

These people reacted calmly upon seeing Mu and Cai. The polite ones would offer a greeting before running off with smiles, while others simply rolled their eyes and pretended not to see them.

Noticing Mu Qingyan frowning with his shoulders slightly tense, Cai Zhao said, “Your shoulder is hurting again, isn’t it? That’s what you get for being so capable, getting up so early… Xiao Han’s room is just around the corner. It’s empty now. I’ll help you in there to rest.”

Cai Han’s bed was much narrower, leaving Cai Zhao only able to sit on the edge after Mu Qingyan lay down. As she peeled an orange, she rambled on, “I don’t understand. No matter how beautiful Yin Sulian was, after more than a decade, Big Senior Brother must have seen through her true nature. Master woke up to reality, so why did Big Senior Brother love her until his death?”

Mu Qingyan’s expression grew distant as he replied coolly, “It’s different. Zeng Dalou truly loved her; he loved Yin Sulian for who she was. Qi Yunke, on the other hand, was probably just captivated by the dazzling splendor before him—the favor of the leader of the world’s premier sect, the affection of the martial arts world’s most beautiful woman. He thought he wanted these things, but they weren’t what he truly desired.”

Cai Zhao lowered her head, slowly tearing apart the orange segments. After peeling the entire pitted orange, she suddenly said, “In a few days, I’ll go back to the Hanhai Mountain Range with you.”

Mu Qingyan was quite surprised, and joy welled up in his heart like a spring. He grabbed the girl’s hand and asked, “Really? You… you’re not angry about me deceiving you about the Blood Orchid anymore?”

Cai Zhao scoffed, “I thought you’d never ask.”

Mu Qingyan hugged her joyfully, his eyes brimming with affection, looking as lovely as spring branches in full bloom. He urgently asked, “I was afraid if I brought it up, you’d use it as an excuse to distance yourself from me, so I simply avoided mentioning it. You just said you want to return to the Hanhai Mountain Range with me—is it true? Quick, tell me, is it true?”

Cai Zhao sighed, “When you were buried in the ruins, I decided that as long as you didn’t die, I wouldn’t blame you for anything. I… we shouldn’t end up like Master, looking back only after a lifetime has passed.”

Overjoyed, Mu Qingyan held the girl quietly, repeatedly expressing his approval. Despite his usual eloquence, he could only repeat “good” over and over. “…Let’s set out next month,” he finally suggested.

Cai Zhao asked curiously, “Why next month? I thought you’d want to leave tomorrow.”

Mu Qingyan explained, “Isn’t your grandmother, Old Madam Ning, coming with Xiao Han? By my calculations, they’ll arrive early next month. I want to meet your entire family before we go.”

Seeing his serious expression, Cai Zhao burst into laughter. She playfully pushed him down on the bed, pressing against his chest to kiss his snow-white neck with its faint blue veins and his prominent Adam’s apple.

Suddenly, the door burst open. Cai Zhao was hurriedly pushed out, and the door slammed shut with a loud bang. As she tried to speak, the tip of her upturned nose nearly collided with the forcefully closed door. Just before the door closed completely, an embarrassed and angry male voice came from inside: “No touching me before we’re officially married!”

These ten words were heard by the uncles, aunts, and young servant girls outside. Immediately, disapproving clicks of tongues and accusatory glances fell upon Cai Zhao.

“Tsk tsk, trying to take advantage before even holding a wedding feast. How outrageous!”

“I’m not one to talk, but he’s followed her home and she’s still being ambiguous. It’s clear she doesn’t want to give him proper status.”

“Oh my, this won’t do. Isn’t this like those scoundrels in plays who seduce and abandon?”

“This isn’t right. I should tell the gossip next door. Let’s all judge this situation!”

“Yes, yes…”

Cai Zhao looked at the sky, then at the ground – what a beautiful day in Luo Ying Valley, indeed.
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Over a month later, Sect Leader Mu cheerfully paid his respects to Madam Ning, accepted a red envelope, and affectionately called her grandmother. He managed to bid a joyful farewell to the Cai family just before Madam Ning fainted, in stark contrast to the ashen face of Song Third Young Master who had come to escort his father.

On one side lay familial strife and misfortune, with the impending struggle for leadership of the Song family likely to claim more lives. On the other, jubilation and radiant faces greeted a happy occasion. One might ask: how much sorrow can a man bear? Perhaps it’s best if this hero never returns.

Fearing Mu might provoke the Song father and son, Cai Zhao hastily ushered him out, disregarding their reluctance to part. The Green Bamboo Gang bid them a tearful farewell once more.

As they reached the Hanhai Mountain Range, passing by the Vermilion Bird Altar, they found it festooned with lanterns and banners, creating an atmosphere as lively as a village feast hosted by a wealthy landlord. Cai Zhao, assuming You Guanyue had arranged this grand welcome, felt deeply flattered. She immediately adopted a coquettish air, telling Mu Qingyan that You Guanyue was so considerate, that he should be promoted to elder or something similar.

Mu Qingyan replied, “He’s already been promoted. However, You Guanyue has many old comrades at the Vermilion Bird Altar, and they’re celebrating for him. It’s not for his promotion, though, but for his marriage. You Guanyue is going to marry Xing’er.”

After returning from Jiuli Mountain, whether due to a profound realization following their brush with death or Shang Guanhaonan’s promise to care for You Guanyue’s wife, You Guanyue immediately proposed to Xing’er upon his return. Xing’er, laughing through tears, accepted without hesitation.

Cai Zhao intended to ask Xing’er if she truly wished to marry You Guanyue. However, she was nearly blinded by the piles of brocade, embroidery, and dazzling jewels in Xing’er’s room. “How much dowry has You Guanyue saved up for you?” she exclaimed, her heart racing as she picked up a golden phoenix hairpin weighing over half a jin, its massive wings adorned with countless gemstones. “Isn’t he afraid of breaking your neck? By the way, why did You Guanyue suddenly decide to marry you? Wasn’t he adamant about finding you a worthy and talented husband?”

Xing’er blushed to her ears, twisting her handkerchief into a braid. “He said… it wasn’t until he faced death that he realized he couldn’t bear to entrust me to anyone else’s care. He couldn’t trust anyone but himself.” She paused, then added emphatically, “Especially not those fickle men with multiple wives and concubines!”

The implication was too obvious. Cai Zhao let out a laugh and asked, “So You Guanyue has come to his senses now. But what if he hadn’t? What would you have done then?”

“We’ve been through difficult times before,” Xing’er replied softly but resolutely. “No matter how much hardship master endured outside, he always comforted me when he returned, telling me not to worry, that he’d take care of everything. From childhood until now, there’s never been anyone in my heart but him. If he wants to marry me, that’s wonderful; if he couldn’t make up his mind, I wouldn’t marry anyone else. I’d serve him for life.”

Cai Zhao pondered this, then removed the pair of pearl and jade bracelets gifted by Cai Pingshu and offered them to Xing’er as additional adornments. Xing’er, startled, waved her hands in refusal.

“You deserve them,” Cai Zhao insisted, personally placing the bracelets on Xing’er’s wrists. “My aunt would have liked you too.”

Later, when Cai Zhao met with Mu Qingyan, she was still musing, “May all lovers in the world be like them. Though they’ve endured hardships, may they ultimately find happiness and a perfect union.”

Mu Qingyan rolled his eyes, finding fault even in stone cracks: “Aren’t we the same? When it comes to hardships, who could compare to us? Why envy others?”

Cai Zhao replied, “Ah yes, yes, you’re right about everything.”

Unexpectedly, Mu Qingyan’s mood shifted, and he smiled, “But you’re also right; we are different from others. They’ve gone from bitterness to sweetness, while we’ve been in perfect harmony from the start, never experiencing bitterness.”

His smile was as radiant as spring flowers, brilliant and beautiful.

Cai Zhao thought to herself, “As long as you’re happy…”

Mu Qingyan’s joy was short-lived as he suggested taking Cai Zhao somewhere. As they walked towards the back mountain, Cai Zhao recognized the path. “Isn’t this the way to your family’s ancestral burial ground? Are you missing your father again? I don’t mind accompanying you to pay respects to Uncle Mu, but today is You Guanyue and Xing’er’s happy day. With all the festivities below, what do you want to tell your father?”

“We’re not here to pay respects to my father. You’ll see when we get there,” Mu Qingyan replied, slightly annoyed. “You Guanyue’s celebration is nothing. When we marry, it’ll be ten times grander. I’ll have the entire mountaintop covered in red clouds, shimmering brilliantly!”

“Alright, alright,” Cai Zhao said cautiously, “but… perhaps it shouldn’t be too extravagant?”

Mu Qingyan narrowed his eyes. “What are you thinking now?”

Cai Zhao grimaced. “My parents are the masters of Falling Petal Valley. It doesn’t seem appropriate for them to come to the Demon Sect’s headquarters to marry off their daughter.”

Mu Qingyan quickly suggested, “Then let’s have the wedding at Falling Petal Valley. We can invite the townspeople to join the celebration.”

“What if someone accuses Falling Petal Valley of colluding with the Demon Sect and uses it as an excuse to cause trouble?”

“Then we’ll hold it at Pei Qiong Manor. We saved Zhou Zhixian’s life in Linshu, so the Zhou family should grant us this favor.”

“Getting married at your former fiancée’s home? Sect Leader Mu, you’re truly a genius.”

“Fine, let’s have it at Guangtian Gate then. It’s spacious and grand. Since you keep saying you and Song Yuzhi are like siblings, we can hold the wedding there and consider it Song Yuzhi marrying off his sister!”

This last comment was clearly said out of spite.

“…Please spare Third Senior Brother,” Cai Zhao sighed. She remembered the day Song Yuzhi left, seemingly having much to say to her, but with Mu Qingyan sulking nearby, he had only managed a brief “Take care, Junior Sister. Until we meet again.” Mu Qingyan had thought the last four words unnecessary.

Cai Zhao felt concerned for Song Yuzhi. “I wonder how Third Senior Brother is faring in resolving his family disputes.”

Mu Qingyan responded sarcastically, “Didn’t I say that considering our shared hardships, our sect would offer Young Master Song full support? Who knew he’d flatly refuse? So he’s on his own now. Ah we’ve arrived!”

They had reached the Mu family’s forbidden burial ground. Cai Zhao asked curiously, “Isn’t this your family’s tomb? I thought you said we weren’t here to pay respects to your father?” She thought to herself that even if he felt bitter on such a joyous day, he shouldn’t come to his father’s grave to complain.

“Indeed, we’re not. I want to show you someone else: Mu Zhengyang.”

The cave’s exterior was cold and gloomy, surrounded by dark forests, but its interior was surprisingly dry and temperate. Unlike her previous frantic dash through the cave, Cai Zhao now noticed its layout as Mu Qingyan led her through two identical tunnels, finally stopping before Mu Zhengyang’s skeleton. Since discovering this twin cave, Mu Qingyan had forbidden anyone from approaching. Mu Zhengyang’s remains still sat propped against the cave wall.

“Is this… Mu Zhengyang?” Cai Zhao asked uncertainly. The man who had ruined her aunt’s life and caused a bloodbath years ago had been lying silently in this dark cave for over a decade.

Mu Qingyan nodded, pointing to fatal breaks in the dark iron armor and bones. “These wounds were inflicted by the Yan Yang Blade.”

Cai Zhao spoke haltingly, “When I heard Aunt tell Master that she had killed Mu Zhengyang, I had doubts. I wondered if she might have softened and imprisoned him somewhere instead. But Master firmly denied this. He said Aunt wasn’t that kind of person. Since Mu Zhengyang had killed Kong Danqing and the others, Aunt would never spare him. If she said she killed him, then she did.”

“Master said Aunt wasn’t an ordinary woman who couldn’t distinguish right from wrong because of love… Some things in this world are far more important than romantic feelings.”

Mu Qingyan paused before continuing, “Perhaps Qi Yunke understood your aunt best. If Mu Zhengyang had realized this earlier, he wouldn’t have acted so rashly, thinking he could win her back even after she discovered his vile schemes.”

“How could he do this?” Cai Zhao cried, tears streaming down her face as she thought of her aunt’s frail, desolate state. “My aunt was such a good person. How could Mu Zhengyang hurt and use her like this? Aunt was so sincere to everyone. When she learned that her beloved had killed her hidden comrades, she must have been heartbroken and filled with guilt! How could Mu Zhengyang be so heartless and cruel? Didn’t he have any feelings at all?”

Mu Qingyan embraced the girl, gently patting her back and kissing the top of her head. ” I don’t think Mu Zhengyang was entirely without feeling or loyalty to your aunt.”

Sniffling, Cai Zhao asked, “How do you know?”

Mu Qingyan bent down, using his hand to mimic a blade, making a slashing motion toward the skeleton, and then turning his hand. “This must be the final move of your aunt’s ‘Great Wind River Breaks Clear Sky Blade Technique’ – ‘Wind Howls, Water Chills’, right?”

Cai Zhao nodded, wiping her nose. Through her tears, she recalled a passage from her aunt’s notes: [When I first obtained the treasured blade ‘Yan Yang’, I was overjoyed. The following month, while passing through a flat river valley on a clear, breezy day, I suddenly had an epiphany and began to dance with my blade. As the blade rose, a fierce wind swept across the river, breaking through the clear sky. Sand and stones flew everywhere, unstoppable. Thus, I named it the ‘Great Wind River Breaks Clear Sky Blade Technique’.]

“‘Wind Howls, Water Chills’ must be a move meant for mutual destruction,” Mu Qingyan mused. He had seen Cai Zhao practice her blade technique many times and heard about its origins. This particular move wasn’t part of Cai Pingshu’s original technique but was created later. Although Cai Pingshu had lost her parents young and lived dependent on others, her exceptional talent and numerous fortuitous encounters, coupled with her cheerful nature, meant she hadn’t suffered much after entering the martial arts world. She wouldn’t have created such a self-destructive move unless the situation was extremely dire. When she used this move against her former lover Mu Zhengyang, it was clear she had resolved to perish together with him.

“The Mu family’s martial arts aren’t just for show. Even if Mu Zhengyang was a fool who hadn’t mastered his skills, he shouldn’t have been completely defenseless,” Mu Qingyan said, pointing to the skeleton’s sleeves. The finest silk brocade still gleamed with golden threads after more than a decade, revealing shocking tears from blade winds, evidence of a fierce battle between Mu Zhengyang and Cai Pingshu. However, there were no decisive diagonal slash marks on the bones or fabric, indicating that when Cai Pingshu struck with ‘Wind Howls, Water Chills’, Mu Zhengyang didn’t defend himself.

“If Mu Zhengyang had used his inner force to defend or employed hidden weapons, your aunt wouldn’t have escaped unscathed,” Mu Qingyan said, slowly standing up. “Counting from when Kong Danqing’s tragic death was discovered to the Battle of Tu Mountain…”

“No need to calculate,” Cai Zhao said. “After Aunt killed Mu Zhengyang, she indeed went to Mount Tu shortly after. When I was confined behind the Qingque Sect’s mountain, Master often visited to tell me stories about Aunt’s past.”

Mu Zhengyang’s martial arts were certainly not for show. According to Qi Yunke, ‘Young Master Yang’ possessed exceptional innate talent, rarely seen in the world. Unfortunately, for unknown reasons, he hadn’t built a solid foundation in his youth, wasting a significant opportunity. Despite this, among those Qi Yunke had encountered, this ‘Young Master Yang’ was rarely matched.

Mu Qingyan coldly interjected, “Qi Yunke despises Mu Zhengyang. He keeps mentioning him to warn you away from me.”

Cai Zhao sighed, “You’re like a hedgehog, interpreting every word as a threat against you.” Ignoring him, she continued, “Mother once said that Aunt returned that year, pale-faced, telling Master she had killed the ‘Young Master Yang’ who betrayed his brothers. Soon after, Aunt engaged in a battle to the death with Nie Hengcheng. Aunt never believed she could defeat Nie Hengcheng, and if severely wounded, she wouldn’t have gone to Mount Tu.”

Cai Pingchu, in her youth traveling the martial world, never believed in the myth of ‘invincibility through willpower’. Fighting while severely injured was tantamount to suicide.

“So, Mu Zhengyang didn’t fight back?” Cai Zhao suddenly realized this point. If Cai Pingchu had disregarded her safety to kill him, and if Mu Zhengyang had fought back fiercely, Cai Pingchu would have been severely wounded, if not killed.

Mu Qingyan added, “Or perhaps he hesitated for a moment, and…”

Cai Zhao finished the thought, “And Aunt’s strike was so decisive that Mu Zhengyang’s brief hesitation cost him his life?”

Regardless of the scenario, Mu Zhengyang must have felt some reluctance. Or perhaps, guilt?

“If he knew his actions were so despicable, why did he do it?!” Cai Zhao exclaimed angrily. “Seeking revenge is one thing, but his obsession with power and wealth caused so many deaths!”

Mu Qingyan calmly replied, “Perhaps it was a moment of weakness that led him down a dark path. Once started, regret couldn’t undo his actions.”

After a long silence, Mu Qingyan asked, “How do you plan to handle Mu Zhengyang’s remains? Will you grind his bones to dust?”

Cai Zhao hesitated, “He hurt Aunt and so many others, but he also died by Aunt’s hand. You decide.”

Mu Qingyan nodded, “Then I’ll bury him beside my father. I think Father would want that.”

Cai Zhao, curious, asked, “Mu Zhengyang wanted to use you for his evil cultivation. Don’t you hate him at all?”

After a long pause, Mu Qingyan pointed at the remains and said, “He lived in squalor for fifteen years, enduring countless hardships without ever yielding. When Nie Hengcheng’s power seemed unshakeable, he found a small crack and slowly chipped away at Nie’s foundation. Although his schemes ultimately failed, he can be considered a formidable adversary.”

He continued, “In the end, Nie Hengcheng must have realized he had cultivated the wrong technique and was on the brink of losing control. He accidentally killed his most beloved disciple and must have deeply regretted it when lucid. He likely secluded himself on Mount Tu to avoid harming other disciples and followers during his manic episodes—his final years must have been filled with despair and loneliness.”

“In essence, Mu Zhengyang’s revenge succeeded. Nie Hengcheng’s betrayal and scheming had destroyed two generations of my family. My father, being kind-hearted, was defenseless. In the end, it was Mu Zhengyang who avenged our family. To be honest, deep down, I somewhat admire him. He lived more freely than my father, settling all debts.”

Cai Zhao, stunned, said, “But he hurt Aunt.”

Mu Qingyan replied, “If he truly loved your aunt, then he also destroyed himself.”

Cai Zhao sighed deeply and shook her head, “I don’t want to stay here anymore. Let’s leave.”

As they walked out of the cave, Cai Zhao remarked, “Your uncle was incredibly extreme and unyielding. If only he and my master had balanced each other out. Wait, if Uncle Chang subtly sensed something was wrong with Master, why did he entrust you to Master on his deathbed? Wasn’t he afraid Master would discover your identity or eliminate you as a member of the Chang family?”

“That’s precisely where Uncle Chang’s cleverness lies,” Mu Qingyan’s eyes twinkled. “Only an incredibly powerful force could have wiped out the Chang family in one night. In such circumstances, the Qingque Sect was the only place in the world that could ensure his son’s safety. It would have been strange and suspicious if Uncle Chang hadn’t entrusted his only son to Sect Leader Qi.”

Cai Zhao realized, “I understand now. Uncle Chang sensed a hidden force at work, and Master noticed Uncle Chang’s secret investigation, but he didn’t know Uncle Chang suspected him. Master slaughtered the Chang family to eliminate potential threats. When Uncle Chang entrusted his ‘only son’ to the Qingque Sect without hesitation on his deathbed, Master believed Uncle Chang hadn’t discovered his involvement.”

“It’s a bit convoluted, but you’ve guessed correctly,” Mu Qingyan smiled.

As they approached the cave’s entrance, Cai Zhao skipped ahead, “Thankfully, Uncle Chang was so clever, otherwise you might have—ouch! What’s wrong?”

“Don’t walk in front of me!” Mu Qingyan’s expression suddenly changed, veins bulging on his long neck, his eyes intense. He grabbed the girl’s arm and pulled her beside him.

Cai Zhao was startled, recalling a strange memory, “Oh right, I’ve been meaning to ask, why do you always forbid me from walking ahead of you?”

Mu Qingyan’s expression shifted several times as they walked. He stopped and turned back, “Remember when you rescued me from Taichu Temple? In that hidden cave, you resolutely abandoned me.”

“I was severely injured then, powerless. I could only watch your back as you walked further and further away. For a long time after, I would wake from nightmares, always seeing your retreating figure.”

“You left me all alone and went off to a warm, lively place, leaving me in solitude. In this life, I’ve decided never to see your back again!” With that, he swept out of the cave like a gust of wind, disappearing in an instant.

Cai Zhao stood frozen in place.

The wedding feast for You Guanyue was a joyous affair. Although the career-focused Elder Yan Xu believed they should focus on defeating their weakened northern rivals before discussing marriage, Elder Hu Fengge’s strong support (and physical intimidation) ensured everyone happily prepared for the celebration.

You Guanyue was well-liked, and leaders from all factions came to toast him. Even the half-dead Ghost Doctor Lin Shu brought two jars of his prized poisonous scorpion wine. Mu Qingyan gave a brief speech, bestowed colorful treasures upon the newlyweds, and then tactfully left to allow his subordinates to drink and celebrate freely.

Strangely, Shangguan Haonan, usually fond of festivities, seemed downcast, drinking only a few cups before excusing himself to change clothes and disappear.

Cai Zhao sat with Xing’er in the bridal chamber for a while, her mind preoccupied with Mu Qingyan’s odd behavior. She wanted to discuss it with him but had only taken a few steps when she encountered Hu Fengge sobering up in a narrow passageway.

Hu Fengge, still beautiful despite her facial scars, smiled at Cai Zhao, “Miss Zhao, you needn’t have shielded You Guanyue from drinking earlier. That boy has a good tolerance; he was just pretending to stumble and even mixed water into his wine cup, afraid of ruining his wedding night with Xing’er.”

Cai Zhao smiled wryly, “I did it for Xing’er’s sake. She was nearly in tears with worry.”

Hu Fengge laughed, “A cunning fox married a simple rabbit. I wonder what their children will be like, haha! By the way, Miss Zhao, have you heard any news from the Qingque Sect recently?”

Cai Zhao sighed, “A little. The third Senior Brother has decided to stay at Guangtian Gate. Elder Lei wrote to me, asking me to return and become the Qingque Sect leader, as he can’t unite everyone.”

Hu Fengge nodded, “Yin Dai’s disciples are all dead, and he’s killed most of his fellow disciples’ students too. Of your master’s seven disciples, Zeng Dalou died in the underground palace, the second, Dai Fengchi, is crippled, the third, Song Yuzhi, will return to lead Guangtian Gate, the fourth, Ding Zhuo, is obsessed with martial arts, and lacks people skills, the fifth, Fan Xingce, excels in medicine but not in martial arts, the sixth, Qi Lingbo, is best not mentioned, so indeed, only you remain.”

“Among your generation, aside from Song Yuzhi, Zhuang Shu was the second most promising. I heard he was mature, kind, and capable. Unfortunately, he was Li Wenxun’s direct disciple. So…” She fixed her gaze on Cai Zhao. “Miss Zhao, will you return to become the sect leader?”

Cai Zhao shook her head. “I’m used to a carefree life. Being a sect leader isn’t my desire, but if the sect needs help, I’m willing to assist for a few years. However…” She smiled. “Can a sect leader bring her husband along? Would it be acceptable if the sect leader’s husband is the Departure Sect’s leader?”

The young woman’s smile was bright and carefree. Hu Fengge couldn’t help but smile too. “Perhaps it’s possible, but you’ll need to ‘reason’ with your fellow disciples.”

Cai Zhao noticed the female elder’s dignified composure, a stark contrast to her previous anguish after Yu Huiyin’s betrayal. She hesitated, wanting to ask something but holding back. Hu Fengge noticed and asked directly, “Miss Zhao, do you want to know if I’ve fully recovered from Yu’s harm?”

Cai Zhao nodded sheepishly.

Hu Fengge gazed towards the distant mountain pass. “Yu Huiyin and I were orphans who grew up together, caring for each other. I was sincere to him for over a decade, but he heartlessly hurt me. Initially, I was full of hatred for that couple and all romantic relationships. But later, when I retrieved Commander Lu’s remains on the sect leader’s orders, I found a small golden phoenix hairpin in his skull.”

“A golden phoenix hairpin?” Cai Zhao asked curiously. “Is it valuable or significant?”

“No, it’s neither particularly valuable nor significant,” Hu Fengge shook her head. “It’s just over two inches long, weighing less than half an ounce, light enough to blow away with a breath. But it was the first thing I bought with my savings as a child. I lost it down a cliff and cried for days, even childishly vowing to marry whoever could find it for me.”

“Yu Huiyin just laughed when he heard this, comforting me and warning me not to risk myself on the dangerous cliff. He bought me a larger golden phoenix pin instead. I appreciated his kindness, though I still missed the original. Little did I know…”

Cai Zhao gently finished, “Little did you know Lu Chengnan had secretly retrieved it from the cliff and kept it with him all along.”

Hu Fengge’s expression softened. “He was like a teacher and brother to me. I never dared to think otherwise.” She sighed deeply. “I was deceived by Yu Huiyin for half my life, while he lay alone in a cave for over a decade. We were both unlucky. But having met in this life is enough.”

Cai Zhao felt a pang in her heart. As she walked away, she heard movement behind her. Turning back, she saw Qiu Cuilan bringing sobering soup to Hu Fengge, followed by the bumbling Lian Shisan.

Eager to see Mu Qingyan, Cai Zhao headed towards his study. However, she saw Shangguan Haonan enter first, his head hanging low. Curious, she took a hidden passage to eavesdrop.

Before she got close, she heard loud sobbing – Shangguan Haonan’s voice.

“Master, I can’t go on living, wuwuwu…” Shangguan Haonan cried, clinging to Mu Qingyan’s leg like a slaughtered pig.

“Let go and speak clearly!” Mu Qingyan was irritated, glancing at the hidden compartment behind him.

Shangguan Haonan continued sobbing, “If this news spreads, I’ll lose face completely! Everyone’s still celebrating Little Moon’s wedding, but soon they’ll notice what’s happened to me!”

“Are you going to tell me what happened or not? If not, get out!” Mu Qingyan glanced at the hidden compartment again.

Covering his face with his sleeve, Shangguan Haonan wailed, “My… my wives… they’ve run away! Wuwuwu…”

Mu Qingyan was stunned. “Run away? Do you mean Hong, Lü, and the others? Did they go back to their families? Are they just angry with you?”

Shangguan Haonan’s face turned red as a pig’s liver. “No, it’s not that. They’ve… they’ve eloped. They don’t want to be with me anymore. They’ve gone to live with others!”

Mu Qingyan was rarely so surprised. He forgot about the eavesdropping girl nearby. “Eloped? You mean your wives left you? Which one was so bold as to betray you like this?”

Shangguan Haonan broke down further: “All three! All three have gone! My Ying, Yan, and Hong are all gone!”

Mu Qingyan’s mouth twitched, unsure how to console him. “Perhaps we should investigate. There might be a misunderstanding…”

“There’s no misunderstanding. They told me themselves,” Shangguan Haonan wailed louder. “Hong ran off with her distant cousin. I even helped that cousin with his business when he came to visit!”

“They told you themselves? You watched them elope?” Mu Qingyan raised his foot, ready to kick him.

Shangguan Haonan’s heart was shattered. “Hong isn’t a bad woman. She could have run while we were attacking the Qingque Sect, taking lots of gold and silver. But she worried about my safety and waited for my return before leaving. Wuwuwu… all three knelt and begged me to let them go…”

Mu Qingyan, dark-minded, thought to himself: Whether you live or die, Hu Fengge would hunt down anyone who dared to cuckold a Departure Sect leader. By saying you softened and let them go, you’ve avoided future trouble.

“Alright, so Hong left with her cousin. What about Ying and Yan?” Mu Qingyan asked patiently.

Shangguan Haonan’s face turned from red to black, filled with grief and anger. “They… they left on their own.”

Mu Qingyan frowned. “On their own? Without men? How is that eloping?”

Shangguan Haonan blew his nose, mumbling in shame: “No, Master, you don’t understand. Ying and Yan didn’t run off with men. They left together… they want to live together from now on…”

The brilliant Sect Leader Mu was confused for a moment. His mind raced, finally recalling a certain book hidden under Miss Cai’s pillow – a story with no male characters, only two female ones.

Mu Qingyan seemed to understand something. His sympathy grew as he looked down at the sobbing man, his gaze full of pity. “You… you shouldn’t be too upset. This… this past cannot be changed…” He couldn’t continue.

Shangguan Haonan wailed, beating his chest, tears, and snot flowing freely. “The four of us grew up together! I treated them well, always fulfilling their requests! They were my childhood playmates chosen by my parents as personal maids. I even thought about finding a fourth girl so they wouldn’t be short a player for card games…”

Mu Qingyan’s sympathy vanished instantly. He kicked the man away. “Stop rambling. What do you want to do? Speak clearly, then get out.”

Shangguan Haonan wiped his tears. “Master, I can’t stay in the Vast Sea Mountains anymore. Once this news spreads, I won’t be able to show my face, wuwuwu… I’ll leave tonight, and hide for three, four, five, or six years until everyone forgets about this. Please tell the brothers that I’m not running away in shame, but that you’ve sent me on a top-secret mission. Is that alright?”

Mu Qingyan felt both irritated and amused. He agreed to this fool’s request. After Shangguan Haonan left, thanking him profusely, he called out impatiently, “Come out now. Haven’t you heard enough?!”

Cai Zhao, her face red from suppressing laughter, bounced out and collapsed on the desk, giggling. “How could this happen? We always hear him bragging, acting like he’s irresistible. Hahaha, I’m dying of laughter…”

“Wonderful, truly wonderful,” Mu Qingyan sat down heavily, smirking. “To what do I owe the honor of Miss Cai’s visit? If there’s nothing important, I’ll…”

“I came to tell you that I won’t let you see my back as I leave anymore,” Cai Zhao said, getting up from the desk. “But if you don’t want to hear it, I’ll go.”

Mu Qingyan caught her by the waist. “You’re never reliable. You just said you wouldn’t let me see your back as you leave, and now you’re about to walk out! Are you here to cause trouble?”

“No, I came to say something nice,” Cai Zhao said, hugging his neck. She burst into laughter again. “I just didn’t expect to hear such a story, hehe…”

Mu Qingyan found it amusing too. “That fool. He looks brave and heroic, but he’s soft-hearted and muddle-headed! Those three women knew his weakness and dared to ask him face-to-face to let them go. I wouldn’t be surprised if that idiot even gave them dowries!”

After laughing for a while, Cai Zhao sighed, thinking of her sect. “The Vast Sea Mountains are full of joy, but my Qingque Sect is facing hard times.”

Mu Qingyan knew the situation well. “It’s all your master’s fault.”

“We can’t blame my master entirely. It started with Yin Dai and Yang Yi’s misdeeds.”

“It all goes back to Nie Hengcheng cultivating the Purple微 Heart Sutra.”

“The root cause was your uncle Mu Zhengyang.”

“That was because Nie Hengcheng caused him to be abandoned and alone.”

“The very beginning was your great-grandfather adopting a son.”

At this point, Mu Qingyan had a sudden thought. “If my great-grandfather had understood his feelings earlier, and my great-grandmother hadn’t passed away from depression… what would have happened?”

Cai Zhao paused, following this train of thought. They discussed how events might have unfolded differently, leading to a world where Mu Qingyan would never have been born.

Suddenly, Cai Zhao was gripped by a great fear. What would her life be like without Mu Qingyan? She trembled as she reached out, tracing his features from forehead to lips. She kissed him deeply, and passionately, and received an even more frenzied response.

“Qingyan, from now on, let’s live our lives well together, never separating again,” she said softly.

“You’ve said that many times and most of them were lies,” Mu Qingyan replied, his pale skin flushed and eyes full of emotion. “Let’s get married first.”

Cai Zhao laughed. “Alright, however, you want to do it.”

“You’re not worried about considering everything anymore?”

“From now on, I only care about you.”

[The End]

Extra Chapter – Chapter 142: The Wedding
An auspicious day according to the imperial calendar, suitable for all affairs, especially weddings.

Lian Shisan thought the matter didn’t concern him and originally wanted to sleep until the sun was high overhead, then feast heartily at the wedding banquet. Who knew he’d be awakened by Uncle Fu before dawn. Lian Shisan yawned repeatedly asking the old man what was the matter, and was told—the Sect Master had called for him to patrol the mountains.

Following the Sect Master Mu in his bright red gold-woven ceremonial robes as they ran all over the mountains for two hours, Lian Shisan had gulped down a bellyful of cold wind and his face looked like moldy pickled vegetable stalks. Looking at the bridegroom ahead who was beaming with joy and radiant spirits, he finally couldn’t help but say: “On such a joyful day, Young Master, if you keep braving the mountain winds like this, what if your appearance suffers and the bride doesn’t like it?”

Mu Qingyan cast a sidelong glance with his long eyes: “How could Zhao Zhao be such a shallow person who only recognizes appearances?”

Lian Shisan turned his head: If it weren’t for your decent looks, Young Master, Miss Cai might not have been entangled by you.

Perhaps reading the unfinished meaning on his face, Mu Qingyan stepped forward, his eyes flashing fiercely: “Don’t tell me you really think mere mountain winds could damage this seat’s elegance?”

Lian Shisan skillfully retreated three steps, “Not at all, not at all. Young Master’s beauty is peerless, enduring through all changes of time.”

Mu Qingyan: “…If you can’t speak properly, speak less, and read more books in the future!”

Seeing he was about to patrol the mountains against the wind again, Lian Shisan hurriedly said: “Even if Young Master doesn’t want to wait indoors for the auspicious hour, you could go greet the guests. Elder Yan said he hasn’t seen so many people in Paradise Palace for half his lifetime.”

Mu Qingyan’s mouth twitched, “Half are people from the Beichen Six Sects, and nine out of ten among them have written letters advising Zhao Zhao not to marry me, saying things like ‘don’t step into the mire and go astray’ and ‘lest you marry the wrong person and regret it too late.’ This seat can hardly restrain from attacking when facing them, so it’s better to see them less.”

Lian Shisan scratched his head: “Didn’t you burn all those letters? Young Master, you peeked at Miss Zhao Zhao’s letters.”

Mu Qingyan said proudly: “Zhao Zhao and I are of one heart and mind, she hides nothing from me.” His tone shifted, “How did you know the letters were all burned?”

Lian Shisan: “Uh, when she was burning them, I was the one adding firewood.” Looks like you two aren’t completely of one mind either.

Mu Qingyan swept his long sleeves, his face full of magnanimity, “Those letters with poisonous words would be harmless even if kept. Would this seat really follow them one by one to settle accounts later?”

Though he felt the possibility was quite high, Lian Shisan still said, “If Young Master were such a narrow-minded person, Miss Zhao Zhao wouldn’t be so devoted to you either.”

These words greatly pleased Sect Master Mu, who decided to temporarily stop braving the mountain winds and instead go see how the wedding hall was decorated.

In the mountain evening with night falling, Mu Qingyan wore an exquisitely embroidered bright red wedding outfit, the pearls and rubies embedded in his robes and golden crown making ethereal friction sounds in the night wind. For the sake of his subordinate’s phrase “beauty that eclipses the martial world,” he had even returned to his room before meeting people to straighten his robes and crown, admiring himself in the mirror. Indeed, his eyebrows were refined and his eyes long, his face like fine jade, truly possessing an otherworldly bearing.

Dragging along the reluctant Lian Shisan, walking with confident strides, he glimpsed along the way Shangguan Haonan with a bitter expression and head topped with green, arranging seats for Yang Xiaolan and her followers—the affair of his three concubines all running away had become known throughout the sect. Shangguan the tough guy refused to accept his peers’ various glances, so he volunteered to receive the Beichen factions.

Mu Qingyan sighed leisurely, full of pity: “Unfortunately, Haonan joined under this seat’s command too late, otherwise this seat would certainly have warned him. After all, there aren’t many men in this world as magnificent as this seat—truly rare in the world. Ordinary men should have some self-awareness and constantly guard against their back courtyards falling into chaos and being abandoned by women like worn shoes.”

Lian Shisan: …

Turning a corner, he saw Elder Yan Xu holding a ledger with a displeased expression. As an active advocate for completely annihilating the Beichen sects to unify the martial world, Hu Fengge feared this old man would cause trouble and speak nonsense at the banquet, so he forced him to record the guest list and gift registry.

Mu Qingyan again let out a long sigh full of regret: “Elder Yan has spent his whole life with brush and ink as companions, without wife or children. When he goes out, it’s lonely stars and a waning moon; when he returns home, it’s just half a bowl of cold rice. I wonder if he’s ever been liked by a woman in his life. Sigh, but this seat will never discriminate against the old bachelors in the sect.”

Lian Shisan: You’re really not obvious about showing off at all.

Taking two more steps past screens, they encountered the busy You Guanyue. Lian Shisan thought to himself, now you have nothing to say—he just became united with his lover last month and is now living as sweetly as honey mixed with oil every day.

The bright red robes made You Guanyue’s face glow red. If he encountered guests lacking perception, they might mistake him for today’s bridegroom—this kind of mistake the usual You Guanyue would never make, but lately he’s been a bit too happy.

He turned to see Mu Qingyan and smiled so broadly his teeth disappeared: “Congratulations, Sect Master! Felicitations, Sect Master! Everything is going smoothly today, just waiting for the auspicious hour to arrive and the ceremony can begin.”

Mu Qingyan leaned his tall frame against the doorframe, seemingly gratified: “Elder You has worked hard. Sigh, Zhao Zhao and I truly haven’t had it easy—we’ve fought and quarreled, but fortunately we’ve still achieved this good thing. Now thinking about it, it’s better to have some arguments and disputes before marriage. If even that can’t separate us, we’re bound to have a long and happy future.”

You Guanyue was startled, “Uh, there are also couples who don’t fight or quarrel but are equally happy for a long time.” He and Xing’er had never had a single argument, let alone fighting or quarreling.

Mu Qingyan said with feigned indifference: “That’s hard to say. You know Lin Shu used to have a wife, right?”

As the sect’s walking news source and gossip star, You Guanyue naturally knew, but he joined the sect late. When he met Lin Shu, the man was already in his perpetual widower gloom and ghostly appearance. Plus, Nie Ci’s subordinates were very diligent, so You Guanyue hadn’t heard many old secrets.

Mu Qingyan sighed with full theatrical effect: “Back then he wasn’t called the Ghost Doctor yet. He and his wife were like newlyweds, treating each other with respect. Who knew that after just a few years of marriage, Lady Lin came crying and begging to leave, saying she married Lin Shu only out of gratitude for saving her whole family’s lives. Now having met someone she truly loved, she begged Lin Shu to let her go.”

You Guanyue seemed to think of something, his voice trembling: “…Gratitude…appreciation?”

Mu Qingyan smiled: “Yes, what ordinary couple doesn’t quarrel? Others saw the Lin couple as harmonious, but who knew Lady Lin was only compliant and gentle to her husband out of gratitude, never contradicting him once—”

You Guanyue’s face went pale as he listened—Xing’er had been saved by him as a child and raised by his side. They had depended on each other for years. Could it be that Xing’er too was only grateful, only repaying a debt?

He became completely flustered, stumbling away. The bright red exquisite robes were torn by the white jade stone carving at the corner, but he didn’t notice.

Mu Qingyan smiled like a little wolf cub who had stolen pastries, as if he had returned to his mischievous youth of fourteen or fifteen.

Lian Shisan couldn’t bear it: “Young Master, you’ve gone too far. Uncle Fu said that Doctor Lin Shu didn’t want to marry at all. Back then, he found a woman to pretend to be his wife only to comfort his dying parents. After his parents passed away, the act was over!”

Mu Qingyan’s handsome eyes turned, snorting: “An act? If it was really an act, would Lin Shu have stumbled around looking for that woman for decades after she left without a word? To prevent enemies from knowing Lin Shu cared for that woman, and to avoid letting the sect’s grudges implicate her, Uncle Fu helped Lin Shu fabricate an excuse that spread around.”

“Hmph, what does a young brat know… By the way, when do you plan to marry?”

Lian Shisan: “Huh?”

“Don’t tell me you still want to run when you see girls.”

“!?!”

“Can you even get married in this lifetime?”

“…”

Having completed his soul-searching triple question, Mu Qingyan looked proud: “Considering you need to care for Uncle Cheng in his old age, this seat won’t stoop to the level of someone as ignorant and incompetent as you…”

Seeing his condescending attitude, Lian Shisan got angry and spoke without thinking: “Getting married isn’t such a big deal—people have legs and can run away. If Young Master is really so confident, why did you spend these two hours leading me to check every pass and pathway around the four mountain peaks? Aren’t you afraid Miss Zhao Zhao might waver and run away in the night!”

Mu Qingyan’s face filled with murderous intent, his body radiating energy: “What did you say!”

Lian Shisan saw the situation was bad and quickly somersaulted far away: “Young Master, I advise you rather than checking around the mountain peaks, you should go see Big Gold and Little Gold. If Miss Zhao Zhao wanted to run away, what could be faster than riding them?!”

…

While shouting, Lian Shisan didn’t dare stop moving and leaped far away in one breath before daring to look back. He found that Mu Qingyan surprisingly hadn’t chased him—maybe he really went to check on the two golden-winged rocs. Hmph, saying one thing and meaning another!

Since that was the case, he was going to tattle.

Flipping over layers of guests and sect members, Lian Shisan was like a large hawk hidden behind the evening red clouds, about to jump through the window into the bridal chamber when he saw Cai Zhao climb out first. She held her swaying red-gold phoenix crown with one hand while arranging her jewelry and emeralds with the other. After standing steady, she looked around furtively, somewhat sneaky.

Lian Shisan’s heart shook—surely his crow’s mouth hadn’t really predicted the bride would run away! Arguments aside, he still hoped Young Master’s marriage would go smoothly!

Cai Zhao saw him and waved: “Shisan, what are you doing here?”

Lian Shisan was suspicious and uncertain, blurting out: “You, you’re not really going to run away, are you?”

Cai Zhao looked down arranging her skirts, “Why would I run? Even if I were to run, I wouldn’t wear such cumbersome, jingling clothes and jewelry… Hmm, what do you mean by ‘really’ run away?”

“Someone discussed me earlier, didn’t they? Was it Elder Yan speaking ill of me to Qingyan again, saying I’d leave him sooner or later?”—Miss Cai was quick to react and experienced in verbal sparring, far superior to the dim-witted Lian Shisan. She immediately caught the key point.

Lian Shisan laughed awkwardly, “Not at all, not at all. Elder Yan is busy recording the ledger right now. By the way, Miss Zhao Zhao, what are you doing out here? Uncle Fu said brides should wait in the bridal chamber for the auspicious hour.”

Cai Zhao straightened her phoenix crown with both hands, saying calmly: “The room was too stuffy, so I came out for fresh air. I asked Qiu Cuilan to watch the door, so no one knows I slipped out.”

She stepped forward, “By the way, what are you doing here at the bridal chamber? Don’t you hate chattering relatives the most?”

“A room full of red candles is quite stuffy… Ah!” Lian Shisan almost forgot his purpose and hurried forward to tattle, “Miss Zhao Zhao, you don’t know how excessive Young Master was just now—” He then recounted Mu Qingyan’s terrible behavior in detail!

Cai Zhao listened speechlessly: “The three concubines leaving isn’t Elder Shangguan’s fault! Not only did he not blame the three women, he gave them plenty of silver and let them go properly. How many men in the world are so righteous! He was hiding outside originally, but came back despite the shame to help with the Sect Master’s wedding! Your Young Master went too far—I need to have a good talk with him!”

“And Elder Yan, well… forget him. He badmouths me all day and gives me white eyes, acting like I’m here to ruin your sect’s great cause. He deserves to be mocked by your Young Master.”

“But why did Mu Qingyan have to bully You Guanyue? He and Xing’er finally got to be husband and wife!”

Lian Shisan finally found his chance and excitedly launched into a tirade—

“Miss Zhao Zhao, you don’t know—Young Master has been this domineering and tyrannical since childhood! When he practiced swordwork, no one else could wield a blade. When he meditated, no one else could circulate qi. When he walked in front, no one else could step ahead of him by half a step. All day long he’d act obedient, filial, weak, and pitiful in front of the old master, but the moment he turned around, every living thing within a hundred li of Reflection Studio was bullied by him!”

“That year when the old master praised me with just one sentence—’This child, though naturally dull, is still diligent’—just twelve words! Young Master smiled and agreed with the old master to his face, but before I could even leave the courtyard, he sealed my pressure points, tied me up like a big crab, and released me down the stream! Fortunately he still had some humanity left and told Uncle Fu in time roughly which section of the river I’d float to, otherwise there’d be no me now…”

Cai Zhao rather unkindly wanted to laugh, but seeing Lian Shisan’s grief and indignation, she tried hard to hold back.

“Young Master only suffered before age five—after five, it was only others who suffered from him! The poor birds and beasts all over the mountains, when he passed by, they didn’t even dare breathe loudly!”

—Mu Zhengfeng excelled at raising spiritual beasts. The birds, beasts, fish, and insects around Reflection Studio had all developed some intelligence under his care, making them even more aware of fear. Lian Shisan often pitied these creatures for being unable to speak, otherwise the complaints flooding into Reflection Studio would have been deafening.

“Now you know why Young Master bullied You Guanyue, Miss! When the old master was alive, Young Master didn’t like hearing him praise others. Now that he’s getting married, he can’t stand seeing others with better marriages than his! Miss Zhao Zhao, don’t you think Young Master is being excessive!”

“Too excessive!” After listening, Cai Zhao struck the snow pine beside her forcefully, shaking down a shower of snow fragments. She declared righteously: “His temperament needs changing. I’ll talk to him about it later!”

“Right, you should talk to him properly! Uh, where are we now?” Lian Shisan turned to look around—they’d already reached Cai Zhao’s small study.

Cai Zhao waved her hand: “My parents wanted to speak with me, but the bridal chamber was too noisy, so we came here to talk. Alright, Shisan, you go back now.”

Watching Cai Zhao’s bright red and golden figure, Lian Shisan scratched his head as an ominous feeling crept over him.

After a moment’s daze, he quickly turned and ran. After a frantic dash, he collided with Mu Qingyan who had just come down from the mountain path leading to where the golden-winged rocs were kept.

Lian Shisan was delighted: “Young Master, you’re really here… ” His face changed, “Big Gold and Little Gold are still alive, right? Young Master, you didn’t kill them, did you!”

“Shut your crow’s mouth!” Mu Qingyan shot him an annoyed glance: “They were personally hatched and raised by Father after all—how could I bring myself to kill them? But seeing they’ve grown into adult birds, it’s time they learned to roam the world alone, so I let them out to return after a while.”

Lian Shisan sighed in relief: “That’s wonderful. I was just about to tell you, Young Master—even without Big Gold and Little Gold, Miss Zhao Zhao could still run away if she wanted to!”

“On such a joyful day, don’t force me to seal your mute points!”

“No, Young Master, just now Valley Master Cai and his wife came to speak with Miss Zhao Zhao, and they deliberately avoided others. The three of them are talking privately in the small study!”

Mu Qingyan’s face changed dramatically.

Ever since the Beichen heroes entered the Hanhai Mountains, countless people had openly or secretly advised Cai Zhao to break off the engagement these past two days. Only Cai Pingchun and his wife said nothing, merely stating that “disciples of Falling Petals Valley have always followed their nature.”

For this, Mu Qingyan was incredibly grateful to his future father-in-law and mother-in-law. Given Cai Zhao’s attachment to her family, if Cai Pingchun and his wife truly opposed strongly, who knew when this marriage would be delayed.

Now, with only an hour or two before the wedding, could Cai Pingchun and his wife finally be unable to restrain themselves and intervene?

Mu Qingyan’s face turned iron-blue. He swept his gorgeous wide robes and immediately headed for the small study.

Lian Shisan shouted from behind: “Young Master, what are you going to do? What’s your plan?”

Mu Qingyan’s jaw was tense, offering no answer.

—If pushed to desperation, he’d tell the old Cai couple that he and Zhao Zhao had already shared a pillow. Hmph!

Leaping several times on the snow pine branches, he landed near the small study.

Mu Qingyan thought for a moment, then entered through a secret passage into the small study, quietly hiding behind a hidden panel—Paradise Palace, if nothing else, had plenty of secret passages and hidden rooms.

Who knew that just as he stood steady behind the panel, he discovered that sitting across from Cai Zhao weren’t Cai Pingchun and his wife, but Lei Xiuming and Zhuang Shu.

“Zhao Zhao, I won’t stop you from marrying that dem… ahem, from marrying Sect Master Mu. I’m not unaware of how many times he’s risked his life to save you. Hearts are made of flesh—I just hope he won’t turn into a madman like Nie Hengcheng.”

Lei Xiuming said, “The sect desperately needs a strong leader after the great upheaval. Now that Da Lou is dead, Feng Chi is ruined, Yu Zhi is returning to Broad Sky Gate, and Lingbo… sigh, no need to mention it. Neither Xing Jia nor Ding Zhuo are suited for this—one only knows herbs and medicine, the other has already packed his bags and is waiting to drink your wedding wine before wandering the world with his sword. Now, is there anyone more suitable than you?”

Cai Zhao sat sideways, smiling: “Uncle Lei, I’ve been carefree by nature since childhood. Making me be a rigid sect leader really isn’t a good assignment. However, I can’t stand by when the sect is in trouble. But I’ve already promised Qingyan that we’ll never separate again. So if I become sect leader, I’ll definitely bring my husband along. Uncle Lei, what do you think?”

“This, this…” Lei Xiuming stroked his beard repeatedly, “Oh dear, he is the Demon Sect’s leader after all. Having him live in Ten Thousand Waters Thousand Mountains Cliff, this, this just doesn’t seem right…”

—For two hundred years, when the Beichen Six Sects fought the Demon Sect, Beichen’s slogans were often lofty like “eliminate evil and uphold justice,” while the Demon Sect’s slogans were more down-to-earth like “level Wind Cloud Peak, break through Ten Thousand Waters Thousand Mountains Cliff, occupy Twilight Micro Palace and roast lamb legs.”

If Mu Qingyan lived openly in Twilight Micro Palace, would Azure Gate Sect be considered conquered by the Demon Sect or not?

Lei Xiuming didn’t dare make this call.

Cai Zhao smiled again: “Whether we’ll grow tired of each other as an old married couple is hard to say, but right now we’re newlyweds. If I were to leave him behind and go to Ten Thousand Waters Thousand Mountains Cliff alone as sect leader, he’d surely cause some trouble. For world peace and martial world stability, Uncle Lei, I think it’s better for me to stay in the Hanhai Mountains.”

“But what about Azure Gate Sect?” Lei Xiuming was helpless.

Cai Zhao said: “Uncle Lei, why pretend ignorance? There’s clearly an excellent candidate right here.”

“You… mean Zhuang Shu?” Lei Xiuming turned to look beside him.

Zhuang Shu hurriedly said: “This won’t work, it won’t work at all!”

“Senior Brother Zhuang, don’t be hasty. Please hear me out.” Cai Zhao became serious: “Uncle Lei, though Senior Brother Zhuang isn’t a direct disciple of the sect leader, throughout the entire sect, his martial arts cultivation is second only to Third Senior Brother. And if we’re talking about interpersonal relations, rewarding and punishing disciples, and instructing juniors, Senior Brother Zhuang is even better than Third Senior Brother—Uncle Lei, if you don’t believe me, ask anyone in or out of Azure Gate Sect whether this is true.”

Song Yuzhi was heaven’s favored child, the most brilliant pearl of both Azure Gate Sect and Broad Sky Gate. Many matters didn’t require his personal involvement at all. But Zhuang Shu was an outer disciple who learned to handle the most basic affairs step by step alongside Li Wenxun.

“Sigh, how could I not know these things?” Lei Xiuming sighed: “This, this isn’t because of… sigh, it’s all Li Wenxun’s fault…”

Zhuang Shu lowered his head, his eyes reddening: “Master was like a mountain of kindness to me. I know he committed terrible crimes, but in my heart, he’s still my master!”

Cai Zhao smiled: “In my heart, my master is still the Uncle Qi who loved and cherished me.”

She turned to Lei Xiuming: “To be honest, my master and Uncle Li are birds of a feather. If I can be sect leader, then why can’t Uncle Li’s disciple?”

Lei Xiuming sighed: “Actually, I also think Zhuang Shu is suitable—I’m just indecisive and don’t dare make decisions alone. Zhuang Shu, what do you say?”

Zhuang Shu didn’t dare raise his head, saying softly: “People’s words are frightening. Perhaps it’s better to choose another outstanding disciple from within the sect.”

“Senior Brother Zhuang, have you seen the new sect leader of Four Horses Gate, Miss Yang Xiaolan, these past two days?” Cai Zhao suddenly asked.

Zhuang Shu was startled.

Cai Zhao continued: “Uncle Li committed great crimes, but Senior Brother Zhuang at least knew nothing about it and bears no fault. At most, people will gossip, but it’s just idle talk that passes like wind. But that Miss Yang not only killed her own father but personally severed the heads of her father, stepmother, step-uncle, and several other elders to offer as sacrifices to the spirits of the Huang family heroes.”

Zhuang Shu was speechless.

Lei Xiuming shook his head lightly and sighed, not knowing whether he pitied Yang Heying who had played with him in youth or the entire Huang family.

“Not only that, she also returned to Four Horses Gate to become the sect leader. How many people cursed her, reviled her, pulled connections to apply pressure, spoke viciously, and used every possible means—swords, poisons, hidden weapons—I originally wanted to help her, but she said she’d handle it herself.” Cai Zhao became excited: “In just half a year, at least no one in Four Horses Gate dares openly contradict her anymore.”

Zhuang Shu listened, captivated.

Cai Zhao took a breath and calmed down: “Xiaolan isn’t someone who craves power and position. Since childhood, her only wish was to properly care for her mother and reunite with her maternal family.”

Lei Xiuming sighed: “Yes, she’s been an honest child since small. Yang Heying and his concubine bullied her terribly—I often saw her with injuries. Such a pitiful sight.”

Cai Zhao looked steadily at Zhuang Shu: “Xiaolan insists on being Four Horses Gate’s sect leader not for power or wealth, but because she believes only she can reform the corrupt Four Horses Gate, transforming it from a harmful force back into a righteous sect that benefits the people.”

“Well said!” Lei Xiuming clapped his hands, excitedly patting Zhuang Shu’s shoulder: “Because of Qi Yunke and Li Wenxun’s misdeeds, how do people outside talk about our Azure Gate Sect? Haven’t you heard? Zhuang Shu, that little Miss Yang is a full ten years younger than you, with far less experience and knowledge, yet she has such determination. Don’t you have any?”

Zhuang Shu’s eyes lit up with passion: “Thank you, Junior Sister, for your guidance. I was too narrow-minded. A real man should act according to his principles—what I do is only for the sect and my conscience. What do others’ opinions matter to me!”

Cai Zhao was delighted. Hiding behind the panel, Mu Qingyan pouted—the unperceptive fool, can’t he see Zhao Zhao’s mouth is dry from talking? He doesn’t know to push the teapot toward her, just keeps drinking himself.

Watching Lei Xiuming and Zhuang Shu leave, he was about to emerge when Song Yuzhi stepped through the door.

Mu Qingyan narrowed his long eyes. What was he here for? Didn’t he know about avoiding suspicion?

Song Yuzhi sat down with a slight smile, as handsome as ever: “I came to bid farewell to Junior Sister.”

Cai Zhao found a fresh teacup from the tray and poured him tea: “Good. Let tea substitute for wine—I toast Third Senior Brother.”

Song Yuzhi drained it in one gulp: “I see you’ve convinced Senior Brother Zhuang.”

Cai Zhao said: “For years, everyone in the world thought you’d be the next Azure Gate Sect leader. Who expected such unexpected turns?”

Song Yuzhi gazed toward the misty window: “Since I can remember, Mother repeatedly described the picturesque scenery of Nine Carp Mountain, the divine craftsmanship of Ten Thousand Waters Thousand Mountains Cliff, and most often, Grandfather’s glory days. Mother often said that no matter how formidable a hero, at Grandfather’s single call, they’d go through fire and water, ready to die. “

Cai Zhao remained noncommittal.

“Actually, Broad Sky Gate’s scenery is also beautiful, but in Mother’s heart, nowhere in the world compared to Azure Gate Sect’s Twilight Micro Palace. She constantly instructed us: ‘The Azure Gate Sect leader position belonged to your grandfather—it was given to outsiders out of helplessness. You must reclaim it in the future.’ Until her dying moment, she was still muttering about making me the next Azure Gate Sect leader.”

Cai Zhao’s fingers moved under the table—she wanted to complain.

Song Yuzhi suddenly looked at her: “You know, Mother’s obsession was so deep because she actually hated herself.”

“Ah?” Cai Zhao was caught off guard.

Song Yuzhi continued: “She didn’t truly hate your aunt—not Heroine Cai—but herself. She hated why she couldn’t be like your aunt, roaming the world alone with her sword, winning universal admiration. If she could have been like your aunt, Grandfather could have passed the sect leader position to his daughter instead of constantly seeking a suitable son-in-law.”

Cai Zhao opened her mouth but remained silent.

Song Yuzhi said: “Zhao Zhao, Junior Sister, I know you deeply resent my grandfather. Everything started from his greed. But who knows—Grandfather hurt his own two daughters just as deeply. My mother died young in resentment, and my aunt lived half her life in anger and loneliness, now even driven to madness…”

“…How are Senior Sister Lingbo and the others now?” Cai Zhao finally spoke.

Song Yuzhi shook his head: “Aunt and Senior Brother Dai are both injured and ill. I wanted to bring them to Broad Sky Gate for care, but my cousin refused. She said they’re returning to the Yin family’s old home—the Baimao clan relatives treat them quite warmly.”

Cai Zhao twisted the corner of her mouth: “At least your grandfather treated the Yin family well, never forgetting to benefit the hometown when he prospered.”

Song Yuzhi smiled: “Father said that back then, your aunt was quite angry about Grandfather’s favoritism toward the Yin clan. Even with Grandfather’s extensive connections, he couldn’t stop your aunt from throwing several Yin clan members into the icy river as light punishment during the dead of winter.”

Cai Zhao had clearly heard this story before and couldn’t help but smile.

Standing behind the panel, Mu Qingyan was consumed with jealousy, his envy burning hotter than all the massive candles on the mountain.

The handsome young hero spoke with gentle emotion: “Speaking of which, our families have been connected since our parents’ generation. I originally thought this generation would also be entangled…”

“Have you said enough!” Mu Qingyan finally couldn’t bear it and stepped out of the panel, declaring loudly: “If we’re talking about connections from the previous generation, Zhao Zhao’s aunt and my uncle were the true connection…”

“That was an ill-fated connection.” Song Yuzhi gently refuted.

“Whether ill-fated or blessed, it was still a life-and-death connection. What do your Yin and Song families count for!” Facing his rival, Mu Qingyan dropped all pretense, revealing his true nature, murderous intent blazing. As he spoke, his fingers slightly spread, gathering power in his palm.

Cai Zhao quickly grabbed his sleeve: “On our wedding day, you want to start a fight!”

She turned and hurriedly said: “Third Senior Brother, farewell and safe travels, no need to escort you out. Eat more food and drink more wine later, and may you have sons soon and achieve success!”

Song Yuzhi left with suppressed laughter.

Mu Qingyan shook off his sleeve, slightly angry: “Fine, now that he’s gone, you don’t have to worry about me killing him!”

“We were just talking as fellow disciples, what are you getting angry about!”

Mu Qingyan exploded: “Not one person in Azure Gate Sect is simple! Don’t think Lei Xiuming looked pitiful—he’d already decided to make Zhuang Shu the sect leader but was too cunning to take responsibility, so he made you speak up!”

Cai Zhao rolled up her sleeves and put her hands on her hips, puffing up her pink cheeks: “Stop changing the subject! We agreed to trust each other, so why are you eavesdropping on my conversations again?”

Mu Qingyan hurriedly said: “It was Lian Shisan who said your parents wanted to talk with you. I thought they might have some instructions for me too, so I came over. By the way, where are your esteemed parents?”

“They only had a few words to say, so naturally they went out to receive guests after speaking with me. Uncle Lei and the others came after that. You’re just making excuses—what would my parents have to instruct you about!”

“Don’t story books always say that on wedding days, fathers-in-law and mothers-in-law tearfully plead with the son-in-law to be more understanding in the future, to treat their daughter well and not bully her?” Mu Qingyan suddenly realized, “Eh, why have they never instructed me to treat you well and not bully you?”

Cai Zhao turned her head away and walked out of the small study by herself.

Cai Pingchun and Ning Xiaofeng’s actual words were—Mu Qingyan is also a pitiful child, without parents since childhood and suffering from sinister schemes. Since you’re married now, you’re family, so don’t bully him in the future.

Mu Qingyan caught up: “What did your parents actually say to you just now?”

Cai Zhao said softly: “Father said that after our wedding is complete, he wants to take Mother out to travel, to see mountains and waters.”

Mu Qingyan embraced the girl’s slender waist, being considerate: “You can’t bear to part with your parents? No matter, after the wedding we’ll travel with your parents to see mountains and waters, then you won’t feel the separation.”

Cai Zhao stared at him speechlessly.

Mu Qingyan also realized: “Is it that… four people together isn’t quite right?”

“What do you think? Would you want You Guanyue and Xing’er constantly following us around?” Cai Zhao gave him a look.

Mu Qingyan certainly wouldn’t want that.

Cai Zhao couldn’t be bothered with this madman and turned to look into the distance: “Father often says that when Mother followed Aunt around in her youth, traveling north and south, how carefree and unrestrained she was. But after marrying Father, she could only be confined to Falling Petals Valley for over ten years—actually, Mother loves liveliness very much. Now that the martial world is peaceful, let Xiaohan watch over Falling Petals Valley while I keep an eye on things. This trip of theirs will last several years at least.”

Mu Qingyan thought for a moment: “Actually, your father doesn’t need to think that way. I heard your mother say that following Heroine Cai back then was indeed carefree and unrestrained, but her heart was always unsettled. Heroine Cai was too kind and tolerant, so your mother constantly worried she’d be secretly plotted against and harmed. Your father is different—he’s thoughtful and careful, so your mother has lived very peacefully these ten-plus years.”

Cai Zhao asked in surprise: “When did my mother tell you these things?”

“When I was recovering at Falling Petals Valley. That day you went out to buy candied hawthorn, and your mother happened to come by and said all this.” Mu Qingyan had an epiphany: “I understand now—your mother said this to remind me not to be too kind and tolerant, lest you worry about me being plotted against.”

Cai Zhao thought about it: “Couldn’t it be reminding you to cause less trouble and stir up less storms in the future, so I don’t have to worry about you?”

Mu Qingyan said stubbornly: “Anyway, in your heart, I only harm people—no one ever harms me.”

Cai Zhao went over to coax him, hugging his arm and pulling his head down intimately: “People say that if you’ve seen your husband’s worst side before marriage, life after marriage will actually be good.”

Mu Qingyan was still dissatisfied: “When have you ever seen my worst side…”

Cai Zhao feigned surprise: “You have an even worse side?”

Mu Qingyan immediately said: “No more, absolutely no more.” Then he became somewhat annoyed: “You’re not afraid of me at all now. You used to be somewhat wary of me.”

Cai Zhao nuzzled him with her nose tip, breathing in the deep sandalwood fragrance on him: “I don’t want to fear you, and I don’t want to be wary of you. I want to be good to you.”—May you forget sorrow and be as carefree and untroubled as you were in childhood, mischievous and playful.

Mu Qingyan looked at her eyes shimmering with light and her crimson tender lips, as if a dream had come true.

Their lips and teeth met in a passionate breath and youthfully reckless kiss.

In the distance, a bang sounded from the mountain peak as a huge golden-red firework bloomed. The two separated and turned to look—

Under the reflection of countless candles throughout the mountains, everywhere could be seen lanterns and decorations, gold weaving and silver painting. Nimble servants moved like dense schools of returning fish, shuttling in and out tirelessly, with rare treasures flowing like water, decorating Paradise Palace like an underwater fairy realm or earthly dragon palace.

Fireworks bloomed one after another, making even people’s faces look gorgeously dreamlike.

“These fireworks are so beautiful—do they have any meaning?” Cai Zhao asked in a daze.

Mu Qingyan nuzzled the bride’s rouge-painted cheek with his nose tip, reluctant to part: “They should mean the auspicious hour has arrived.”

“Ah? Then shouldn’t we hurry over?”—The auspicious hour had arrived, but both bride and groom were absent. They could only hope the martial arts heroes wouldn’t start imagining conspiracies.

“One more kiss and then we’ll go.” Mu Qingyan kissed her again, gently biting the girl’s tender lips with his teeth, intertwining and entangling.

The girl giggled softly: “Two kisses would be fine too.”

…

That night, the wedding went very smoothly, except the groom’s lips were somewhat swollen and the bride’s lip rouge was applied rather thickly.

Shangguan Haonan wanted to escape as soon as the ceremony was complete but was surrounded by several altar masters toasting him. It’s said he later escaped down the mountain by mixing in with Yang Xiaolan’s entourage.

You Guanyue got completely drunk and cried nonsensically while holding his new wife, babbling who knows what. The usually gentle and kind Lady Xing’er lost her temper for the first time, crying as she splashed a bowl of cold water on her husband’s head to sober him up.

The next day, the young Elder You walked with a slight limp, reportedly having knelt on a washboard all night. However, his spirits were excellent—he walked with his head high and chest out, beaming with joy, seeming even happier than when Mu Qingyan promoted him to Seven Stars Elder.

When Sect Master Mu learned of this afterward, this time he wasn’t envious of others’ joy but leaned down to whisper in his wife’s ear: “They definitely aren’t as happy as we are.”

Author’s Note:

This chapter mainly ties up loose ends.

Extra Chapter – Chapter 143: Married Life Trivialities
The sky showed hints of azure, dawn light like fine threads.

The vigorous handsome young man sheathed his sword and restrained his qi, standing composed and tranquil in the lush green courtyard—tall and lean in snow-white silk robes, like a straight and elegant silver poplar.

Sect Master Mu’s day began with morning practice glistening with light perspiration.

Next came digging the newly appointed Sect Master’s wife out of bed, light teasing… ah no, gentle persuasion to wake her, then dressing her, combing her hair, feeding her breakfast, then kissing and hugging while supervising her practice, followed by picking vegetables and catching fish to cook—marital bliss, drawing eyebrows for pleasure.

Very pleasurable.

Finally, before nightfall, burning incense to report to Mu Zhengming and Cai Pingshu—today he had also been a good sect master and lived well with Zhao Zhao, so please rest assured, Father and Aunt.

Carrying his long sword Fuying back to the inner chambers, he saw the broad bed covered with silk brocade quilts, lustrous pearl light reflecting against the peach-pink and sea-blue padded brocade, flowing languorously onto the mirror-bright lacquered wooden floor. Two soft, delicate silk slippers lay scattered east and west, easily imagining how the young mistress had impatiently kicked them off.

Mu Qingyan put on an inscrutable expression, reversed his sword hilt and tapped twice on the coral chime behind the meerschaum candlestick. Two palace-dressed maidservants gracefully approached.

“Where did Madam go?” he asked.

One maidservant said timidly, “Madam said she would return for lunch…”

Mu Qingyan raised his long eyebrows.

“…or dinner.” The maidservant tremblingly completed her words.

Mu Qingyan’s expression grew colder.

He said displeasedly: “I asked where she went.”

The other, older maidservant boldly said: “Madam said she wanted to wander around alone, going wherever she pleased.”

Mu Qingyan took a deep breath, “Is that all? Anything else?”

The older maidservant thought for a moment, “Madam also said not to steam the fish—she wants it with scallion oil. She’s tired of steamed fish.”

Mu Qingyan narrowed his eyes. What did this mean?

Was she tired of the fish, or tired of the person?

“…We can wait until she returns to steam the fish. Fresh is better anyway.” The maidservant added.

Only three months married, and his wife already wanted to “wander around alone.” What was this—couldn’t she “wander around” with her husband? This wasn’t the first time either—it had happened several times already. Could it be she was no longer “fresh”?

Miss Cai’s lightness skill was excellent—with a thought she could vanish without a trace. Unfortunately, the Hanhai Mountains were truly vast, so finding someone was like fishing for a needle in the ocean. Moreover, he was young and thin-skinned, too embarrassed to tell his subordinates “your Sect Master’s wife has run off somewhere again, quickly find her and bring her back.”

These past few times, if lucky she’d return by noon; if unlucky, not until lamp-lighting time. He was just like those wives in story books who turned to stone waiting for their husbands, wringing jealous tears and cursing “damned ghost, finally willing to come back!”

Mu Qingyan’s eyelids twitched slightly—such humiliating imagination was truly unsuitable for himself.

He waved to dismiss the maidservants, bathed, changed clothes, burned incense, and read, planning to wait calmly for the heartless person to return home, to show he hadn’t taken such a trivial matter as being neglected to heart.

After reading only a few lines, he irritably threw down the book, paced back and forth in the room with his hands behind his back. The more he thought, the angrier he became. In fury, he grabbed a cleaver and went to the back kitchen’s chopping block to kill fish—one cut to gut it, two cuts to separate head from body, three cuts down like a family massacre.

When Lian Shisan calculated the timing to extract roasted sweet potatoes from the stove, he happened to see all the kitchen servants scared away. Seeing Mu Qingyan wielding an eighteen-tael-seven-qian cleaver with the aura of a famous sword, he hurriedly said: “Stop killing fish! Your wife dug out two jars of good wine from the cellar early this morning—who knows who she plans to drink with!”

Mu Qingyan’s heart leaped with joy, but he didn’t show it. Instead he said: “Why are you always lurking around the wine cellar? Uncle Fu said you’re not allowed to drink until you’re eighteen.”

Lian Shisan was exasperated: “Who’s always lurking around the wine cellar? I saw your wife sneak into the wine cellar and followed curiously for a bit. I came specifically to bring you news.”

Mu Qingyan leisurely washed his hands with clear water: “Did you lose at dice to Zhao Zhao again yesterday?”

Lian Shisan’s face reddened: “Throwing dice can’t be called gambling… This tests eyesight and hand strength—matters of martial artists, how can it be called gambling!”

“What did you lose to Zhao Zhao this time? Just don’t lose your bedding and underclothes.”

“I won’t tell you which direction she went!”

Mu Qingyan spread his left hand’s five fingers, and the sweet potatoes in the stove flew straight out of the ashes as if pulled by strings. His right hand picked up two chopsticks, smoothly inserted them to perfectly spear the fragrant sweet potatoes on the sticks, then extended chopsticks and sweet potatoes out the window—the threatening intent was obvious.

Lian Shisan immediately caved: “She went toward the rear mountain entrance to the underground palace tomb, as if she had arranged to meet someone…”

Before he finished speaking, there was a flash before his eyes. The steaming sweet potatoes fell into Lian Shisan’s arms while Mu Qingyan’s figure had vanished from the room.

Wine jars, underground palace, secret tomb.

He roughly knew who Zhao Zhao was going to meet and what she planned to do.

Originally, the large hole blasted by Han Yisu in Paradise Palace’s guest hall had long been repaired and sealed with extremely thick iron plates and steel cement. The bone-corroding Heavenly Rain poison that had flowed everywhere had also been absorbed and cleaned bit by bit with quicklime. Now the only way to enter the underground palace tomb was through the rear mountain secret passage that Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao had originally used to exit.

Mu Qingyan had no intention of hiding the existence of the underground palace tomb, but he hadn’t deliberately publicized it either.

There weren’t many peerless secret manuals there—just two segments of past events buried by time, like an abandoned old house that, while containing no precious items, wasn’t a place just anyone could come and go freely.

Coming again to that great hall surrounded by five stone walls, he saw Cai Zhao and old man Yan Xu standing before the wall carved with the heartbreaking father-son past between Beichen Laozu and Mu Xiuque.

From several zhang away, Mu Qingyan hid behind a stone wall, circulating qi to quietly listen to the two people ahead—Miss Cai had a smiling face and spoke continuously, while old man Yan Xu kept a stern face, occasionally shaking his head forcefully as if resisting Cai Zhao’s persuasion, though his expression gradually softened, seeming somewhat moved.

Mu Qingyan smiled lightly.

When selecting scribes to compile sect history throughout the ages, the examination standards prioritized three criteria.

First, they must be indifferent to fame and profit, able to endure loneliness. Even if outside there was celebration, if colleagues achieved great feats, obtained countless treasures, or became famous throughout the world, as long as the Sect Master hadn’t given orders, the scribe must still dutifully stay indoors writing.

Second, scribes shouldn’t be overly persistent. Compiling sect history was long-term desk work—they weren’t famous detectives or martial arts masters. Recording sect affairs faithfully was sufficient; there was no need to investigate thoroughly. Even if they had doubts, just recording the doubts was enough, with no need for additional commentary. Naturally, they also needn’t obsess over their own cultivation, constantly thinking about martial progress and neglecting records.

Finally, scribes must be utterly loyal to the Divine Sect, but absolutely forbidden from interfering in sect disputes.

Though old man Yan Xu was wine-loving and stubborn, he fully met all three criteria above.

Twenty years ago, abandoning Mu Zhengming to support Nie Hengcheng was due to loyalty; after Nie Hengcheng’s death, refusing to assist Nie Chui and hoping Mu Zhengming would emerge was also due to loyalty. However, precisely because he was too loyal, he remained extremely dissatisfied with Mu Qingyan’s marriage, daily hoping the Sect Master would quickly divorce and return to the right path.

Cai Zhao naturally knew of Yan Xu’s dissatisfaction with her, but she didn’t care at all—she even found it quite interesting. Today she had dragged Yan Xu here, pointing to the underground palace tomb and stone walls, making old Yan work.

The old man shook his head: “Forgive this old man’s frankness, but for Madam, as a disciple of the Beichen sects, to know our sect’s secrets is truly inappropriate.”

Cai Zhao: “It’s not like I pried and investigated—Han Yisu blasted us down here back then.”

“Hmph, all good disciples Nie Hengcheng collected!”

“How do I hear that you strongly supported Nie Hengcheng becoming sect master back then?”

“This old man saw Nie Hengcheng’s momentum, prestige, talent, and magnanimity were all unmatched, so I was momentarily confused!”

“You even personally wrote articles praising Nie Hengcheng’s achievements!”

“I was truly momentarily confused!”

“You also said his four great disciples were ‘illustrious reputation, dragon-like and tiger-like, unifying the martial world, just around the corner.'”

“I already said I was momentarily confused!”

“You also praised them as…”

“Momentarily confused, momentarily confused—how many times are you going to say it!”

Though Yan Xu held elder rank, he had dealt with paperwork for decades and was simple-natured. How could he match Cai Zhao in verbal sparring? After a few rounds, his face was completely red, his beard bristling, so ashamed and indignant he wanted to find a well to jump into.

Seeing Yan Xu about to explode entirely, Cai Zhao finally said with a grin: “Confused once—how can you guarantee you won’t be confused a second time? Elder Yan is getting on in years and is truly confused. You should mind your own business less in the future.”

“Hmph, if this old man doesn’t interfere, I fear some demon will bewitch the Sect Master with evil intentions, then make off with our Divine Sect’s entire foundation. Wouldn’t I fail the heroic spirits of past Divine Sect generations?!” old man Yan panted heavily.

“The word ‘demon’ coming from you, a Demon Sect elder, has a special flavor indeed.” Cai Zhao shook her head, “Fine, even if I have evil intentions and want to make off with the Demon Sect entirely, what would you do?”

Yan Xu was so agitated his beard trembled, “Good! You indeed have improper intentions! Years ago your aunt Cai Pingshu left our Divine Sect leaderless, declining from prosperity to decay, and now you’ve come to cause more trouble!”

Little Cai changed expression like changing weather, “I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want to be this troublesome Sect Master’s wife anymore. The world is so vast—I want to go out and explore.”

“Leave?” Yan Xu first rejoiced, then hesitated, “…When might Madam return?”

“Why return after leaving? The world is vast—even a lifetime of wandering wouldn’t cover it all.”

“Then what about our Sect Master?”

“Whatever happened to Sect Master Mu Donglie, the same will happen to your Sect Master.”

“How can this be! When Sect Master Mu Donglie left, he still had a nephew to inherit the position. But now, now…”

“Do I care about your Demon Sect’s fate? I only care about my own happiness.”

“You demo… ahem, Madam, no no, Miss Cai… please don’t be impulsive!”

Only then did Cai Zhao say leisurely: “Whether I’m impulsive depends on you, Elder Yan. If you keep showing me sour faces all day, making me uncomfortable staying here, perhaps in a moment of impulse, I’ll wander to the ends of the earth.”

Yan Xu’s face changed from red to black, then black to white, finally saying: “This old man understands.”

Cai Zhao clapped happily: “Good! Elder Yan truly follows good advice and can bend when necessary. No wonder among the Seven Star Elders of old, only you survived.”

Yan Xu’s old face wrinkled like fragile tree bark, completely devastated. He flung his sleeves to leave but was stopped by Cai Zhao. Yan Xu said shame-facedly: “Does Miss Cai want to continue humiliating this old man?”

Cai Zhao looked bewildered: “When did I ever humiliate Elder?”

“You you you—haven’t you humiliated this old man enough today?!”

“Not at all. So-called humiliation’s pleasure comes from having as many people see and hear as possible. So if I truly wanted to humiliate Elder, I should do it in broad daylight before a crowd. Specifically bringing Elder to this underground palace—who would know if I humiliated you?”

Then the old and young engaged in over ten rounds of verbal combat over the “humiliation” issue. Finally, old man Yan was entangled until dizzy and confused: “Fine, fine, fine! Miss Cai is magnanimous and humble, never humiliated this old man!”

“Elder understands perfectly.” Little Cai was satisfied.

“Today I brought Elder here to request that you record the story on this stone tablet, along with the story of the abandoned ‘Dongyun Palace’ behind it, together with the entanglements from two hundred years ago—record it all.”

Yan Xu, who had been rubbing his swollen temples, couldn’t help but be startled.

Cai Zhao looked toward the tall standing stone tablet, “In the entanglements from two hundred years ago—which people appeared, what events occurred, who died, who lived, who left, who stayed… the details are scattered and vast as smoke and sea, surely not the work of a single day. I know Elder has preferences—it’s fine, you can write from the Mu family’s perspective as you wish. Just don’t arbitrarily distort or fabricate, and it will be good.”

Yan Xu became increasingly dazed, staring blankly at the stone tablet.

Finally he stumbled away, clutching the two jars of fine wine Cai Zhao had pressed on him, along with her words.

“…Long after, all of us will perish in the passage of time. Then no one will know that Beichen Laozu had Seven Stars under him, nor that the Mu ancestors grew up at Laozu’s knee. Perhaps only Elder’s writings will ultimately remain. Through all changes, everything will be worn away—I only hope that what happened and who lived will someday be known by others.”

After seeing Yan Xu off, Mu Qingyan emerged from behind the wall: “Do you really want someone to record these stories, or are you just finding something for Yan Xu to do?”

“Both.” Cai Zhao smiled, “Elder Yan’s writing is truly excellent. Besides, if he broods all day, it’s easy to shorten his lifespan.”

Mu Qingyan was silent for a moment, “Let’s go home.”

Cai Zhao laughed heartily, linking her husband’s arm: “What home? I’m treating for lunch—let’s go to South Market for a restaurant meal. I still have someone to see this afternoon!”

“South Market?”

“The marketplace south of Youming Huangdao. These decades under Nie Ci’s people it became desolate—such a waste of a feng shui treasure spot. I had You Guanyue arrange to reopen the market recently.”

“Come now. Even before, Youming South Market was where weapons, medicines, and information were sold. When did it ever have restaurants? If you want food and entertainment, leave Youming Huangdao and turn left to the pleasure quarter.”

“There weren’t any before, but we can open them now. I know you have sect rules—no mixing of riffraff inside Youming Huangdao—but opening restaurants isn’t riffraff. Come on, that restaurant is opened by the sworn sister’s daughter-in-law of Shangguan Haonan’s third aunt. Sheep’s trotters, sheep soup, sheep hot pot—supposedly the taste is very authentic…”

Mu Qingyan looked at his wife’s excited, joyful profile and was speechlessly dragged away.

Many people found it strange that someone as carefree and leisurely as Cai Zhao was actually quite busy in daily life.

These people included not only various folks from Falling Petals Town and Azure Gate Sect, but also Mu Qingyan himself.

Regarding such doubts, Cai Zhao felt greatly wronged. Her carefree nature didn’t mean she would spend all day lying on the couch by the fire eating fruit and reading story books—though she often did exactly that.

In childhood, as long as little Cai Zhao completed her daily required cultivation homework, Cai Pingshu would release her like a little sparrow—go wherever you want, just remember to come back for meals.

Supposedly because Cai Pingshu had once been severely restricted in her youth, she always felt that for children, the most tragic thing in the world was being confined.

Mu Qingyan knew that the person who had mistreated Cai Pingshu decades ago was Old Madam Zhou of Peiqiong Mountain Villa.

During their intimate moments after marriage, Mu Qingyan had heard Cai Zhao say bitterly—she had vowed since childhood that when she married into Peiqiong Mountain Villa, she wouldn’t consider accounts settled until she tormented that old hypocrite to spiritual and physical exhaustion. She wasn’t as good-natured and easy-going as Cai Pingshu!

For a moment, Mu Qingyan didn’t know whether he should be jealous of this.

Now, that Old Madam Zhou had gone mad, occasionally rushing out of Peiqiong Mountain Villa to search frantically for her son Zhou Zhizhen, stubbornly refusing to acknowledge his death. Zhou Yuqi was unable to inherit the villa master position and had long since moved with his mother and wife to a separate residence.

Under the restaurant owner’s trembling gaze, Mu Qingyan met the person Cai Zhao was to see that afternoon—a black, burly man built like an iron tower, about fifty years old, covered in scars.

This fellow was named Liu Sanchui, quite famous twenty years ago, called “Underworld Furnace Master.” He possessed ghostly divine craftsmanship and had once forged many mystical weapons for Nie Hengcheng.

He was called Liu Sanchui because supposedly few people in the martial world could withstand his three hammer blows. But if you survived three hammers, Blacksmith Liu had no other moves and could only submit to execution.

However, since he was still alive, he obviously had the good fortune of never encountering anyone determined to kill him.

Blacksmith Liu had been obsessed with forge fires and hammer anvils since childhood. To obtain various precious materials, he often used unscrupulous means—like poisoning an entire southwestern swamp just to retrieve a broken blade from the bottom, or digging up someone’s ancestral grave overnight to take the iron coffin while discarding the corpse, or stealing the iron gallbladder that Golden Blade Master had treasured for decades, turning someone’s birthday banquet into a funeral…

So he took refuge with Nie Hengcheng. Though Nie Hengcheng couldn’t appreciate his pursuit of technical perfection, Nie Hengcheng had overwhelming power and numerous followers—he could obtain any precious materials for Liu Sanchui.

Naturally, Blacksmith Brother also became what the righteous path called an evil demon.

“Why did you suddenly disappear twenty years ago?” Mu Qingyan asked, standing in the newly opened blacksmith shop.

Liu Sanchui scowled: “That Nie fellow interfered with my work!”

Initially, the blacksmith and Nie Hengcheng got along well—Nie Hengcheng obtained needed materials for the blacksmith, who forged items for Nie Hengcheng. The blacksmith felt this was fair trade, but Nie Hengcheng thought since you’re already my man, you should obey orders.

“Later he wanted increasingly strange items—meridian-locking hooks, blood-sucking gu vessels—really time-consuming work. When I was unwilling, he injured me.”

In Liu Sanchui’s view, his purpose in following Nie Hengcheng was to freely exercise his talents. But if he was forced to work daily without being able to do what he wanted, wouldn’t following Nie Hengcheng be pointless?

“So what did you actually want to do?” Mu Qingyan asked.

“Swords—I only wanted to make swords.” Liu Sanchui’s eyes blazed with brilliance, his dark face seeming to brighten. “The sword is the saint among weapons. All weapons under heaven submit to it!”

Mu Qingyan mentally rolled his eyes—fool.

Cai Zhao emerged from the inner room holding ledgers, laughing: “Wasn’t I right? Master, with your skills, why steal and rob? Just openly post notices to heroes throughout the world—fair trade, honest dealings for all.”

Liu Sanchui scratched his messy hair: “Little Madam spoke correctly. These past two months I haven’t lacked anything.”

This was Cai Zhao’s suggestion to Liu Sanchui.

Whenever he wanted precious materials, he would directly post reward notices on martial world bulletin boards, like “A pair of Southwest Red Bull rhinoceros horns can be exchanged for one weapon under half a jin, medium difficulty, materials provided by customer.”

The world was vast with many capable and well-connected people. With Liu Sanchui’s abilities, many throughout the world wanted weapons personally forged by him. Then he’d have materials, Liu Sanchui wouldn’t gain infamy, and backed by the Demon Sect, he needn’t fear customers breaking commercial agreements—how wonderful.

Cai Zhao had also provided new thinking—even if customers didn’t need anything immediately, they could write IOUs first.

Liu Sanchui pulled out a leather paper roll from his chest: “Look, this is an IOU I just wrote for Elder You Guanyue. He said he’ll decide in seven months whether to forge a pair of exquisite short swords or something else.”

“Why wait seven months?” Cai Zhao was puzzled.

Mu Qingyan sneered: “Because in seven months You Guanyue will know whether it’s a daughter or son.”

“Ah, Xing’er is with child!” Cai Zhao was both surprised and delighted.

Mu Qingyan glared at her angrily; Cai Zhao pretended not to see.

Liu Sanchui was very satisfied with his current work and life, repeatedly expressing willingness to forge items for Cai Zhao free in the future. Cai Zhao enthusiastically praised Blacksmith Brother’s tremendous ideological progress, encouraging him to continue improving and reach new heights in professional standards.

Before leaving, Liu Sanchui requested to see Cai Zhao’s Brilliant Sun Blade.

Cai Zhao agreed.

Liu Sanchui caressed the short blade with deep feeling. Golden-red gorgeous patterns covered the blade’s surface, radiating both bloodthirsty and gentle beautiful luster. He murmured: “This blade, just this one—I must forge one just as good…”

Cai Zhao asked: “Has Master seen this blade before?”

Liu Sanchui said: “Naturally. It was precisely because I saw this blade at the Sect Master’s father’s place that I fell out with Nie Hengcheng.”

“Ah?”

“What do you mean by that?”

Cai Zhao and Mu Qingyan were simultaneously shocked.

The dark-faced blacksmith said dumbly: “Didn’t I mention it before? Young Master… the Sect Master’s deceased father also loved forging items in his spare time. I’d chat with Young Master from time to time.”

He and Mu Zhengming weren’t particularly close friends. He was obsessed with forging techniques his entire life. However, in the vast Hanhai Mountains, the only person who could purely discuss techniques without any calculations was Mu Zhengming.

Once, Mu Zhengming obtained a broken ancient weapon from somewhere, pitch-black and unidentifiable in material. He then went into seclusion for half a year. When he emerged, Liu Sanchui went to see him…

“Young Master had grown thin and haggard but was in good spirits, saying he was entrusted by someone and must forge that short blade well no matter what.” Liu Sanchui caressed the Brilliant Sun Blade with obsession.

In his half-lifetime, he had forged countless swords of various lengths, weights, and appearances. Each time he gave his all, completely focused. Whenever he felt he’d achieved perfection, upon seeing the finished product, he always felt something was missing.

The moment he saw that thin-bladed short sword at Mu Zhengming’s place, he suddenly understood what the technical peak he’d been pursuing was. Obviously a cold weapon, yet it radiated amazing vitality, golden-red halos lingering endlessly, like sunrise, like boiling blood surging from the chest—gorgeous and passionate.

He felt that even if it took his entire lifetime, no matter what, he must forge a weapon of comparable technical level.

“I immediately told Nie Hengcheng I wouldn’t work for him anymore—I wanted to focus on sword-making.” Liu Sanchui carefully returned the Brilliant Sun Blade to Cai Zhao. “Then that Nie fellow injured me, so I hid to recover until now.”

He glanced at the long sword at Mu Qingyan’s waist: “The Sect Master’s ‘Fuying’ should have been forged by Young Master afterward—his technique became even more refined.”

Even without ancient broken weapons as material, Mu Zhengming could forge peerless weapons like ‘Fuying.’ Liu Sanchui was increasingly admiring.

As the sun set westward, on the way home Cai Zhao was still muttering: “That ancient broken weapon should have been found by Mu Zhengyang, given to your father to forge, then presented to my aunt, and finally Mu Zhengyang died under this blade… What kind of fate is this?”

Mu Qingyan had planned to steam fish and cook, but returning home he found Uncle Fu had already prepared a table of hot dishes, steaming and waiting for the young couple’s return.

Cai Zhao picked up chopsticks and ate: “When we were at the blacksmith shop, I already sent word to Uncle Fu. Actually, Uncle Fu’s cooking is also excellent—if he opened a shop, business would definitely flourish.”

Mu Qingyan remained silent.

After bathing and changing, the two retired for the night.

Mu Qingyan sulked, turning his back to Cai Zhao, who also turned her back to Mu Qingyan, stubbornly refusing to speak first.

After a while, the bed behind him dipped slightly. Mu Qingyan’s arms embraced Cai Zhao from behind, gently nuzzling her neck.

After another while, he whispered lowly: “Zhao Zhao, my heart delights in you.”

Cai Zhao had decided to hold out to the end, but hearing this, her heart softened. She turned to embrace him.

Pressed against his broad chest, she said softly: “My heart also delights in you, but you must first delight in yourself.”

Mu Qingyan was startled: “Delight in myself?”

The head in his arms nodded forcefully, “Yes, my aunt said it—everyone should first delight in themselves.”

Cai Zhao raised her head: “I greatly delight in myself. I love hearing interesting stories, love seeing all kinds of people… Aunt taught me this from childhood—every day should be lived well. Ah Yan, what about you?”

Mu Qingyan made no sound, then after a moment said: “…In this world, aside from Father and you, probably no one else likes me.”

Cai Zhao looked directly at him: “I’m asking about yourself.”

Mu Qingyan’s gaze darkened with hidden turbulence. His slender fingers applied slight pressure, grasping his new wife’s neck and pressing her toward himself, lips and teeth meeting, breath mingling, wishing he could bite down until blood flowed freely.

“You’re very much like my father.” Long afterward, he finally released her.

“You both can live colorfully even alone.”

“But I cannot.”

Mu Qingyan buried himself deeply in his wife’s delicate, gentle neck hollow, murmuring to himself.

When first entering Azure Gate Sect, suffering from Qi Lingbo’s exclusion and Zeng Dalou’s favoritism, little Cai Zhao never had a moment of dejection or gloom.

She enthusiastically appreciated every plant and tree on Ten Thousand Waters Thousand Mountains Cliff, tirelessly criticized the sect chefs’ skills, joyfully anticipated brief trips to Azure Gate Town, and daily invented new ways to banter with her two maidservants.

Being beside such a person, one always felt the sky was bright, water was clear, each day interesting.

Long before Mu Qingyan understood his own feelings, he had already become dependent on the taste of staying by the girl’s side.

Because he had spent a full ten years beside someone equally passionate about life.

From anyone’s perspective, Mu Zhengming’s life wasn’t good.

Parents died early, brothers scattered, long years under Nie Hengcheng’s control and suppression, even his romantic affairs manipulated by various factions.

However, even in the tiny gaps between suppression, Mu Zhengming still arranged his life colorfully.

He had wide interests and was always enthusiastic, even once handcrafting a bamboo raft following a book. Because the stream was too shallow, underwater stones cut the grass ropes, the raft fell apart, and father and son fell into water, then swam to shore laughing heartily while Uncle Fu hurriedly cooked ginger soup.

Later, he died.

Died from poison given by his former wife.

Cai Zhao listened to his heartbeat, sighing after a long while: “I’m not rejecting you, it’s just that this won’t work. Every morning when I wake up…”

Mu Qingyan interrupted: “Most days you don’t wake up early.”

“Will you listen or not?” Cai Zhao was annoyed.

“Please continue.”

Cai Zhao lay back in his arms: “Every morning when I wake up, I know what I want to do—taste tea, cook, stroll, even what to have for lunch. Even if I’m lazy and idle, just lying and listening to rain on the eaves, I can pass a day peacefully. But what about you? Do you know what you should do each day?”

Mu Qingyan didn’t speak.

Before age five, his childhood had only a dark, broken little hut; after five, he obeyed his father—practicing, studying, writing, following his father to enjoy spring outings and fishing.

After fifteen, he was filled with bitter hatred as he began revenge, scheming and calculating relentlessly without a day’s rest.

Later, he met Cai Zhao and wanted to spend his life with her.

Now enemies were all dead, the sect leader position reclaimed, and he couldn’t level the Beichen Six Sects. Apart from clinging closely to his wife, he momentarily couldn’t think what he should do.

Cai Zhao touched his face—the young, handsome features slightly bewildered.

She said: “If you want to follow me around aimlessly, then follow. But you need to think carefully.”

Thereafter, Mu Qingyan followed Cai Zhao everywhere—sometimes around the Hanhai Mountains, sometimes traveling for half a month.

Cai Zhao feared his murderous aura would frighten people, so he wore plain cloth robes with only a simple blue cloth to bind his hair, like a modest, quiet, handsome scholar, shy and taciturn, following his lively young wife through markets and wilderness.

They sheltered from rain under low common folk’s eaves, rode donkeys on high mountain paths, watched drunkards play finger-guessing games in noisy taverns, and threw thousands of gold in legendary pleasure quarters.

Once, Cai Zhao exposed cheating in a gambling den. The boss immediately turned hostile to teach this strange young couple a lesson, then… there was no then.

Because the entire gang of thugs were either dead or injured, the gambling den had to hang a “closed” sign the next morning.

Another time, Cai Zhao heard of a newly opened duck house somewhere and wanted to ride Little Gold alone to patronize it. Initially Mu Qingyan didn’t understand what was so good about duck meat. After You Guanyue risked his life to secretly report the truth, the enraged Sect Master Mu in his fury…

…

…

Drove away the establishment’s leading courtesan and personally sat in the main seat of the central tower, glaring menacingly as he waited for Zhao.

As time passed, increasingly strange rumors about this couple spread through the martial world.

Some said Sect Master Mu feared his wife like a tiger, not even daring to stop her from visiting male brothels; others said this fear was mere pretense—actually the Demon Sect leader’s evil heart was unchanged, building roads openly while secretly plotting to slaughter all righteous heroes in one stroke; still others claimed Cai Zhao possessed secret treasures passed down from Cai Pingshu, and the Demon Sect leader had married her only to obtain this treasure…

One night, while Cai Zhao slept sweetly, Mu Qingyan suddenly sat up without warning.

“I know what I want to do from now on.”

“Mm… wonderful.” Cai Zhao was drowsy, “Let’s make crispy duck tomorrow.”

Mu Qingyan rubbed his wife’s head and lay down smiling. The next morning after waking, he said: “I want to do two things.”

“First, Father’s lifelong wish was to travel throughout the great rivers and lakes, appreciating all the world’s scenery. I want to fulfill this cherished dream for Father.”

Cai Zhao rubbed her eyes: “If you want to tour mountains and waters, just tour mountains and waters. Why make it sound so high-minded? You’re not afraid of people saying you’re a sect leader who doesn’t attend to proper business. Anyway, we already go out every few days…”

Mu Qingyan ignored her rambling and continued: “Second, I want to organize Father’s manuscripts and writings, add the story of Father’s life, compile them together, and edit them into a book.”

Cai Zhao’s eyes widened.

Mu Qingyan tapped Cai Zhao’s nose: “From now on, you’ll accompany me half the year in Reflection Studio editing manuscripts, and I’ll accompany you half the year wandering all over the world.”

Cai Zhao blinked: “I don’t mean to say you lack literary talent, but as they say, each profession has its specialization. Things like writing books and biographies should probably be left to talents like Elder Yan.”

Mu Qingyan shook his head: “How many people in this world know what kind of person Father was? Even among sect brothers, when they mention Father, they either sigh with regret or secretly despise him.”

“But I know Father wasn’t such a constrained person. He was indifferent and at ease, gentle and easygoing. He liked drinking while listening to rain, liked reading, appreciating flowers, fishing, painting, and raising exotic beasts and forging weapons. He had so many insights and experiences—I want to organize them all.”

“You spoke reasonably. Through all changes, everything will be worn away—I only hope that what happened and who lived will someday be known by others.”

“Father should be known and remembered. Also, I will write down Mu Zhengyang’s story.”

Cai Zhao was moved.

Though equally brilliant and talented, Cai Pingshu was famous throughout the world, yet the Mu Zhengming and Mu Zhengyang brothers were almost unknown to anyone.

“This is good—I strongly support it.” She lay in his embrace, “So what will we do after finishing these writings?”

“After that, we should have other things to keep us busy.”

“What things?”

“For instance, raising children?”

“…Mm.”

“Mm?”

“Good thing. I support it.”

Author’s Note:
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Extra Chapter – Chapter 144: Three Years of Joy [Bug Catching]
Let’s speak plainly—Mu Qingyan was going to be a father.

On a certain day, three years and five months after their marriage, fine rain drizzled outside while the graceful and distinguished Young Master Mu sat by the window, grinding ink and taking up his brush. He planned to paint a picture of fish leaping in the drizzle to commemorate the fun these past few months as the young couple had traveled through this scenic water town.

Just then, Cai Zhao leisurely strolled in and told him in the tone of “I want to eat sweet and sour fish tonight”—that she was with child.

Mu Qingyan was stunned. The brush in his hand dropped with a clatter, and on the pristine silk paper rolled out a pitch-black little fat-headed fish, as if mischievously opening its mouth in laughter.

The various misfortunes that followed seemed to be foretold by this black little fat-headed fish.

Unlike many husbands caught off guard, Mu Qingyan had long planned to become a father. He was determined to be a father, particularly loved the idea of being a father, and was confident he could be a gentle and loving good father like his late father.

To this end, he had not only methodically read many records about women’s childbirth, but had even had Ghost Doctor Lin Shu capture several experienced midwives to discuss in detail the accidents that might occur during actual operations.

Two years ago, on the day of Xing’er’s first birth, You Guanyue was beside himself with worry, Cai Zhao was flustered, but it was Sect Leader Mu who personally took charge of the outer courtyard. Based on sufficient theoretical knowledge and guided by superior psychological quality, he methodically dispatched servants, midwives, and wet nurses, ultimately achieving high-quality, efficient delivery with no aftereffects or psychological trauma.

Mu Qingyan had thought that when Zhao Zhao became pregnant, he would be equally calm and composed. He never expected that the child would be ignorant and defeat the old master with wild punches.

Upon first hearing the good news, myriad scenes flashed through Sect Leader Mu’s mind—he thought of his father who died young, thought of those ten years of father-son affection that were beautiful to the point of being almost unreal. Perhaps he was too moved by these thoughts, for that evening his culinary skills greatly deteriorated, burning the sweet and sour fish into fish skin and rice crust, much to the young pregnant woman’s displeasure.

This emotion ended on the tenth day after the fish skin and rice crust incident, when Cai Zhao began suffering from morning sickness.

Mu Qingyan was completely unprepared.

Actually, those who practiced martial arts like them had constitutions quite different from ordinary people. Even someone with low cultivation like Xing’er rarely suffered from morning sickness. Who knew that Cai Zhao would vomit until the sky was dark and the stars were brilliant.

Mu Qingyan was at a complete loss and had no choice but to take Zhao Zhao and ride the Golden-winged Roc through the night back to the Vast Sea Mountain Range to seek help.

The Ghost Doctor responded calmly, taking her pulse coolly—left wrist, right wrist, then back to the left wrist.

Sect Leader Mu was so anxious he stamped his feet, angrily scolding the quack doctor to speak up.

Lin Shu: “Allow this subordinate to return and look up medical texts to check case studies.”

Mu Qingyan: “You want to flip through books to treat patients now? What kind of doctor are you?”

Lin Shu: “Doctors also come in different grades. This subordinate was originally a poison master who only became a doctor halfway through after taking a master.”

Mu Qingyan still wouldn’t give up: “Can you find a solution in the books?”

Lin Shu pondered for a moment and consoled: “Sect Leader need not worry. It’s better to have no books than to trust books completely—many difficult illnesses can’t be cured by reading books either.”

Mu Qingyan’s heart grew cold: “So there’s nothing in the books either? Then why did you just say you’d go back to look up books and check case studies?”

Lin Shu: “This was taught by my master. If we encounter patients beyond our ability, we doctors must soften our words somewhat. If we directly say there’s no hope, no cure—we’ll get beaten.”

Mu Qingyan: …

Lin Shu saw Mu Qingyan’s expression was unkind and quietly stepped back half a step: “Sect Leader, you won’t beat this subordinate, will you?”

Mu Qingyan took a deep breath, silently recited three times ‘accumulate virtue for the little fat-headed fish,’ then pointed at Lin Shu: “You, from now on study difficult gynecological and obstetric cases. If you don’t have an explanation when I return, I’ll immediately go slaughter Shen Ruoxin and her daughter!”

Lin Shu was shocked and alarmed, repeatedly saying: “Sect Leader, please don’t! This subordinate will study diligently right away…”

You Guanyue, who had been hiding nearby, only came forward in small steps after seeing Mu Qingyan walk away: “Who is Shen Ruoxin?”

Lin Shu was in tears and snot: “She’s the evil woman who heartlessly abandoned this subordinate many years ago!”

You Guanyue was slightly surprised: “You found her? Didn’t you two say ‘never to see each other again in life or death’?”

“This subordinate didn’t find her—it was the Sect Leader and his wife who encountered her while traveling.” Lin Shu straightened his chest to show his integrity remained intact. “A few months ago, Madam settled the mother and daughter at the eastern foothills, with Liu Sanchui’s sister looking after them. That woman’s adopted little girl fell ill. The sect has better medicine and care—we couldn’t delay someone’s life over a grudge.”

You Guanyue murmured: “How did I not know any of this?”

Lin Shu rolled his eyes: “Ever since Elder became a father, your hearing and sight aren’t what they used to be. Does Elder have other business? If not, this subordinate will go study medicine now.”

Thinking that Xing’er might need this in the future, You Guanyue didn’t dare offend Lin Shu and saw him off a stretch with kind words. When he returned, he heard that the Sect Leader had already taken his wife and soared away on the roc.

After reaching Falling Petals Valley, Mu Qingyan quickly explained the whole situation, looking hopefully at his father-in-law and mother-in-law with bright eyes, expecting the Cai Pingchun couple, who had two experiences, to come up with a solution.

Ning Xiaofeng looked at her daughter, looked at her husband, then looked at her son-in-law, completely bewildered.

When pregnant with her daughter, her heart and eyes were full of Cai Pingshu; when pregnant with her young son, she… uh, was still full of Cai Pingshu, always worrying about Cai Pingshu’s illness, never experiencing any discomfort.

Cai Pingchun was silent for a long while, then went to his study and searched through all the family records in Falling Petals Valley but found no similar stories.

After several busy days, even when Granny Xiang, the town’s top pregnancy and childbirth expert, personally took action, Cai Zhao continued vomiting as before with no sign of improvement. Mu Qingyan was nearly in despair, sitting woodenly in the courtyard, suddenly having the thought ‘better not to have a child at all.’

Seeing the heavy atmosphere in the whole family, Cai Xiaohan urged his anxious brother-in-law to go to the mountains to pick fresh fruits and catch mountain spring fish. Who knew that on the way down the mountain, they encountered a terrifying storm with lightning and thunder roaring deafeningly. Young Master Cai was scared and trembling, crying out “Don’t know which immortal is undergoing tribulation here.” Mu Qingyan knew such conditions were unsuitable for traveling through dense forest, so they had to stay overnight in a mountain hunting lodge.

The next day when they returned to the valley, they learned that his beloved wife had not vomited for a full day and night, sleeping peacefully. She was now sitting energetically at the table gnawing on freshly baked char siu buns. But before Mu Qingyan could sit beside her for even half a moment, the familiar feeling of nausea struck again.

Everyone looked at each other in confusion. Cai Xiaohan, with a child’s innocent words, hit the nail on the head: “Is Sister vomiting because of Brother-in-law?”

Mu Qingyan felt as if muffled thunder rang in his ears. He stood there speechless and dazed, countless thoughts flooding his mind:

Zhao Zhao finds me repulsive.

No, Zhao Zhao wouldn’t find me repulsive.

Then it must be the child in her womb who extremely dislikes me…

Sect Leader Mu, who bore deep childhood trauma, once again tasted the feeling of being rejected.

After being dazed for a good while, he barely recovered a bit of his soul: “Could we be mistaken?”

The next few days of testing repeatedly confirmed Cai Han’s conclusion—as long as she stayed away from Mu Qingyan, Cai Zhao was fine, eating heartily with a rosy complexion; as soon as Mu Qingyan approached, she would start retching.

Cai Zhao also found it strange. Actually, she had always loved Mu Qingyan’s scent—clear and quiet, like cold wind passing through snow pine needles. This was a incense habit he had developed while staying by his late father’s side.

Mu Qingyan still refused to give up, constantly bathing and changing clothes, switching various incenses, but Cai Zhao seemed to have a supernatural nose. Even if Mu Qingyan disguised himself and mixed in crowds to approach her, she could sense him within five steps.

So Ning Xiaofeng suggested the young couple temporarily live apart.

Mu Qingyan finally couldn’t suppress his murderous intent: “This child must be an evil spirit reincarnated.”

Cai Zhao’s beautiful eyes glared: “Try saying that again. You’re the one who was so eager to be a father.”

Mu Qingyan was somewhat dejected, sitting ten steps away from Cai Zhao across a screen: “…I just, just feel that having a child would make Father very happy.”

Cai Zhao found it somewhat amusing: “And now?”

Mu Qingyan habitually moved a few inches closer to the screen, then immediately retreated. His tall figure slumped dejectedly: “If I have to be separated from you, I’d rather have nothing at all.”

Cai Zhao endured the chest tightness and nausea, bravely walked to his side and stroked Mu Qingyan’s jet-black hair, gently consoling: “Don’t talk as if it’s life and death separation. It’s just temporary separate living. Mother says if we endure the first few months it will be fine. Be good, you go live somewhere else for a while… ugh, anyway stay away from me!”

Actually, returning to Falling Petals Town to nurture the pregnancy, Cai Zhao was more comfortable. She could eat whatever she wanted, and had her parents and younger brother for company.

Mu Qingyan didn’t want to return to the Vast Sea Mountain Range, so he settled down in the back mountain valley full of peach blossoms, where there was an empty old Cai family residence.

Having suffered inhuman torture from childhood and witnessing his loving father’s tragic death as a youth, his temperament inevitably became moody and capricious. If this situation had happened to Mu Qingyan from a few years ago, he would have gone completely mad. Fortunately, since marrying Cai Zhao, he had slowly learned how to pass these heartless days alone.

So he practiced martial arts, brewed wine, and copied scriptures daily. Every day he would go to town to visit his wife from a distance, living like a monk, resentfully waiting for the little rascal to spare his parents.

Cai Xiaohan was quite happy that his brother-in-law could live nearby.

The ten-year-old little boy hadn’t grown much taller, but his emotional world had become much richer. He believed some things could only be understood between young men (he considered himself already a man), so he would visit Mu Qingyan in the back mountain valley from time to time to chat.

“Brother-in-law, brother-in-law, why doesn’t Xiaochun like me but likes Ah Gou from the char siu shop?” Cai Xiaohan’s face was full of trouble, his tender white face wrinkled like a peach pit.

“Do you want to hear the brutal truth or something gentler?” Mu Qingyan didn’t even lift his head, carefully removing pits from fresh peaches one by one, crushing the peach flesh. The room was filled with fresh fruit fragrance, while shiny empty wine jars sat on the table beside him.

“The brutal truth!” The little boy was full of backbone.

“You’re too short.”

“…Brother-in-law, please be gentler.”

“Perhaps you’re too short.”

“…”

Cai Xiaohan left, devastated, but returned unwillingly after a few days.

“Brother-in-law, brother-in-law, Father scolded me for not working hard at practice, making little progress. Is Father being too harsh on me?” His voice was full of expectation.

“Do you want to hear the brutal truth or something gentler?” Mu Qingyan checked whether each wine jar was properly sealed.

“…Something gentler.” He learned this time.

“Father-in-law is truly a good father. Though he’d rather spend time with Mother-in-law, he still takes time every day to teach his disappointing youngest son.”

“…What about the brutal truth?”

“Father-in-law is truly a good father—he can’t bear to tell the truth. You spend your days wandering the streets, watching opera, listening to stories, fishing and hunting. It’s not just little progress—it’s no progress at all.”

Cai Xiaohan burst into tears while catching the key point: “So no matter what, my father is very, very good, right? Brother-in-law, you’re too good at flattering my father! Don’t I need some too? I’m also Sister’s closest relative!”

—As a ten-year-old boy, he just wanted to hear some kind words. Was that so difficult?

Cai Xiaohan immediately went to tell on his brother-in-law to his sister. Cai Zhao laughed until she fell backward. Cai Han became even more indignant, shouting about going to find Great-Uncle Master Juexing to become a monk, until Cai Zhao agreed to speak for him.

So when Mu Qingyan came to visit that evening, Cai Zhao demanded her husband restrain his sharp tongue: “Stop bullying Xiaohan. Be careful he badmouths you behind your back. Other brothers-in-law stick up for their brothers-in-law.”

“It’s for his own good.” Mu Qingyan stood two zhang away. “A man must stand up for himself. Can’t expect to call for help whenever there’s trouble in Falling Petals Valley.”

“Speaking so righteously—you’re just afraid he’ll keep coming to bother me.”

Mu Qingyan sighed: “Xiaohan is really too lazy. At ten years old, his cultivation is not even as good as mine at six or seven.” And he was only brought back by Mu Zhengming at age five.

Cai Zhao sighed: “Can’t help it. When he was born, the martial world was already peaceful. Grandmother called him to the Ning family every few days. Just as he was beginning to understand things, the enormous trouble caused by Master and the others was resolved—without pressing reasons, even Father didn’t have much motivation to push him in practice.”

“This won’t do. People without long-term plans will have immediate worries.” Mu Qingyan shook his head. “How about… I set up a situation, find Xiaohan a few enemies to bully him severely for a while. Maybe then he’ll love practicing martial arts.”

Cai Zhao almost blurted out ‘excellent’ but then put on a stern face: “How can we elders deceive the younger generation with lies?”

Mu Qingyan was puzzled: “Really don’t need me to take action?”

Cai Zhao looked serious: “Xiaohan is still young and won’t listen to profound truths. Teaching him slowly, he’ll improve eventually. But…”

She slightly turned her face: “Life’s encounters are hard to predict. Maybe Xiaohan will have his awakening someday.”

Mu Qingyan suppressed a smile: “I understand.”

Cai Xiaohan probably heard from his sister that his brother-in-law would be kind and gentle to him afterward, so a few days later, he came crying to Mu Qingyan with complaints again.

“Brother-in-law, brother-in-law, Xiaochun is going to marry Ah Gou!” The little boy looked as if he wanted to die. “She’s so heartless! When she picked peaches for me, she praised me for definitely becoming tall and strong in the future. Now she says she’s marrying, she’s marrying! Wuu wuu wuu…”

Mu Qingyan had been digging holes under the peach trees, wanting to bury the wine jars deeper without damaging the tree roots. Sect Leader Mu was digging very carefully.

At this moment, hearing these words, he paused his flower hoe: “Is this true?”

“Really, really! The char siu shop has already started preparing betrothal gifts!” Cai Xiaohan’s tears flowed like springs. “Why marry so early? She’s only eight years older than me! Can’t she wait for me? I can marry soon too! Wuu wuu, wuu wuu…”

Mu Qingyan’s mouth twitched: “Besides praising you for becoming tall and strong, what else did Xiaochun say to you?”

“She also said I have a good temperament, kind and easygoing, and when I become valley master I’ll definitely treat everyone well.”

“What else?”

Cai Xiaohan was confused: “What else?”

Mu Qingyan: “Eternal vows? Promises for this life? Swearing to marry no one but you? Any of that?”

With each question, Cai Han’s little face grew redder. Finally, embarrassed and angry: “I’ve watched opera. Sometimes between men and women, there’s no need to speak everything clearly…” His voice grew quieter.

Mu Qingyan nodded: “Xiaohan is right. This woman is fickle and unfaithful, truly hateful. I’ll go take this heartless woman’s head to vent our Xiaohan’s anger.”

Cai Xiaohan stumbled and fell on the spot. Getting up: “Brother-in-law, are you joking?”

Mu Qingyan’s face was expressionless: “Xiaohan, go ask around the martial world. When has this sect leader ever joked about killing?”

Cai Xiaohan saw his cold face and inexplicable murderous aura, remembering the demon sect’s fearsome reputation, and quickly grabbed Mu Qingyan’s arm: “Brother-in-law, brother-in-law, don’t! I like Xiaochun—don’t go kill her!”

Mu Qingyan frowned: “But she wronged you.”

Cai Xiaohan said urgently: “Mistakes can be corrected! If she changes her mind and doesn’t marry, then we can still be good in the future!”

Mu Qingyan nodded again: “That makes sense. How about I go kill that Ah Gou? Then she can’t marry, and can wait peacefully for you to marry her.” He made to leave again.

Cai Xiaohan hugged his waist tightly, repeatedly saying: “No, no, no! Brother-in-law, don’t go! Even without Ah Gou, there will be others. Quite a few in town fancy Xiaochun.”

“That’s easy to handle—whoever Xiaochun wants to marry, I’ll kill. Make it so no one can marry her. By the time you reach adulthood, probably need to kill seven or eight.”

“Se-seven or eight? Kill so many?” Cai Xiaohan was scared into stuttering.

Mu Qingyan said lightly: “What’s the big deal? When Nie Hengcheng was in power, forget about killing entire families—poisoning whole cities was common.”

Cai Xiaohan was scared out of his wits, wishing he could hang his entire body on Mu Qingyan to hold him back: “No, no, no! Brother-in-law, don’t kill Xiaochun, don’t kill Ah Gou, don’t kill anyone! Brother-in-law, please don’t!”

“No, I was wrong! I’m the one who’s wrong! Xiaochun is already eighteen—marrying isn’t early at all! Marriage is good, she should have married long ago! Actually, she’s almost twenty by lunar years. Being picky until now, her parents are nearly worried to death!”

“Mother says this match is especially good. Xiaochun loves meat, and after marrying the char siu shop’s young master, she can eat meat every day! In a few days, Father and Mother will go drink wedding wine too!”

“Brother-in-law, brother-in-law, don’t do anything! I don’t like Xiaochun at all anymore!”

Mu Qingyan’s handsome eyes slanted: “Really don’t need my help?”

“No, no, no!”

“Really don’t want me to stick up for you?”

“No, no, no!”

“Then… alright. If Xiaohan suffers any grievances in the future, you must come tell brother-in-law. Brother-in-law has plenty of ways to help.”

Cai Xiaohan wiped his sweaty forehead with his sleeve, weakly: “Th-thank you, brother-in-law.”

Mu Qingyan sighed lightly: “Again, I couldn’t stick up for you or help. Your sister will blame me again.”

Cai Xiaohan repeatedly said: “Not at all! Brother-in-law helped me tremendously! Brother-in-law is the best person—righteous, impressive, and helpful!” While speaking, his little head was covered in hot sweat again.

“Oh, really?”

“Yes, yes! Brother-in-law is such a good person, Sister really married the right man!”

…

Evening came again, with cool breezes.

Cai Zhao lay by the window laughing uncontrollably.

In the courtyard, the old locust tree grew lush and verdant with thick foliage, filtering the summer sunlight into dappled shade. Mu Qingyan hung from the thick, strong high branches with one hand, his entire body surrounded by large clusters of pink-white flower plates.

The fragrance followed the cool evening breeze into the room. Cai Zhao lifted her smiling, radiant face: “Is this how you stick up for him?”

Mu Qingyan said: “This child complains and whines too much—no masculine spirit at all.”

Cai Zhao giggled: “You’re just mischievous and love bullying people.”

Mu Qingyan suddenly sighed lightly: “I’ve read the sect records. Mu family descendants are mostly ones who endure silently and hold grudges, waiting for the day to take fierce revenge, not hesitating even if blood flows like rivers. When has there been someone as kind-hearted and magnanimous as Xiaohan, cheerful every day? Sometimes thinking about it, growing up this way is quite good.”

Cai Zhao also sighed: “I hope Xiaohan can stay this joyful for life.”

Mu Qingyan greedily looked at her healthy, rosy face, wishing he could carve every line into his eyes. He said gently: “How are you today? Feicui said you slept until the sun was high again this morning.”

“Pretty good, just lazy. The more I sleep, the more I want to sleep.”

“Did you eat all the fish, mutton, and shrimp wonton I sent yesterday?”

Cai Zhao cupped her little face: “Ate them all. Father and Mother shared a bowl too. Sigh, I’m just eating and sleeping every day like a pig. The aunties in town say after the first few months, I should walk around more.”

She put down her hands, her beautiful eyes shimmering: “And you?”

Mu Qingyan lowered his head: “Today I sealed two more jars of peach wine. This time the peach flesh was riper—the wine might be sweeter.”

“Still buried under that crooked-neck peach tree?”

“Mm. When you give birth, I’ll dig them up for the celebration.”

“It’s only been a few months—the wine won’t be mellow yet. Save half for the baby to dig up later. When it grows up, tell it these wines were painstakingly brewed by Father before it was even born.”

“Good.” Mu Qingyan smiled tenderly, seeming even more beautiful than the jade-white flowers surrounding him.

Cai Zhao said: “I never knew you could brew wine. During this time, your cooking skills have really shocked my mother.”

Mu Qingyan shook his head: “Before meeting you, I didn’t know I could make wontons.”

Cai Zhao’s eyes sparkled brightly. After looking at him for a while, she beckoned: “Come here.”

Mu Qingyan hesitated: “Is it okay?”

“I’m holding my breath. Come quickly.”

He leaped down from the dense branches, flashed close to the window, and eagerly jumped into the room. Reaching out to touch his wife’s warm, soft arm, when they embraced intimately, he smelled her warm, fragrant scent. Since their marriage, they had been deeply in love, intimate and inseparable for even a moment. He didn’t dare touch Cai Zhao’s mouth and nose, only lowering his head to nuzzle against her neck and skin.

Cai Zhao kissed him, her rosy, tender cheeks like ripe, fragrant peaches. She lovingly stroked her husband’s face: “Take good care of yourself. Don’t neglect eating and resting. Remember that, alright?”

Mu Qingyan nodded, reluctantly releasing his arms. After walking a few steps, he turned back, leaning close to his wife’s soft cheek and whispering very quietly: “Before meeting you, I not only didn’t know I could make wontons, I also didn’t know… I could love someone this way. You must also take good care of yourself.”

Cai Zhao cupped her red, hot cheeks, watching him leap away in a few bounds. Her whole heart felt filled with sweet peach wine—sweet, dizzy, joyful beyond measure.

—Perhaps because they were both too delighted and shy, neither noticed that Cai Zhao hadn’t actually held her breath just now.

Six months later, when the time came, Cai Zhao smoothly gave birth to a boy.

Mu Qingyan stiffly held the swaddling clothes, staring blankly. The infant was red and wrinkled, incredibly soft and tiny.

According to the young couple’s previous discussion, if it was a girl, they would name her Cai Shuze to commemorate Cai Pingshu; if a boy, they would call him Mu Yan to commemorate Mu Zhengming.

In that great catastrophe years ago, they had been at the center of the whirlpool yet remained pure and good-hearted from beginning to end. No matter what harm or betrayal they had suffered, they never took it out on the innocent or sought revenge on the world.

“Zhao, Zhao Zhao…” Mu Qingyan turned his head helplessly: “He, he… he actually moves.”

Cai Zhao glanced at him: “If he didn’t move, something would be wrong.”

Mu Qingyan joyfully sat beside the bed: “Zhao Zhao, look quickly—he looks like you and is very lovable.”

Cai Zhao murmured: “You could say other nice things to cheer me up. He’s obviously wrinkled and ugly beyond words, yet you insist on saying the opposite. It’s really ineffective.”

Mu Qingyan was so happy he was a bit dazed, still smiling: “I’m not lying to you. He really is lovable—bald forehead, swollen eyelids, good-looking just like you.”

Cai Zhao: “…” If you can’t speak well, you don’t have to speak.

Mu Qingyan held the swaddling clothes and moved close to the bed head, extending one arm to circle Cai Zhao, trying to get all three heads close together.

Thus, they were a family of three.

After looking at the swaddling clothes for a while, Cai Zhao said: “Looking more, this child is actually quite handsome.”

Mu Qingyan was very certain: “Of course. Our Yan’er is quite attractive.”

“Mm, those who call him ugly just don’t have good taste.”

“People without good taste don’t have much point in living. Let’s kill them all.”

Cai Xiaohan, holding a soup bowl and about to enter the room, heard the last sentence and fell down in terror again.

Author’s Note:

You definitely won’t believe this, but I actually watched “Wings of the Clouds” completely through. I got to know two round-faced young actresses—good acting, beautiful eyes, and adorable people. It’s just that one of them isn’t even an adult yet, which is excessive.

Oh, and the male actors too—tall, good line delivery. I hope more newcomers emerge.

Any industry needs a constant stream of new people to prosper.

Extra Chapter – Chapter 145: Ten Years’ Journey [Full Text Complete]
Mu Yan had just turned one month old and was already extremely endearing—beautiful, fair, and chubby-cheeked. Mu Qingyan especially loved his son’s eyes, dark and deep, bright and clear, seeming to sparkle with mirth even when not smiling—very much like Cai Zhao.

However, Mu Yan only resembled his mother in those eyes. His nose, ears, and jawline all followed his father’s features. At his one-month celebration, the townspeople of Luoying Town marveled at how much father and son resembled each other, and with each passing year, his appearance grew closer to Mu Qingyan’s.

Four generations of father, son, uncle, nephew, and grandfather all shared the same face. Old man Yan Xu couldn’t help but sigh at the dominance of the Ouyang Xue bloodline—terrifying indeed.

Mu Yan was an easy child to care for. He didn’t cry or make a fuss, nor did he run around wildly. He simply loved clinging to his mother. As long as he stayed by Cai Zhao’s side, he would be obedient and well-behaved, patiently expressing his needs—completely the picture of a good boy. Cai Zhao adored him immensely. The only flaw was that the child loved to frown too much, scowling at strangers with his little face.

After becoming a mother, Cai Zhao changed considerably.

In her youth, she had been carefree and unconcerned, casual and at ease, never taking anything to heart. Now, just watching her young son clumsily move a chair for her to sit on or bring her water to drink could move her to tears—her emotions had become frighteningly rich.

One midnight, by the dim light of a night pearl, Cai Zhao gazed at her husband’s pale, handsome profile and suddenly thought of how he had lived like a puppy or kitten in a lightless little room for the first five years of his life. No wonder he was still afraid of the dark as an adult. She couldn’t help but burst into tears.

When Mu Qingyan woke and learned the reason, he was deeply moved. He embraced his wife, wanting to be intimate, but Cai Zhao wiped away her tears and pushed him away with one hand, rolling off the bed to fumble toward their son’s little bed next door. She held the small, chubby body with overwhelming love, unable to contain her affection.

“Do you think he’s afraid of the dark?” The thought of a tiny child alone and frightened in a quiet, dark room made Cai Zhao’s tears flow uncontrollably, as if it were her own heart and flesh suffering.

Mu Qingyan glanced at the little dumpling with rosy cheeks and peaceful breathing, his face frosting over: “Look at him sleeping like a pig—such a commotion didn’t even wake him. Would someone afraid of the dark sleep like this?”

Cai Zhao felt that Mu Qingyan lacked any compassion, while Mu Qingyan felt that Cai Zhao’s empathy was completely baseless.

The circumstances of his birth and upbringing versus his son’s were worlds apart—one in a pit of thorns, the other in a nest of honey. If Cai Zhao wanted to shower someone with pity and love, it should be directed at him. What was the point of desperately bestowing gold, silver, and precious jewels on a little rich master with a round belly?

It wasn’t that Mu Qingyan didn’t love his son—he simply didn’t know how to begin loving him.

He still remembered his younger self, helpless and ignorant in that little dark room, not even knowing to cry when hungry or in pain, like a little savage. After his father brought him back to the Hall of No Thoughts, he couldn’t even open his eyes in the warm sunlight. He sat dumbly in a chair, letting Uncle Cheng cut off his disheveled hair that reached his legs, and only began learning to speak at age five.

Once he gained some awareness, he began to understand fear. He feared the dark, feared loneliness, feared his father would abandon him, feared being sent back to that little dark room. When looking in the mirror while grooming, he could often see the terror hidden in his eyes.

It wasn’t until he gradually grew up and his father filled his childhood with boundless love that he slowly forgot his early suffering.

But with his son Mu Yan, it was an entirely different story.

Cai Zhao was well-liked and easy-going, and Mu Yan was strikingly beautiful. Inside and outside the Vast Sea Mountain Range, whether people knew them or not, everyone showered them with praise and compliments. A single outing would yield a pile of gifts.

Mu Qingyan didn’t know whether to be happy or jealous—the perfectly envisioned scenes of fatherly kindness and filial piety showed no signs of materializing.

Actually, it wasn’t just that Mu Qingyan found his son displeasing—Mu Yan also found his father displeasing.

Not only did father and son look remarkably similar, their habits were nearly identical too. What Mu Qingyan loved to eat, Mu Yan also loved; what Mu Qingyan disliked, Mu Yan also detested. Their other preferences might differ somewhat, but there was only one Cai Zhao—accompanying one meant not being able to accompany the other.

Mu Yan felt his father was being unreasonable—at his advanced age, why did he still need someone to coax him to sleep?

Mu Qingyan felt his son was willful and arrogant. Without all those years of his heartfelt effort and bitter appeals, how would this little brat have had the chance to be born? Whoever won the wife should keep her—did he understand the rules of the martial world or not?

Regardless of whether father and son were happy about it, time continued to pass swiftly.

When Mu Yan was past six and not yet seven, Cai Zhao suddenly left the Vast Sea Mountain Range one day, leaving only a hastily written note: “Recently encountered a difficult matter. After much hesitation, I’ve finally decided to seek out an old friend for consultation. I’ll return in three or four days. Watch over little Yan, don’t worry.”

Little Mu Yan stared at the note repeatedly. He recognized every character, but strung together, he couldn’t understand what his mother meant.

Looking up, he saw his suspicious father pushing open the hidden compartment in the study, searching inside and out, then opening and rummaging through the large sea stone jade cabinet in the inner room, even bending down to feel around the cellar’s entrance.

Mu Yan asked, “Why are you feeling around the secret compartments? Do you think Mother is hiding to play games with us? Mother isn’t that bored.” As he spoke, he wrinkled his pretty little nose and let out a soft snort of derision.

For a six-and-a-half-year-old child, this expression of disdain was quite well-executed.

His face was practically begging for a beating.

Mu Qingyan lifted his chin and asked, “When did you last see your mother today?”

Mu Yan raised an identical delicate chin: “You dragged me to the back mountain to practice breathing exercises early this morning, and we just returned. You tell me when I last saw Mother.”

Mu Qingyan sat at the long desk, tapping the surface with his fingers.

Mu Yan said, “I just asked Elder You, and he said no one saw Mother go down the mountain.”

Mu Qingyan said nothing.

Mu Yan continued, “So I went to the Celestial Bird Dwelling on the mountaintop. Big Gold is still there, but Little Gold is missing. Mother must have left riding Little Gold.”

Mu Qingyan remained silent.

Little Mu Yan finally grew anxious: “Are you worried about Mother or not? Why aren’t you asking anything?”

Mu Qingyan shot his son a look: “If she relied only on walking, your mother could barely make it to the small towns outside the Vast Sea Mountain Range in three or four days. Even with a swift horse, she could only reach Hanging Sky Nunnery for a vegetarian meal. Since she said she could return in three or four days, she must have taken the Golden-Winged Roc—it’s obvious. Why ask around? Hmph, ignorant child.”

Little Mu Yan rarely had his intelligence crushed, his small face flushing slightly. “Since Father knows everything, why were you feeling around everywhere earlier, as if Mother would play hide-and-seek with us?”

Mu Qingyan shot his son another look: “Travel brings three parts danger. I just wanted to know what your mother took with her—medicine pouches, hidden weapons, clothing—whether she brought enough.”

Only then did Mu Yan understand, continuing to be mouthy: “Whether she brought enough or not, Mother has already left… So what should we do now?”

Mu Qingyan snorted: “What do you mean, what should we do? Your mother only got married and had a child—she’s not in prison. Why can’t she go out if she has business? You were just saying you’d grown up a few days ago. What’s wrong, can’t sleep at night without your mother?” After mocking his son, he swept his sleeves and departed with an air of nonchalance.

Three or four days it was—who lacked patience?

After ten years of marriage, he was no longer the gloomy youth of the past. If not omniscient, he was at least experienced and composed.

But what difficulty was Zhao Zhao facing, and whom had she gone to consult? What matter couldn’t she discuss with him?

All day long with sweet words, saying that from now on he would be her dearest and most beloved person. Sure enough, her nature remained unchanged—what she said and what she did were two different things. Her carefree nature persisted: one moment swearing eternal love and vowing never to part, the next moment heartlessly turning away without looking back.

No rush—he’d settle accounts when she returned.

Just three or four days—tomorrow morning it would be two and a half days.

After one cycle of sunrise and sunset, Mu Qingyan’s face remained calm, but he couldn’t sit still. He couldn’t help but ask You Guanyue to question Xing’er about what had been troubling Cai Zhao these past few days.

You Guanyue blurted out, “The Sect Master doesn’t know?…”

Though he didn’t finish speaking, his meaning was crystal clear—what loving couple doesn’t know what troubles their partner? It seemed some so-called loving couples had their relationships watered down!

Mu Qingyan restrained himself again and again to avoid beating You Guanyue’s organs halfway out.

Xing’er’s reply was simple: these past few days, Madam seemed to have something on her mind (obviously), showing no interest in watching plays or shopping, always sitting alone in contemplation. When asked, she refused to say.

On the second night, little Mu Yan couldn’t endure it anymore. He came running with his soft little pillow to Mu Qingyan’s inner chamber, saying he wanted to sleep in Cai Zhao’s spot on the bed—previously, Cai Zhao would coax him to sleep every night before returning to her room.

Mu Qingyan wasn’t a stepfather after all. Seeing his son’s little face topped with two dark circles under his eyes, he couldn’t bear to send him away.

Little Mu Yan hugged his mother’s fragrant pillow, taking several deep breaths and nuzzling it before quickly falling into peaceful sleep, as if he hadn’t slept well in a long time. In the middle of the night, Mu Qingyan sensed something amiss. Opening his eyes, he saw his son’s little hand firmly gripping his own robe’s front, his sleeping face serene and adorable.

His heart suddenly softened.

Perhaps even children with both parents and happy childhoods would fear the dark and fear loneliness.

After waiting painfully until the fourth day, Cai Zhao still hadn’t returned. Only a carrier pigeon arrived with a letter in Cai Zhao’s familiar handwriting: “The difficulty remains unresolved and will require more time before I can return. All is well, don’t worry.”

This time, both father and son’s faces darkened.

This note didn’t even mention when she would return. How could Mu Qingyan continue waiting? He immediately decided to find her, but Mu Yan blocked the doorway, demanding his father take him along.

“I can go and return quickly—how convenient. Taking you would be inconvenient,” Mu Qingyan frowned.

Mu Yan said urgently, “I’ll be obedient, I won’t cause trouble… Hmph, if Father won’t take me, I can go out myself. Elder You and the others can’t stop me!”

Biting his lip and tensing his little face, that stubborn expression was just like Cai Zhao’s.

Though Mu Yan was young, he had been trained since childhood to be agile and quick-witted, with plenty of clever tricks. You Guanyue and the others might not be able to control him. Remembering Cai Zhao’s instruction to watch over their son, Mu Qingyan had no choice but to agree.

The carrier pigeon had come from Hanging Sky Nunnery. Father and son quickly packed their traveling bags and immediately mounted another Golden-Winged Roc, racing away.

Traveling day and night, Sect Master Mu inevitably had to serve the little master’s needs—eating, drinking, resting, washing feet, and combing hair—acting as both father and nursemaid. The hardships were countless. Fortunately, their recent nights of sleeping together had provided some emergency bonding training, making the journey smooth.

Hidden Beauty Creek remained lush with vegetation, its mountains clear and waters beautiful, as if the massacre from ten years ago had never occurred.

The current abbess of Hanging Sky Nunnery was Master Xiumiao.

Round-faced and about forty years old, she had a pleasant smile and was the eldest among Master Jingyuan’s surviving disciples.

She invited father and son into the nunnery hall for hot tea. Along the mountain path, numerous nuns were busy with laughter—planting vegetables and fruits, gathering medicinal herbs, pounding and dyeing cloth. There was even a shelter with a huge iron pot where several nuns had rolled up their sleeves, sweating as they vigorously fried melon seeds, peanuts, and other items. Even the mountain breeze seemed tinged with fragrance.

Master Xiumiao wrapped some freshly roasted candied chestnuts in oil paper and smiled: “It doesn’t look like a martial arts sect anymore, does it? I hope the Sect Master and young master don’t find it amusing.”

Mu Qingyan offered a few polite remarks.

Little Mu Yan glanced at the various nuns’ movements and postures, mentally noting that they either had low cultivation or didn’t know martial arts at all.

Master Xiumiao said, “Since our master’s passing, Hanging Sky Nunnery’s martial talents have dwindled further. A few years ago, when Benefactor Cai brought us the carefully collected heart methods and martial arts manuals of our nunnery, she asked if we needed help teaching our young disciples martial arts. I declined.”

Little Mu Yan was puzzled.

He had begun cultivation since childhood. In his view, practicing martial arts was as natural as breathing or eating—it could help him escape his father’s discipline and act arrogantly outside. Why would anyone not want to learn martial arts?

Master Xiumiao smiled: “Our Hanging Sky Nunnery is different from the Six Sects of Beichen and your esteemed sect. Our founding master, Divine Nun Minghui, originally just wanted to provide shelter for helpless women who were bullied and had lost their support amid the bloody conflicts of the martial world.”

“Now that the world is peaceful and conflicts have ceased, women can marry and have children, engage in commerce or farming—they all have their places. Speaking of which, we should thank the Sect Master for his governance over these years. The area around the Vast Sea Mountain Range for several cities is now prosperous and stable. Fewer and fewer women come to the mountains seeking help. When all us old nuns pass away, the nunnery will simply close its doors.”

Mu Qingyan said, “Master is magnanimous.”

He had no interest in whether the nunnery opened or closed—he only wanted to inquire about Cai Zhao’s whereabouts.

Master Xiumiao seemed to understand and smiled: “Benefactor Cai came to our nunnery two days ago. She first paid respects at our master’s grave, then after the vegetarian meal, she sat in meditation all night in the stone chamber where the bandits once invaded. The next morning, she asked me, ‘Can unforgivable sins be forgiven?'”

Mu Qingyan was taken aback: “How did Master reply?”

Master Xiumiao said, “I said, ‘If they are unforgivable, how can they be forgiven?’ Benefactor Cai sighed, wrote a note, sent it via carrier pigeon, then mounted that Golden-Winged divine bird and left.”

Mu Yan asked urgently, “Father, what does Mother mean by this?”

Mu Qingyan was equally puzzled.

“That’s all she said? She didn’t mention where she was going?”

He pressed with repeated questions, but Master Xiumiao only shook her head. Finally, she thought for a moment: “Before leaving, Benefactor Cai took the thickest fur pouch from our nunnery’s stores, along with much dried food and two bags of strong liquor.”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes lit up.

Master Xiumiao smiled: “I suspect Benefactor Cai is going to an extremely distant and cold place.”

As Mu Qingyan was leaving, he was suddenly called back.

“Please give Benefactor Cai a message from me,” Master Xiumiao said. “I was too extreme before. ‘Buddha has compassionate virtue—even the unforgivable, if they have already atoned with their bodies, should be pardoned.'”

Mu Qingyan nodded slightly, picked up his son, and turned to leave.

Mu Yan asked repeatedly, “Father, you know where Mother went, don’t you? Don’t you? Don’t you?”

“I know. It should be Great Snow Mountain.”

Mu Qingyan’s cultivation was profound—he feared no harsh, bitter wind and snow. But the little master was different. He waved his hand to have the local helm master prepare thick fur coats, hats, little boots, and cold-resistant food and medicine before departing. This delayed them another half day, and he couldn’t help but spank his son’s little bottom twice.

Reaching the snowy peaks, the cold air entered his lungs, and the fierce battle from over ten years ago appeared vividly before his eyes.

With his extraordinarily strong sense of direction, Mu Qingyan efficiently found the snow hut near the mountaintop, surprisingly discovering it was empty inside. However, he did rouse the Snow Qilin Dragon Beast that was sleeping buried in the snow pile behind the hut.

Many years had passed since they’d last met. The ice and snow beast that had just hatched back then was now as large as half a small hut. It flapped its wings spanning several zhang and approached with thunderous steps that shook the snowy ground with each footfall.

Mu Qingyan skillfully lifted his son forward. Though little Mu Yan had heard stories of the Snow Qilin Dragon Beast since childhood and understood his father’s action, seeing the massive beast’s head sniffing around right in front of him still made him hold his breath in shock.

“Don’t be afraid, look at its forehead,” Mu Qingyan whispered in his son’s ear.

Mu Yan looked up and saw that the left horn on this mighty beast’s forehead was actually tied with a light red silk ribbon, knotted in a very familiar peach blossom knot.

“Mother has already been here?” Mu Yan was amazed.

Mu Qingyan nodded: “Look how fresh this ribbon is—it was probably tied just a few days ago.”

The Snow Qilin Dragon Beast sniffed Mu Yan for a moment, showing an expression that was both confused and rather dissatisfied. It let out two low roars that shook the accumulated snow from the nearby roof, then turned back to its massive snow pile behind the hut to continue sleeping. Before leaving, it heavily exhaled a breath mixed with ice crystals and bloody scent for father and son to smell.

Mu Yan was displeased: “Mother said it shares blood with Luoying Valley, so why is it so rude to me?”

Mu Qingyan suppressed a laugh: “Who told you to be a boy? Its ancestors were saved by Gu Qingkong, and for two hundred years, all its caretakers have been women. It probably just doesn’t like men.”

Mu Yan was dissatisfied and took out his delicate little handkerchief to wipe his small face: “So where do we look for Mother now?”

After brief consideration, Mu Qingyan carried his son down the mountain via another slope, quickly finding the old residence of Qian Xueshen’s family from years ago.

Unlike the desperate, dilapidated state of over ten years ago, a delicate two-courtyard dwelling had been rebuilt on the original site. The bricks and tiles were solid, the fence neat and tidy, the eaves beautiful, and the chimney was even emitting cooking smoke.

Hearing the commotion, four white-furred wolves nearly as tall as a person came prowling from behind the house, their emerald eyes gleaming with murderous light, saliva dripping from their fangs. They seemed ready to pounce and tear at any moment—clearly guarding their master’s home.

Little Mu Yan tensed, but these four white-furred wolves stopped several paces away upon seeing Mu Qingyan.

The four beasts sniffed the visitors’ scent with their large nostrils, pacing back and forth with their hooves and claws, but hesitating to approach—like mice encountering a cat, or students meeting their teacher. The four furry big heads huddled together as if consulting, then quickly fled.

Little Mu Yan was delighted: “They must have fled so quickly because they feared the Cai family bloodline in me.”

Mu Qingyan looked toward where the four beasts had run, muttering quietly: “They’ve all grown up. Hmph, at least their memory serves them well.”

These four emerald-eyed white-furred wolves were the four orphaned cubs from years ago.

When they were born, they immediately lost their parents—helpless as little puppies. Mu Qingyan had stuffed them in leather pouches, grabbing their necks and throwing them around, once threatening to eat them or abandon them. That terror was obviously unforgotten.

“Father, let’s quickly knock on the door.” Little Mu Yan was eager to find his mother.

Mu Qingyan gathered his energy slightly, concentrating his voice into a focused line, and shouted: “Qian Xueshen, come out quickly, or I’ll tear down your doghouse!”

To Mu Yan’s ears, this was just normal volume, but the voice actually shot like a sharp arrow straight into the house, making the ears of those inside ring. Soon, a white-faced middle-aged man in his thirties opened the door, smiling wryly as he bowed to Mu Qingyan: “Greetings, Sect Master Mu.”

Looking down, he saw the boy in Mu Qingyan’s arms and smiled again: “Oh my, isn’t this the most beloved treasure of Lady Cai, little Master Mu? Truly adorable as jade and snow!”

Little Mu Yan had been coldly maintaining his small face, but he really loved hearing such words. He smiled: “Do you know my mother? Has my mother mentioned me?”

Qian Xueshen smiled obsequiously: “Of course. Your mother showed me life-saving grace and the virtue of rebirth. Back then…”

Mu Qingyan swept his long sleeve, and in the passing gust, five fence panels two zhang away cracked and shattered to the ground.

Qian Xueshen: …

Mu Yan: …

Mu Qingyan: “Go ahead and waste time chattering. See how many blows your doghouse can withstand.”

“After all these years, Sect Master Mu’s temper hasn’t changed at all,” Qian Xueshen said helplessly, respectfully inviting father and son into the residence.

The interior was warm with firelight and filled with the fragrant aroma of simmering soup. Mu Qingyan was unsurprised to see the Snow Maiden in plain blue clothing. After more than ten years, she appeared unchanged, only wearing a simple married woman’s hair knot at the back of her head.

Mu Qingyan snorted: “I knew it.” A man and woman alone together, affection growing over time—this ending was more cliché than market storybooks.

Qian Xueshen coughed repeatedly: “Cough, cough, this… that… we’re married.”

Mu Qingyan spoke mockingly: “Weren’t you two supposedly dead-hearted and beyond all worldly desires? How did you suddenly get married?”

Qian Xueshen felt embarrassed, but the Snow Maiden spoke matter-of-factly: “We married nine years ago.”

Mu Qingyan calculated: “So you married after just three years. If so, why did you put on that resolute act of despising everything worldly? Zhao Zhao felt sorry for you for quite a while.”

Qian Xueshen coughed: “Cough, cough, it wasn’t really… wasn’t acting back then…”

The Snow Maiden was very calm, saying seriously: “I didn’t lie. I still dislike everything worldly. But I like Little Tree, and I want to be husband and wife with him.”

“A’xue!” Qian Xueshen turned to look at her, his face glowing with emotion and joy in his eyes.

Mu Qingyan: …

Little Mu Yan’s head turned back and forth, amazed to discover that his father was actually struck speechless.

The Snow Maiden thought for a moment and added: “We’ve lived well these years, happy every single day. I’ve never been this joyful since I was born. Even if we become estranged in the future and he grows tired of me, I won’t regret it.”

“A’xue…” Qian Xueshen was helpless, both exasperated and amused.

Mu Qingyan grew impatient: “Stop the nonsense. Tell me where Zhao Zhao went.”

Qian Xueshen looked up, surprised: “She returned to Luoying Valley. Doesn’t the Sect Master know?”

Hearing it was Luoying Valley, Mu Qingyan’s heart settled.

The Snow Maiden called out: “Since we have guests from afar, the bear paw stew is just ready. Let’s eat together. Little Tree, help me serve the food.”

The small round dining table was covered with a light green cloth embroidered with small yellow flowers, and there were several waddling little ducks embroidered on it—quite warm and lovely. On the other side, the low bookshelf held various miscellaneous travel records and strange tales, along with children’s rattles and bell rings. At the top sat a round, plump ceramic vase with several winter plum blossoms, reflecting the firelight—this small family’s happiness and contentment was practically overflowing.

Mu Qingyan sat down holding his son, thoroughly displeased.

He most disliked seeing happy couples showing affection, especially now when he was wandering thousands of miles in wind and rain searching for his wife while others were reunited and sweet. He endured and endured, waiting until his son’s belly was round with food before opening his mouth to inquire about Cai Zhao’s purpose.

He still had to try to appear nonchalant. His wife was just in a hurry to leave without explaining clearly—it wasn’t that their marital relationship was poor, absolutely not!

Qian Xueshen said: “Lady Cai has always been open-hearted, but this visit I found her heavy with worry.” An old friend unseen for over ten years should have been laughing and chatting, but Cai Zhao had kept her brow furrowed the entire time.

“When we asked, she wouldn’t say.” Qian Xueshen continued, “She only chatted about family matters with us, then asked if we had now let go of our bloody vendetta from years past.”

Mu Qingyan raised an eyebrow: “So have you let go?”

“Of course I have.” Qian Xueshen smiled, “Saving lives and helping others is the right thing to do. My family wasn’t wrong to save people back then—we just encountered heartless scoundrels. Those few beasts from over ten years ago each died more miserably than the last, each suffered more torment than the next. Even now, thinking of it makes me feel satisfied. With great revenge achieved, of course I’ve let go!”

He glanced at his wife and said quietly, “Moreover, I think my parents and uncle and aunt in heaven would also want me to forget hatred, find someone I love, and live each remaining day well.”

Mu Qingyan listened with tooth-aching disgust, shifting his gaze to the Snow Maiden.

The Snow Maiden said: “I haven’t completely let go.”

“A’xue?” Qian Xueshen was surprised.

The Snow Maiden said: “I just remembered yesterday—Master had an old book about charms and spirits. Little Tree, let’s set up a ritual formation and draw some charms to pray that my father never achieves rebirth. Even if he is reborn, let it be in the animal realm, enslaved and laboring for generations—then I’ll let go.”

How ruthless!

The other three people and six eyes in the room all looked at her.

“Nothing much. A beast like my father doesn’t deserve to be human again,” the Snow Maiden said flatly. “Does Sect Master Mu think my actions are improper?” This wasn’t a rhetorical question or provocation, but a sincere request for guidance.

“…There’s nothing improper about it. It’s quite good,” Mu Qingyan suddenly felt a dull toothache. “Particularly good.”

Little Mu Yan had truly opened his eyes—there were indeed many extraordinary people in this world. When it came to the ruthlessness of revenge, even his father would have to rank second.

Finally, Mu Qingyan asked, “Why did Zhao Zhao return to Luoying Valley?”

The Snow Maiden said, “Lady Cai originally hadn’t decided where to go. We couple asked her to deliver a message to Luoying Valley. After thinking it over, she said returning to her old home would be good too.”

“What message did you ask Mother to deliver?” Little Mu Yan quickly asked.

Qian Xueshen became bashful again, “Well… the child has grown up and wants to see the outside world…”

“Oh, you two had a child,” Mu Qingyan said expressionlessly.

Qian Xueshen was both proud and embarrassed, “It’s a girl, almost nine years old, clever and lovable…”

“Oh, you had one right after getting married,” Mu Qingyan noted.

Qian Xueshen’s face grew even redder, “We didn’t plan it originally, but back then we didn’t understand…”

Actually, martial artists who didn’t want children had plenty of ways to avoid it. In extreme cases, they could even follow the example of Taoist and Buddhist practitioners—men could sever the white dragon, women could cut the red dragon. But he and the Snow Maiden had grown up in unusual environments and didn’t understand many simple principles. Only after creating a life did they hurriedly consult piles of books.

Little Mu Yan glanced at the children’s toys on the bookshelf, thinking to himself that his father had obviously noticed early on and was deliberately bullying Qian Xueshen. Hmph, just mean-spirited.

Qian Xueshen had always been defeated by Mu Qingyan’s sharp tongue, so the Snow Maiden had to answer for him—

The deep mountains were lonely and the snowy peaks silent. They couple were accustomed to living there, but children were naturally curious and filled with longing for the mortal world below. The couple were both worried and afraid. They themselves were unwilling to enter crowds, but letting their daughter go down the mountain alone was absolutely impossible.

Just as they were fretting, Cai Pingchun and his wife actually climbed up to the snowy peaks.

“Father-in-law and mother-in-law?” Mu Qingyan was slightly surprised.

The Snow Maiden said, “Valley Master Cai and his wife have been traveling everywhere these years. A few months ago, they happened to pass through here. Lady Ning wanted to see what the Snow Qilin Dragon Beast looked like, so Valley Master Cai brought his wife up the mountain.”

Mu Qingyan sorted through his thoughts and understood everything. “So you two entrusted your daughter to father-in-law and mother-in-law? That makes sense. Luoying Valley is lively and interesting, and with the Cai family’s protection, your daughter should be safe and sound.”

Qian Xueshen’s eyes were full of longing, “Bing’er has been away for several months. I wonder if she misses home.”

The Snow Maiden said, “If she missed home, Luoying Valley would naturally send someone to bring her back. Several months without any news—the little girl is probably too happy to think of returning.”

Qian Xueshen sighed and looked hopefully at Mu Qingyan, “Lady Cai left in a hurry and only brought an oral message. Since Sect Master Mu is also going to Luoying Valley, could you help carry some mountain goods and dried meat? They’re not heavy—all rare treasures unique to the snowy peaks…”

Mu Qingyan’s eyes flashed coldly—you little brat have grown tired of living, actually daring to order me to deliver things to your daughter.

“Actually, our Bing’er got tired of eating them long ago. It’s Valley Master Cai and his wife who like them,” Qian Xueshen added quietly. “When a child lives in someone else’s home, she can’t be completely impolite.”

“…” Mu Qingyan’s expression wasn’t good, “Bring them along.”

Father and son didn’t want to delay further and were about to depart.

When leaving, they saw a large pile of game meat at the door—pheasants with long tail feathers, plump roe deer, beautiful snow ferrets and pearl deer… Each had clear bite marks on their necks, apparently freshly hunted from the snow forest.

The four white-furred wolves that had fled earlier had returned, hiding far behind the fence, cautiously poking out their four huge heads to peek.

Qian Xueshen smiled, “This is a thank-you gift from the four of them.” Though they had suffered quite a bit of bullying, they hadn’t forgotten someone’s life-saving grace.

Mu Qingyan showed a hint of a smile.

The Snow Maiden went to pack the mountain goods and dried meat, while Qian Xueshen still chattered behind him, “It’s a pity Sect Master Mu is leaving urgently this time. Such a heavy pile of meat would be impossible to carry. How about…”

Mu Qingyan glared him back, “Pack everything up and send it down the mountain. The local branch will collect it. If even one piece is missing, I’ll skin you alive!”

Qian Xueshen immediately shrank back his neck.

Knowing that Cai Zhao had returned to Luoying Valley, father and son were no longer anxious.

Thinking they couldn’t visit father-in-law empty-handed, Sect Master Mu held his son while traveling and sent carrier pigeons to the branch closest to Luoying Valley to prepare a comprehensive grand gift. Before entering Luoying Valley, he dressed both himself and his son to look spirited and impressive.

Little Mu Yan looked at his own exquisite new clothes, precious pearl-inlaid little boots, and purple jade crown, coming to a conclusion that wasn’t very face-saving, “Father, do grandfather and grandmother still dislike you?”

Mu Qingyan glanced sideways, “Do you know what kind of people die early in the martial world?”

“People with poor martial skills?”

“Wrong! People who think they’re clever.”

After eight fat, strong oxen pulling four gift carriages decorated in red entered Luoying Valley with great fanfare, father and son learned from playing children that Cai Pingchun and his wife had already left again, leaving only Cai Xiaohan to watch over the valley.

Great, another wasted trip.

Little Mu Yan said, “Father, you can stop smiling now. Give your cheeks a rest.”

Since entering Luoying Valley, his father had been all smiles, not only greeting everyone but also chatting about business from time to time. If he joined a theater troupe and wasn’t made the lead actor, the audience wouldn’t stand for it!

Mu Qingyan carried his son with a dark face, striding into the valley to find his brother-in-law in a wooden house full of crawling kittens and puppies, working on woodcraft.

Cai Xiaohan was seventeen this year, slender in build, fair and handsome, very much like Ning Xiaofeng. When he smiled, dimples bloomed on both cheeks. As long as he didn’t speak, he was a first-rate beautiful young man in the martial world.

Unfortunately, he had a mouth.

“Brother-in-law and little Yan are here! I just stewed a pot of pickled pork and bamboo shoots, plus crispy fried carp and red bean glutinous rice balls. Want some? Oh, and we can pick greens on the mountain recently—if you want green pancakes, I’ll make them fresh for you.”

“Of course you have to ask about food first when meeting someone. Why are you glaring at me, brother-in-law? By the way, what are you here for?”

“Father and Mother? They left half a month ago. Said they wanted to go to sea while they still had strength, to see the flying bat fish in the South Sea. Brother-in-law, have you seen bat fish? Do they really fly? I told Father and Mother to catch a few to bring back and see if we could raise them in Luoying Valley.”

“Oh, so you came looking for Sister! You should have said so earlier. If you didn’t tell me, how would I know? If you’d asked earlier, I would have answered earlier.”

“Sister did come, but knowing Father and Mother weren’t here, she stayed one night and left again. Look, just two days ago.”

Mu Qingyan’s face gradually turned iron-blue, cold air randomly emanating from his body. The little cats and dogs on the ground instinctively retreated to huddle in the corner with their heads buried, only showing round little bottoms. Only the oblivious Young Valley Master Cai continued chattering endlessly.

“I asked her what she came for, but she wouldn’t say. Asked where she was going, still wouldn’t say. I asked if she wanted fresh bamboo shoot soup, and she called me an idiot. I told her to take some glutinous rice balls before leaving, and she said I only grew in height but not in brains.”

“Anyway, Sister was quite bad-tempered this trip. Brother-in-law, did you make her angry again? Hmm, Sister didn’t say nothing though, but I didn’t really understand. Probably nothing important…”

Little Mu Yan couldn’t stand it anymore. He took two steps forward with his short legs in a wide stance, crossed his little arms at his waist, “Mother doesn’t come home every day—she only returns to Luoying Valley once every couple of years, and this time she came alone in such a hurry. How could it be ‘nothing important’?! Even if Little Uncle couldn’t find out Mother’s troubles, he should have made her stay a few more days!”

Though they were uncle and nephew by generation, Cai Xiaohan had never put on airs and was still quite childlike, so uncle and nephew had always been casual with each other.

Cai Xiaohan was stunned by this scolding, when a soft, thin girl’s voice came from the corner, “Sister Zhao Zhao came back this time because she had something to ask her parents, but unfortunately both the Valley Master and Valley Master’s wife were away.”

Only then did father and son notice there was another person in the room.

The warm sunlight of the valley streamed into the room, and the little girl’s skin was so fair it seemed transparent. Her calm expression resembled the Snow Maiden, but her features were more like Qian Xueshen’s—delicate and peaceful, with naturally curved eyebrows, just lacking some color in her complexion. Her figure was overly slender and small, only the size of a six or seven-year-old girl.

While the brother-in-law and little uncle had been chatting aimlessly, she had been quietly holding a little white rabbit in the corner, shelling beans. She would shell one bean, and the little rabbit would eat one.

Mu Qingyan was startled, “You’re Qian Xueshen’s daughter?”

Before the little girl could speak, Young Valley Master Cai cheerfully said, “Right! Her name is Bing’er. Father and Mother left Steward Mama and Grandmother Tangbao to look after her. Now I teach her reading, writing, and painting every day. The child is so well-behaved!”

Mu Qingyan frowned, “You teach her?”

Hearing his brother-in-law’s disbelief, Cai Xiaohan got angry, “What can’t I teach her? Woodworking, blacksmithing, fishing, cooking, astronomy, medicine, planting flowers and trees, translating Buddhist scriptures, fortune-telling… I know everything! Whatever she wants to learn, I can teach.”

Little Mu Yan was somewhat surprised, “Little Uncle knows so much.”

Mu Qingyan suppressed a laugh, “That’s quite a lot indeed.” The siblings were exactly the same in their carefree, casual nature. Without another Cai Pingshu pressuring him to practice martial arts, he naturally changed trades every so often. Over time, he had indeed learned many skills.

He turned his head, “What else?”

Tao Bing stood up and answered, “The night Sister Zhao arrived, it was already late, so she rested here. When I brought her a late-night snack, I saw her writing and drawing at the desk, very troubled, not sleeping even though it was very late.”

Mu Qingyan said, “Take me to see.”

Tao Bing stood up, and the cats and dogs on the ground followed out. As she led the way, Mu Qingyan noticed her steps were light and her breathing even. Among the randomly scurrying kittens and puppies, she lightly touched her toes without bumping into any of the furry balls.

This was Luoying Valley’s lightness skill technique.

He lagged a few steps behind and turned to his brother-in-law, “You taught her martial arts?”

Cai Xiaohan almost bumped into his brother-in-law’s back, “Yes, I taught her a little.”

Mu Qingyan frowned, “You yourself practice martial arts three days fishing, two days drying nets. How can you teach others without ruining them?”

Cai Xiaohan hurriedly said, “Initially, Father taught her breathing exercises, then found some beginner technique books for her to study herself. I just helped watch.”

He smiled again, “Brother-in-law, you can see Bing’er has good aptitude too, right? Father only taught her for three days before saying her bone structure and natural gifts were even stronger than Sister’s. I wonder if she’ll catch up to Aunt in the future.”

Mu Qingyan remained noncommittal.

Cai Pingshu’s achievements came not only from exceptional talent but also from diligent cultivation after losing her parents, extensive travels in her youth, and repeated fortunate encounters that greatly increased her cultivation.

He said indifferently, “Everyone has their own fate.”

Quickly catching up to Tao Bing and Mu Yan, Mu Qingyan noticed the little girl’s skirt hem had peculiar embroidery—two round fat dogs fighting over a meat bone. Setting aside the subject matter, the needlework was exquisite and lifelike.

He frowned again, “When did you learn embroidery?”

“Brother-in-law has good taste!” Cai Xiaohan was quite proud, “Not bad embroidery, right? Two years ago I found a book called ‘Flower-Threading Needle Manual’ in Aunt’s collection. I taught myself from the book.”

Mu Qingyan said, “You’re at least the Young Valley Master of Luoying Valley. Learning random things before was one thing, but now you’re even embroidering?”

Cai Xiaohan didn’t care, “It doesn’t matter. Mother says I’m clever with my hands, like grandfather.” He patted his nephew’s little head, “Stay a few more days this trip, and Little Uncle will make you new clothes with a big tiger embroidered on them, okay?”

“No.” Mu Yan pushed away the hand on his head, pointing at Tao Bing’s skirt hem, “What’s this? The embroidery isn’t even as good as my moth…”

Mu Qingyan’s large palm pressed down, covering his son’s face in time.

…And mouth.

The group arrived at Cai Zhao’s house in the valley, and Tao Bing took out a thick stack of papers from under the inkstone on the desk.

Mu Qingyan took them to look through—they were actually portrait sketches of real people, just a few strokes with simple line outlines, but quite vivid and lifelike.

Cai Pingchun with his hands behind his back, the mischievous and smiling Ning Xiaofeng, bent-backed Peach Lady holding a broom, the worried Shaomai steward calculating accounts, Grandmother Tangbao, and also Cai Xiaohan, Tao Bing, Furong, Feicui… all people from Luoying Valley.

Mu Qingyan asked again, “She left the next morning?”

Tao Bing said in her childish voice that it wasn’t so, “The second day at dawn, she first went to pay respects to Hero Cai Pingshu, then returned to the old residence in town, sat in Hero Cai’s room for the time it takes to drink a few cups of tea, then left.”

Mu Qingyan sat down.

Cai Xiaohan pulled up the two children by the hand, “Let him think properly. Let’s go out and play.”

Mu Yan walked while pouting, “What’s fun about it?”

Cai Xiaohan smiled, “The town is lively today! At the east end, Old Li’s family who sells gold items is marrying off a daughter-in-law, and at the west end, the town chief is presiding over a family division. Shall I take you to see?”

Mu Yan was a child after all and asked curiously, “I’ve never seen a family division. I heard in storybooks that even brothers and sisters will air all sorts of dirty laundry when fighting over family property. How interesting!”

“Then let’s go to the west end.”

Tao Bing looked up, her voice childish, “Let’s go see the wedding instead. The old town chief is decent enough, but his son isn’t good—he always makes fun of Brother Xiaohan.”

“What?” Mu Yan was shocked.

Tao Bing said, “He’s so annoying. Always saying he and Brother Xiaohan were born into the wrong families. He’s so smart and talented that if he had the chance to study martial arts, he could surely become a great hero.”

Mu Yan snorted, “Then why doesn’t he leave the valley to find a master? If grandfather wrote a recommendation letter, any righteous sect in the martial world would be willing to accept him.”

Luoying Valley was the only sect among the Six Sects of Beichen that didn’t recruit outside disciples. They either only taught their own descendants or directly adopted children to raise as their own. Teaching classes was too troublesome.

The little girl’s nose twitched lightly, “He’s the town chief’s late-born son. He says the chief can’t bear to have his youngest son leave home, and he wants to stay and be filial to his old father.”

Mu Yan’s little face turned cold, “Hmph, what an ambitious son of the town chief! Ill-mannered thing. Wait till I break his bones one by one—let’s see if he still dares talk nonsense!” Little Uncle might be useless, but he absolutely wouldn’t allow outsiders to say half a word against him.

Cai Xiaohan scratched his head, “Don’t, don’t. We grew up playing in mud together. He just has a sharp tongue, nothing serious. Bing’er is right—let’s go see the wedding instead.”

Tao Bing sighed, “Brother Xiaohan is too kind. The town is peaceful and harmonious, with no bullies or extortion—all because of Luoying Valley’s protection. Sigh, let’s just listen to Brother Xiaohan and go see the wedding.”

Mu Yan said, “Hmph, why should we avoid him! Let’s go see the family division, go see the family division! I want to see who dares be rude! Anyone who dares look at Little Uncle wrong, I’ll gouge out their eyeballs.”

Tao Bing’s mouth corners showed tiny rice-grain-sized dimples. She quickly lowered her head and said softly, “With Young Master Mu here, watching the family division is fine too. A small lesson would be good.” Though her tone was childish and gentle, her underlying meaning was quite approving.

“Oh my, why are you two little kids talking about fighting and killing?” Cai Xiaohan had a terrible headache, “Forget it, let’s not go anywhere. Let’s go back and continue building nests for the kittens and puppies.”

Mu Yan and Tao Bing exchanged glances, then looked away.

Though the two children were meeting for the first time and had only exchanged a few words, they seemed to have a telepathic understanding of each other’s intentions.

Mu Yan smiled fakely, “So Little Uncle was building cat and dog houses earlier—they look like little houses.”

Tao Bing also showed a cute smile, “Yes, Young Master has good eyes. It’s just like a three-courtyard residence.”

Seeing the two children had abandoned their bad intentions, Cai Xiaohan happily pulled them back to the woodworking room, “I’ve prepared gold-sprinkled red paper. You two help me cut it into small strips and write things like ‘May you have surplus every year,’ then paste them on as little couplets. Oh, shall we steam green pancakes dipped in sugar later…”

After long contemplation with no results, Mu Qingyan didn’t care whether it was late or not and simply followed Cai Zhao’s trail for a walk.

First, he stood at Cai Pingshu’s grave for half an hour, bowed three times, then looked left and right without discovering any clues. Then he went to the old residence in town, familiarly slipping into the boudoir where Cai Zhao had lived since childhood, still finding nothing. Finally, he entered Cai Pingshu’s former residence.

It wasn’t that respect for Cai Pingshu made Mu Qingyan hesitant about this room, but if Cai Zhao knew he had rummaged around in her aunt’s room, she would surely lose her temper with him later.

After carefully examining everything, Mu Qingyan finally discovered that a book in the bedside shelf seemed to have been moved. He reached out to take it, opened it, and found two pieces of paper inside.

The first showed a portrait of Cai Pingshu—Cai Zhao’s imagined image of her aunt in her spirited youth, with twin hair buns and martial attire, a warm smile, and the Blazing Sun Blade dancing high.

The second was of another woman.

After a moment, Mu Qingyan recognized this woman’s identity, thanks to the weapon in the portrait—the Wind-Thunder Mother-Child Axes.

Yang Xiaolan?

She was the only person in this stack of portraits who wasn’t from Luoying Valley.

However, she was also someone whose advice Cai Zhao would be willing to hear.

Siqi Gate wasn’t far from Luoying Valley—riding the Golden-Winged Roc would take only most of a day.

This time Mu Qingyan learned his lesson and had Steward Shaomai first send a carrier pigeon to Siqi Gate with a message, informing Gate Master Yang Xiaolan that he would visit tomorrow. If Cai Zhao was currently at Siqi Gate, she must keep her there.

Father and son set out early the next morning.

Well-fed little baby Mu Yan had pink, tender cheeks, sitting on the giant roc bird, beaming with joy in the warm wind, “Bing’er praised me for being righteous, magnanimous, and daring to think and act. We got along quite well.”

Mu Qingyan glanced at his son, “What did you and Bing’er sneak out to do last night?”

Mu Yan’s little face was smug, “Hahaha, nothing much. Just upheld some justice.”

“Speak plainly.”

Mu Yan had to explain, “The town chief’s youngest son relied on having played with Little Uncle in childhood and spoke without proper respect. Sometimes saying Little Uncle’s cultivation was weak and he didn’t know if he could protect Luoying Valley in the future; sometimes saying Little Uncle was too soft-natured and lacked the dignity of a valley master; then saying his own talent was high but he lacked opportunities to learn martial arts; finally saying he had no selfish motives and was thinking of Luoying Valley’s long-term plans. Anyway, the Cai family has always been indifferent to fame, so why not give the valley master position to someone capable.”

Mu Qingyan frowned slightly, “What a scoundrel, so disrespectful.”

Mu Yan mumbled, “Exactly! Little Uncle is good-tempered and never minds this. Grandfather and grandmother have been away so much these years, they probably don’t even know.”

“So you and Bing’er went out to deal with that kid last night?”

“Of course!” Mu Yan was very proud, “I used medicine to attract a bunch of tiny snakes, insects, rats, and ants—don’t worry, Father, they were all non-poisonous—and put them with that kid in a big jar, only leaving his head exposed. Hahaha… that kid howled like a ghost. I told him to remember that though the Cai family is benevolent and doesn’t bother with him, the Mu family isn’t vegetarian! If he dares be disrespectful again, I’ll definitely take his life!”

Mu Qingyan asked, “This was your idea?”

“Uh, more or less. I originally wanted that guy to lose some flesh, but Bing’er said if he really lost arms or legs, Little Uncle would be sad. It would be best to cause physical suffering without obvious injuries, so I thought of this method recorded in the Punishment Hall’s monthly records.”

Two hundred years of being called an evil cult wasn’t for nothing—the Li Sect’s Punishment Hall had a rich and colorful variety of sinister tricks.

The operation details were as follows: the victim’s neck and above were exposed outside the jar. To prevent insects and ants from gnawing and burrowing into his lower body, he had to use both hands to firmly protect his front and back vital areas, making it impossible to drive away insects and ants gnawing at other parts of his body. As long as the insects and ants in the jar were non-poisonous and the snakes and rats were small with few teeth, it would only cause suffering without serious injury or death—quite a safe punishment.

Mu Qingyan said nothing, just quietly looked at his son.

Mu Yan felt uneasy under his gaze, “Father, did I do something wrong?”

Mu Qingyan turned to look ahead, “The town chief’s family can no longer stay in Luoying Valley. Either eliminate them or get them out of the valley. Go to Elder Hu for punishment when you return.”

“Ah?”

“Your actions were sloppy and left hidden dangers, yet you’re pleased with yourself. If your Little Uncle gets implicated because of you, let’s see how you’ll face your mother.”

“Ah!”

Mu Qingyan looked at his son, “Comfortable days for too long will breed presumptuous fools who don’t know their place. Your grandfather and grandmother are shrewd and capable people, but unfortunately, they’ve been away from the valley for so long that they’ve neglected supervision.”

Mu Yan said urgently, “So I taught that kid a lesson!”

Mu Qingyan said, “Luoying Valley has been peaceful for years. The reclusive martial artists can live quietly, and the original valley and town residents can work and multiply. Those with conscience know to be grateful for the Cai family’s protection. The town chief’s son didn’t just misspeak occasionally—he repeatedly made wild statements, showing he’s not a good person.”

“The town chief knew about this but never properly disciplined his son. Either he’s careless or incompetent.”

“Originally, your Little Uncle is magnanimous and kind, suffering some verbal losses. With the trusted subordinates your grandparents left watching over important matters, nothing major would happen.”

“But you severely humiliated them without eliminating the root. What if the town chief’s family harbors secret resentment? They wouldn’t dare settle accounts with the Mu family, but they could quietly scheme against your Little Uncle who’s right under their noses.”

“Your Little Uncle is simple-natured. If he’s careless and falls into a trap, what then? Bing’er has lived long on the snowy peaks—she doesn’t understand this principle, but don’t you?”

Cold sweat appeared on little Mu Yan’s forehead as fear arose.

Since childhood, he feared nothing except harming his loved ones.

Mu Qingyan withdrew his gaze, “When we land, I’ll send a message to You Guanyue to arrange things. Luoying Valley has been peaceful for decades—better not to hurt feelings. Just get them out.”

“As for you, remember this lesson.”

Arriving at Siqi Gate, father and son found things had gone from bad to worse—they’d hit completely empty.

Not only had Cai Zhao already left, but Yang Xiaolan wasn’t there either.

Receiving father and son was Yang Xiaolan’s daughter, Yang Baozhu—yes, Yang Xiaolan had given birth to a daughter but had never married.

Back then, Yang Xiaolan killing her own father had already shocked the martial world. Afterward, she single-handedly fought her way back to Siqi Gate, demanding to take over as gate master. The gate elders naturally firmly refused.

Yang Xiaolan was also straightforward—whoever disagreed, she challenged. She fought and killed them one by one. When the opponents couldn’t win openly, they resorted to underhanded methods. Various sneaky tricks emerged, and Yang Xiaolan truly suffered quite a bit.

The most dangerous time, she was severely poisoned and heavily injured, fleeing Siqi Gate alone. After more than a month of recovery, she killed her way back and directly bloodbathed Siqi Gate.

Afterward, she personally established twelve new gate rules, re-recruiting disciples. She didn’t require family background, bloodline, or talent—only good character and uprightness. If they saw injustice on the road, they must dare to draw their swords to help. If they saw demons descending, they must dare to sacrifice themselves for righteousness.

A few months later, Yang Xiaolan’s belly swelled, and she openly declared she was pregnant.

No marriage, no husband.

All sorts of nasty things were said at the time, but her iron-fisted methods had already shaken the world. Naturally, no one dared say anything to her face, only whispering in dark corners. But these things could no longer hurt her.

Nine-year-old Yang Baozhu had thick eyebrows and big eyes, fair skin, and was tall for her age. She spoke and acted quite methodically.

She opened all sixteen main hall doors, properly receiving father and son. The hall was set with a welcoming feast according to protocol—eight precious and eight rare dishes, sixteen cold and hot delicacies, plus three types of wine, with two long rows of servants and maids standing respectfully on both sides, bowing to greet father and son.

Little Mu Yan was rarely uncomfortable, “…Sister Yang, we actually could have entered through the side door.”

Two hundred years of enmity wasn’t easily brushed aside. Though the Six Sects of Beichen and the Li Sect were no longer enemies, who knew what the future held? It was better to be cautious when meeting and conducting business.

That’s why Mu Qingyan had sent a carrier pigeon message in advance—to let Yang Xiaolan prepare.

Yang Baozhu bowed with cupped fists, respectfully performing junior etiquette, then smiled cheerfully, “Mother has said that Aunt Zhao Zhao showed her great kindness. Now that times are peaceful, it seems this debt can hardly be repaid in this lifetime. Now that Aunt’s loved ones have come, this modest hospitality is nothing. I only fear neglecting honored guests.”

Mu Qingyan rarely felt no sarcastic impulse, carrying his son to take seats according to protocol.

Since others treated him with courtesy, he couldn’t very well give a little girl the cold shoulder.

Yang Baozhu said, “Aunt Zhao Zhao came two days ago and spoke privately with Mother in the inner room for a while. She didn’t even stay for a meal before hurriedly leaving.”

“I don’t know what Aunt and Mother discussed, but after Aunt left, Mother shut herself in her room for half a day, then suddenly said she wanted to pay respects to Grandfather and left too.”

“Though Aunt Zhao Zhao left in haste, she told Mother her destination. I was fortunate to overhear.”

Little Mu Yan had already given up hope, but hearing this, his spirits lifted. He quickly asked, “Where did Mother go?”

“She went to Guangtian Gate to meet with Uncle Song.”

This time Mu Qingyan dared not delay any longer. He cupped his hands toward the table of fine wine and delicacies, asked Yang Baozhu to help send a carrier pigeon to Guangtian Gate, then bid farewell and set off.

Sitting on the roc’s back, Mu Yan gnawed on a duck leg while mumbling indistinctly, “…That Sister Yang… why do I feel she looks familiar… like I’ve seen her somewhere… how strange, I shouldn’t have met her before.”

“Fool.” Mu Qingyan patted his son’s head, “Look at which uncle in our sect she resembles.”

Mu Yan was startled, his mind rapidly searching through faces, “Ah! She looks like Uncle Shangguan! Huh? Do the Yang family and Elder Shangguan’s family have relatives? Why is that?”

“Shut up. Don’t go around talking about this outside,” Mu Qingyan said. “If you want to know the details, ask your mother later.” Even if Zhao Zhao didn’t know originally, seeing Yang Baozhu’s appearance this time would certainly make her understand.

Thus, the mystery from nine years ago was finally resolved.

The day after Mu Qingyan and Cai Zhao’s wedding, Shangguan Haonan, with his green cloud-covered head, had hurriedly fled.

This flight lasted several months. When he returned, he was gravely poisoned and barely alive.

It was called strange poison not because the toxicity was rare or difficult to cure, but because Shangguan Haonan hadn’t been poisoned directly—rather, he had transferred it from someone else. He had used his own cultivation to probe another’s meridians and actively absorbed the poison from that person.

This was a very dangerous method of poison removal with many limitations.

You Guanyue repeatedly asked the ghost doctor Lin Shu if he had made a mistake—knowing him for so long, he had never discovered Shangguan Haonan had such a Bodhisattva heart. Lin Shu insisted it was definitely voluntary poison transfer.

You Guanyue had to turn and ask Shangguan Haonan, but he refused to reveal the truth even unto death. When pressed urgently, he almost drew his blade to fight You Guanyue.

The matter was left unresolved.

More than half a year later, news came from branch masters that the new Gate Master of Siqi Gate, Yang Xiaolan, was pregnant out of wedlock and had just given birth to a daughter.

This news spread like wildfire throughout the martial world. At the time, everyone in the Vast Sea Mountain Range was watching the spectacle, except for two people.

One was Cai Zhao, completely bewildered, unable to imagine that a shy, quiet girl like Yang Xiaolan would do such a thing.

The other was Shangguan Haonan. According to the servants who attended him, when he heard the news, his expression became strange, his soul seemed to leave his body, and he stumbled while walking.

At that time and place, no one would connect Shangguan Haonan and Yang Xiaolan, two people who couldn’t be more unrelated.

So You Guanyue relied on “common sense” to speculate that Shangguan Haonan must have been touched by the situation.

The Shangguan family had been without descendants for generations, their lineage desolate, while their old enemy from the Six Sects of Beichen had children whenever they wanted. It was truly infuriating.

The sect members all clapped their hands, saying Elder You was indeed wise and his guess was reasonable.

Over these years, You Guanyue, proud of having both son and daughter and a fulfilling life, had more than once subtly shown off his children in front of Shangguan Haonan. Now it turned out Shangguan Haonan’s daughter was even two years older than the You family’s eldest daughter.

Sect Master Mu couldn’t help but chuckle softly.

After several days of travel, father and son finally reached Guangtian Gate.

Having experienced Yang Baozhu’s warm hospitality, Mu Yan was curious about the guest reception of the Song family, renowned throughout the world for their wealth.

Who knew Song Yuzhi not only didn’t open the main gate, he didn’t even open the side gate, directly having father and son land at the Guangtian Sacred Hall on the mountaintop.

The mountain wind was fierce, blowing Mu Yan’s hair into complete disarray.

He finally understood why his father so disliked the old Song family—he disliked them too!

Song Yuzhi looked at Mu Yan’s tense, displeased little face—a miniature version of Mu Qingyan—and was immediately delighted. He waved his hand to summon a long line of beautiful palace-dressed maids to serve little Master Mu with hot baths, grooming, and meals.

“Don’t worry, your father and I have much to discuss. Little Yan, take your time.”

Mu Qingyan said with a stern face, “I have nothing to discuss with you.”

Song Yuzhi suppressed a laugh, “Really not even one word?”

Mu Qingyan said, “Just two sentences. Is Zhao Zhao here? Where did Zhao Zhao go?”

Song Yuzhi: …

Song Yuzhi shook his head helplessly, “Ten years unseen, and you haven’t changed at all.”

Actually, during these ten years, Cai Zhao had visited Guangtian Gate several times, mostly to discuss sect matters with Song Yuzhi. But Mu Qingyan, maintaining his pride and holding grudges, preferred to wait at inns at the foot of the mountain rather than come up to see his old rival.

“You’ve changed quite a bit,” Mu Qingyan looked up and down at this former enemy, seeing Song Yuzhi dressed in splendid brocades, his manner gentle and humble—completely different from the proud son of heaven who barely deigned to speak an extra word years ago.

Entering the inner hall, the two sat at a table. Mu Qingyan couldn’t help asking, “Why have you changed so much? You’ve become…”

He looked again, “You’ve become more and more like your father.”

Song Yuzhi was silent for a moment, then sighed, “I had no choice but to change. Guangtian Gate has countless complications, overlapping family ties, and tangled connections. I had to navigate slowly.” Even the most aloof young noble, once rolled into the mundane world, must harmonize with the dust.

Mu Qingyan snorted disdainfully, “Since you can’t bear to deal harshly with that pile of relatives, you can only wear them down slowly. Enough nonsense—did Zhao Zhao come here, and where has she gone now?”

Song Yuzhi said, “She returned to Qingque Sect.”

Mu Qingyan’s heart sank, and he immediately stood to leave.

Song Yuzhi held him back, “Easy, easy! This time she’ll stay at the sect for a while—plenty of time for you father and son to travel there slowly. Don’t you want to ask what junior martial sister came here for?”

Mu Qingyan slowly sat back down. Not wanting to lose face, though he still hadn’t guessed Zhao Zhao’s troubles, he said, “I know Zhao Zhao has serious concerns, just not convenient to discuss.”

Song Yuzhi laughed, “This is… sigh, how do you know junior martial sister didn’t tell me her concerns?”

“Oh, really?” Mu Qingyan felt a sour feeling rise, “What important matter couldn’t she ask her closest family member, but came to ask you, someone completely unrelated?”

Song Yuzhi was speechless, “We are martial siblings after all, meeting from time to time to discuss matters of the Six Sects of Beichen. How are we completely unrelated?”

Mu Qingyan interrupted, “What exactly did Zhao Zhao ask you?”

Song Yuzhi pondered for a moment, “…Zhao Zhao’s concern is something she could ask anyone except you.”

Seeing Mu Qingyan about to explode, he said word by word, “Junior martial sister asked me whether I still hate our master?”

“That year during the Guangtian Gate chaos, brothers turned against each other, blood relatives killed each other. Song Xiuzhi deserved his fate, but my eldest brother was only twenty-one when he died. Father was severely injured and disabled, passing away within two years. And Uncle Pang Liu, who treated us brothers as his own sons, died so miserably…” Song Yuzhi choked up, “All this was the result of our master’s secret planning. How could I not hate!”

He raised his head, looking directly at Mu Qingyan, “Sect Master Mu, what about you? Do you still hate my master?”

Mu Qingyan didn’t speak, as if hearing his own breathing.

He looked out the window at the deep night sky dotted with bright lights, very much like the night sky outside the Hall of No Thoughts. As long as it wasn’t raining, his father would always hold young him, pointing at the starry sky, teaching him to recognize the stars one by one.

His greatest hatred in this life was his father’s early death.

Mu Zhengming had never harmed anyone in his life, nor had he ever hindered anyone.

He had already planned that once his son turned fifteen and had the ability to protect himself, he would secretly slip out of the Vast Sea Mountain Range to see the diverse landscapes of north and south, fulfilling his lifelong wish.

At that time, Qi Yunke still didn’t know that the one who had been in love with Cai Pingshu was Mu Zhengyang, and that it was Nie Hengcheng and his faction who had fought the Six Sects of Beichen for decades. As for the Mu family, who had long lost power and retired, Qi Yunke truly had no grudge against them. In fact, he had never even met Mu Zhengming.

Simply because he felt the existence of the Mu father and son might interfere with his plans, Qi Yunke unhesitatingly ordered Sun Ruoshui to poison them, intending to eliminate potential threats early. He had wanted to poison both father and son, not expecting Mu Qingyan to survive.

Mu Qingyan rarely thought about Qi Yunke, afraid that hatred and resentment would grow wildly in his heart, twisting his mind and harming the hard-won days with Zhao Zhao.

But—did he still hate Qi Yunke?

Of course he hated! Hated to the bone, wished he could eat his flesh and sleep on his skin!

Mu Qingyan suddenly understood what Cai Zhao had been asking Master Xiumiao, the Snow Maiden, Qian Xueshen, and even Yang Xiaolan, whom he didn’t know about. All those questions had the same meaning.

She just didn’t dare ask her own husband.

“Qi Yunke is already dead. What’s the point of talking about hatred or not,” Mu Qingyan said somewhat hoarsely. “What does Zhao Zhao want to do?”

Song Yuzhi shook his head, “She didn’t say. Now you’re her closest person—go ask her yourself.”

At night, Mu Qingyan sat by the bedside, looking at his son’s tender, weary face—even the strongest child would be tired after so many days of continuous travel.

Mu Yan slept drowsily, mumbling incoherently, revealing his worries only in sleep, “Why does Mother keep running everywhere? We can’t even catch up. Doesn’t she want to come home? She won’t abandon us, will she?”

Mu Qingyan touched his son’s little face, his voice gentle, “Don’t worry. Even if she doesn’t want me, she won’t abandon you.”

“I think so too. Mother loves me most,” Mu Yan twisted his little bottom, turned over, and slept contentedly.

Mu Qingyan: …Still very punchable.

The next day, Mu Qingyan let his son sleep until the sun was high, eat and drink his fill, before leisurely setting off from the mountaintop.

Before leaving, he suddenly asked Song Yuzhi, “Don’t you plan to marry?”

Song Yuzhi was helpless, “Why are you asking this? I won’t compete with you for junior martial sister. Still not reassured?”

Mu Qingyan said, “When you were handsome back then, you couldn’t steal Zhao Zhao away, let alone now?” He looked maliciously at Song Yuzhi’s beautiful short beard, “Zhao Zhao hates beards most.”

Song Yuzhi smiled bitterly, “Fine, fine, I was overthinking. Actually, marrying or not doesn’t matter. The Song family has flourishing branches with many excellent descendants. Adopting one to inherit the sect master position isn’t impossible.”

Mu Qingyan hesitated, “Your father passed away so many years ago. Now you’re alone in this world… Zhao Zhao is very worried about you.”

Song Yuzhi looked toward the sacred hall, silent for a long time before saying, “Before Father died, he gave me some instructions. He told me not to marry for the sake of continuing the family line, not to marry for so-called greater good, and especially not to marry because of elders’ commands or following others’ opinions.”

“Guangtian Gate isn’t anything special. If I don’t be the sect master, someone else will. Even if there’s no Guangtian Gate, the sky won’t fall. When I meet someone I want to marry and we’re mutually in love, then I’ll marry.”

“I promised Father.”

Now Mu Qingyan had nothing to say, thinking to himself that with your unlucky lone star appearance, if you never meet someone you love, won’t you be alone your whole life, dragging my Zhao Zhao into worry?

Song Yuzhi seemed to see his internal criticism and smiled, “Last year when I passed through Luoying Valley, little Han cast a divination for me. He said my romantic star was moving and I’d definitely have a marriage within three years. Hmm, there’s still more than a year left.”

Sitting on the giant golden-winged roc, Mu Yan asked, “Father, is little uncle’s fortune-telling accurate?”

Mu Qingyan sighed, “I hope it is.”

Approaching Jiuli Mountain, Mu Qingyan’s emotions were complex.

In the ten years since their marriage, he had accompanied Cai Zhao back to the sect only three times.

The first time was to attend Zhuang Shu’s succession ceremony.

He had You Guanyue prepare ten full carts of heavy gifts and accompanied Cai Zhao as a family member into Muwei Palace to observe the ceremony.

The disciples of the six sects present were as if facing a great enemy, fearing the Li Sect would take advantage of the sect’s weakness to invade. In the magnificent first hall of Muwei Palace, hundreds of pairs of eyes stared intensely at Mu Qingyan, each with hands on their weapons, nervously sweating. From beginning to end, no one noticed that the new sect master’s inauguration ceremony had already concluded.

As a result, for the next several years when Zhuang Shu went out on business as sect master, few disciples of the six sects could recognize him.

The second time was the year after Zhuang Shu’s succession, when Qingque Sect experienced a half-hearted internal rebellion.

The Yin family’s chronic illness hadn’t been completely eliminated. Their followers gathered several elderly uncles and jointly challenged Zhuang Shu, arguing that since he was Li Wenxun’s disciple and his martial arts weren’t necessarily superior, he wasn’t qualified to be sect master. They should have several senior uncles form an elder council system to discuss matters together until another outstanding disciple emerged.

Zhuang Shu had reservations and was somewhat constrained, so Cai Zhao angrily returned to Jiuli Mountain to quell the rebellion.

Looking back on past events, almost all tragedies originated from Yin Dai and Nie Hengcheng, but unfortunately, those two had died early. Cai Zhao couldn’t dig up graves to whip corpses, so now she finally had a place to vent—if she couldn’t beat two dead ghosts, couldn’t she beat you old things?

In the martial world, everything was decided by martial prowess.

Little Lady Cai was majestic and unstoppable, whether single combat or group fights, she would accompany all.

No other meaning—it wasn’t that she didn’t trust the respected elders, the juniors just wanted to see the elders’ abilities.

As troublemakers were picked up one by one like little chicks and forced to “spar” with Cai Zhao in the martial arts arena, the long-quiet medical hut was full again. Lei Xiuming was too busy alone and nearly delayed Fan Xing’s family matchmaking.

Everyone understood that if any fool in the sect dared to cause trouble again, they would have the honor of receiving Little Lady Cai’s “challenge letter”—light punishment meant broken ribs and leg bones, severe meant destroyed qi sea and completely wasted martial arts.

What? Little Lady Cai was too heavy-handed and seemed to be venting?

No choice—her aunt and master died early, and young people without guidance were like this.

If you’re really unhappy, you could completely go find Cai Pingshu and Qi Yunke to reason with.

Where to find them? Underground!

Crossing the black iron chains of Wind Cloud Peak, Mu Qingyan carried his son onto Ten Thousand Waters Thousand Mountains Cliff.

The slightly plump Zhuang Shu stood opposite, having gained dignity from years of being sect master. He said not without humor, “When I saw junior martial sister Cai arrive a few days ago, I knew you’d follow.”

Mu Qingyan snorted, pretending not to hear the implication.

Zhuang Shu lowered his gaze slightly and said gently, “Little Yan, do you still remember martial uncle?”

Mu Yan nodded, “I remember. Martial uncle took me to pick apricots last time.” He had a good memory, and besides, his mother often read him letters from Qingque Sect.

Zhuang Shu smiled, “Little Yan came at just the right time. Stay for a while this time. Next month the sect will hold a competition for newly advanced young disciples of the six sects. Aren’t you always thinking about this?”

Mu Yan’s eyes lit up, “Can I participate?”

Zhuang Shu smiled, “You’re almost seven years old, which should be within the rules, and few people know you anyway. I’ll give you a false name, counting you as my distant nephew. You can compete with everyone then. But to avoid exposing your identity, you’ll have to live in the inner disciple quarters for a while. Can you bear to part with your parents?”

Little Heartless Mu Yan scrambled down from his father’s arms, his face glowing, “I can!”

“Good. I’ll take you to see the small armor for competitions and pick one that fits.” Saying this, Zhuang Shu was about to lead the child away.

Mu Qingyan coughed heavily.

Only then did Zhuang Shu turn back, suppressing a laugh, “After dinner, junior martial sister said she wanted to walk for digestion, wandering around. I don’t know where she’s gone now. Go find her yourself.”

Mu Qingyan was completely familiar with every blade of grass and tree on Ten Thousand Waters Thousand Mountains Cliff, having stayed in the sect as Chang Ning for almost half a year. At that time, his heart bore the two great hatreds of his father’s death and the massacre at Chang family fortress. Not only was the remaining poison in his body not cleared, preventing him from recovering his martial arts, but Qi Lingbo would bring Dai Fengchi and other lackeys to provoke and bully him daily.

The tangled mess of troubles often ignited evil fire in his heart. Despite the delay in recovering his martial arts, he would still mix a jar of soul-confusing bone-rotting powder for those blind fools to eat with their rice.

Then a little girl who was very unwilling to join the sect appeared, unluckily becoming the scapegoat, having to stay alert day and night to protect him.

—Recalling the past, Mu Qingyan unconsciously smiled.

Ten Thousand Waters Thousand Mountains Cliff was a vast area with over a hundred people including disciples and servants, houses connected to houses, pavilions and waterside towers—everything was there. He didn’t know where Cai Zhao had wandered. Mu Qingyan passed Chunling Small Residence, Chuitian Dock, even visited the medical hut with poor business. Unknowingly, he saw from afar the area that had been burned to white ground—the Twin Lotus Flower Pool Palace.

Ten years passed in a flash. Where once stood a magnificently beautiful place like a heavenly palace, now only remained wasteland that had been gradually cleaned up.

There had once been a talented Yin family young hero who, with earth-shaking ambitions, wanted to forever carve his bloodline into the eternal glory of Ten Thousand Waters Thousand Mountains Cliff.

Now there remained only a piece of wasteland.

This place was built facing the lake with mountains behind—truly a treasure location from a feng shui perspective. Perhaps many years later, someone would build new magnificent palaces on this land, establishing new overwhelming power.

Just wondering what surname the new palace’s master would have.

Two years ago, the couple brought their son to Jiuli Mountain for the third time.

The reason this time was quite bizarre. Qi Lingbo suddenly brought a six or seven-year-old boy up the mountain, saying that Lady Sulian and Dai Fengchi had died of illness in recent years. Seeing the child had reached school age, she wanted to find him a teacher.

Regarding Qi Lingbo, everyone in the sect felt somewhat melancholic. On one hand, her grandfather and father truly had too much blood on their hands; on the other hand, she was genuinely a victim with no great faults.

Zhuang Shu, remembering their past fellowship and seeing her difficulties as an orphan and widow, felt compassion and wanted to arrange well for the child. Who knew Qi Lingbo would immediately ask for her son to apprentice under Cai Zhao.

Receiving the letter, Cai Zhao was completely puzzled, not knowing what Qi Lingbo was planning, so she personally made the trip.

But Mu Qingyan thought that child had both Yin and Qi bloodlines. Whether he inherited Yin Dai’s once-in-a-century excellent aptitude or Qi Yunke’s extremely rare “Heavenly Fire Dragon” hidden meridian, he would be a great future threat—so he followed along.

After arriving, both husband and wife discovered they had overthought.

Qi Lingbo wanted her son to apprentice under Cai Zhao simply because Cai Zhao currently had the highest martial arts in Qingque Sect—Miss Qi wanted the best of everything, plus some complex feelings long held.

Moreover, after Lei Xiuming’s examination, her son only had upper-middle aptitude, far from Yin Dai and Qi Yunke’s excellent foundation.

Cai Zhao laughed at Mu Qingyan for being paranoid. Among the hundreds of people in the Baimao Yin family over so many years, only Yin Dai was a rare talent with both literary and martial excellence and meticulous mind, let alone the “Heavenly Fire Dragon” hidden meridian, which was always heaven-sent fortune, not inherited through bloodline.

However, seeing the child’s face, the faintly familiar nose and mouth lines touched Cai Zhao, and she actually had some intention of taking him as a disciple. Then Mu Qingyan overturned the table with one sentence: Would he follow us back to live in the sect?

Everyone knew Mu Qingyan would never live separately from Cai Zhao, and Qingque Sect would never let the Li Sect leader stay long at Ten Thousand Waters Thousand Mountains Cliff, not even as a live-in son-in-law. For the same reason, Luoying Valley wasn’t suitable for Sect Master Mu to reside long-term.

Conclusion: The Vast Sea Mountain Range welcomes you.

This statement immediately frightened Qi Lingbo. Sending her young son to the legendary demon sect stronghold where monsters and ghosts roamed freely would give her nightmares. After a war of words, Zhuang Shu finally took the child under his own tutelage as sect master, while Qi Lingbo returned to the Baimao Yin family’s ancestral land and could visit her son anytime.

Before leaving, Cai Zhao suddenly called her, her tone somewhat stiff: “You’re only twenty-six. How do you plan to live in the future? You won’t spend your days full of resentment and unwillingness like in storybooks, will you?”

Qi Lingbo said coldly, “My affairs are none of your business. If I want to resent, I’ll resent. If I want to be unwilling, I’ll be unwilling. Whether my future days are good or bad has nothing to do with you!”

The once beautiful and proud eldest daughter of the world’s premier sect already had weathered lines on her face, but those eyes remained proud.

She walked a few steps, then turned back, “I’ve started a business. Baimao was originally the world’s silk capital, but decades ago when grandfather rose in status, one person’s success lifted the whole family, and the clansmen enjoyed wealth and comfort, no longer willing to work. Now with no one to rely on, naturally I can only return to the old trade.”

This was completely unexpected for Cai Zhao. She was startled, and Qi Lingbo had already walked more than ten steps.

Cai Zhao caught up a few steps and shouted at her back, “Well… if the business has surplus, you could also set up a shop in Luoying Town!”

Qi Lingbo turned around and snorted coldly, “I don’t need your pity!”

Cai Zhao shut up.

Qi Lingbo continued walking, then turned around for the third time. She looked directly at Cai Zhao, “Before my mother died, she had a moment of lucidity and said…”

After a moment’s hesitation, she seemed to make up her mind: “My mother said your aunt was remarkable.”

Cai Zhao’s heart shook.

Qi Lingbo’s gaze seemed to penetrate Cai Zhao, looking toward some distant unknown place.

“My mother said your aunt was more remarkable than grandfather, than Nie Hengcheng.”

“She and aunt had resented your aunt for a lifetime, schemed against your aunt for a lifetime, spoke ill of your aunt behind her back for a lifetime, but actually they deeply envied her in their hearts. Heart-wrenching envy, envying to the point of wanting to become your aunt, ultimately envying into hatred, buried deep in their hearts.”

“When you have time, light an incense stick for your aunt on my mother’s behalf. Tell your aunt these words, and say ‘sorry’ for my mother—truly sorry.”

The last sentence, Qi Lingbo spoke very softly, unclear who was speaking to whom.

Cai Zhao stood in place for a long time.

Finally, Mu Qingyan found her in the Guilt Stele Forest behind the mountain, seeing her in tears, which greatly startled him. He wondered in amazement if Qi Lingbo still had the ability to bully Zhao Zhao?

Stepping over the lush green grass, winding around the dark and secluded stream, Mu Qingyan once again came to the back mountain of Qingque Sect.

Tall stone tablets covered with moss stood silently among the mountains, their inscribed words all recording horrifying crimes. Cai Zhao sat on a large rock, staring up blankly.

“I knew you’d be here,” Mu Qingyan said slowly.

Cai Zhao turned her head, recognized who had come, and showed deep apology on her face: “…I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have run around everywhere without explaining clearly.”

After ten years of marriage, the two had long been of one mind, so there was no need for much blame or apology.

Mu Qingyan sat beside his wife, “Tell me, what’s wrong?”

Cai Zhao said listlessly in a low voice, “You’ve already guessed, haven’t you?”

Mu Qingyan said gently, “Are you willing to tell me now?”

Cai Zhao remained silent.

“Alright, I’ll speak first. Two things.” Mu Qingyan cleared his throat, “Before coming up Jiuli Mountain today, I received You Guanyue’s carrier pigeon message saying something happened at Luoying Valley. Specifically, something happened to little Han…”

Cai Zhao was startled: “What did you say?”

“…But it’s already resolved now.”

“Speak properly to me!”

“Alright.” Mu Qingyan saw she was more spirited and smiled as he explained everything.

Since his youth, Sect Master Mu’s crow’s mouth had been infallibly accurate.

That self-important town chief’s son, after being dealt with jointly by Mu Yan and Tao Bing, indeed harbored resentment and sought revenge.

“Uncle Luo?” Cai Zhao was greatly surprised, “His son little Radish Cake? Uh… I remember he’s only one year older than little Han.”

Mu Qingyan was speechless, “Did you give everyone in Luoying Town a food nickname?”

Cai Zhao waved her hand, “No, no. He was chubby like a sponge cake when he was little, so I called him that. Sigh, Uncle Luo is quite capable and a decent person, just too protective of his youngest son.”

She found it incredible, “I thought they were as close as brothers. I never imagined he was secretly bullying little Han all along. Really couldn’t tell… Uncle Luo said our family was small and little Han seemed lonely, so he always had little Radish Cake play with little Han.”

Mu Qingyan was full of scheming thoughts: “The town chief had long-term vision, unfortunately his son was clueless. Your father-in-law and mother-in-law are probably like you—little Han wouldn’t complain either.”

Cai Zhao sighed.

She had never experienced such things. Little Mu Yan never complained because he would directly tear off roofs, trample bed boards, repay drops of water with gushing springs, successfully turning himself into the one being complained about.

Continuing from before:

Young Master Radish Cake suffered for most of the night, his body covered with tiny bites from snakes, insects, rats and ants—painful, itchy, angry and resentful. He first complained to his parents. His mother acted as if the sky had fallen, crying and wailing, cursing “those two little beasts aren’t human, using such methods over a few words.”

Though the old town chief loved his son, he wasn’t foolish. He said this matter could only be glossed over as children’s mischief. If it reached Cai Pingchun and his wife, their son’s years of disrespectful behavior toward Cai Han would also be exposed.

“So Town Chief Luo knew about his son’s behavior all along…” Cai Zhao felt uncomfortable, then puzzled, “How do you know so clearly? Did you have people hiding under their bed to eavesdrop?”

“All interrogated afterward,” Mu Qingyan said matter-of-factly. “If I’d sent people to eavesdrop earlier, the later events wouldn’t have happened. I was careless—should have instructed local altar masters to infiltrate Luoying Valley for vigilance first. You Guanyue was far away in the Vast Sea Mountain Range, and by the time he arranged personnel, many days had passed.”

Young Master Radish Cake was unconvinced, clamoring for heroes of the world to judge fairly, using righteous morality to pressure them into having to punish their own son.

But the old town chief advised his son not to be fooled by theatrical stories—heroes of the world weren’t so idle as to uphold justice over every trivial matter. It was just physical suffering, after all. He said Cai Pingchun only appeared gentle and mild-mannered, but was actually cold-hearted, not to mention Cai Zhao who favored family over reason, and Ning Xiaofeng who could make trouble out of nothing.

Moreover, the entire Luoying Town lived by depending on the Cai family’s goodwill, so the townspeople wouldn’t side with his family when the time came.

Actually, the only truly easy-going member of the Cai family was Cai Pingshu—passionate, benevolent, and soft-hearted. If she were still alive, this complaint might actually have a chance.

Cai Zhao’s face turned cold. “This Town Chief Luo certainly has keen insight, understanding every member of our Cai family’s temperament clearly. What happened next? How did his son frame little Han?”

Mu Qingyan said, “If he had directly harmed little Han, I would have thought better of him.”

Unlike ordinary wastrels, Young Master Radish Cake still listened to his old father’s advice—though only half of it.

Fearing Cai family retaliation, he didn’t dare harm Cai Han, so he set his sights on Tao Bing instead.

Heaven seemed to favor his plan, as a heavy rain came the next day.

After the downpour, everything in the mountains sprouted anew. Young Valley Master Cai, following his usual habit, went into the mountains to dig bamboo shoots, gather mushrooms, and pick wild vegetables, typically returning in two or three days.

Young Master Radish Cake stole an extremely potent sleeping smoke from his father—left behind years ago by a master thief who had retired to Luoying Town—and prepared ropes, muting drugs, and a dagger.

He planned to first drug everyone unconscious in the valley, then sever the little girl’s hand and foot tendons, mute her with poison, destroy her appearance, and finally sell her to human traffickers traveling the river. When Cai Han returned, he would say the child had been naughty and wandered off to play.

Though Tao Bing was almost nine years old, her small frame made her appear only six to outsiders. Young Master Radish Cake didn’t know her background and thought such a small child probably couldn’t even read many characters. Once sold this way, she would never return.

Cai Zhao listened with growing coldness throughout her body.

She had always thought Luoying Town was the most simple and kind place in the world, a paradise embodying her aunt’s beautiful wishes. She never imagined that after more than ten years, evil parasites had secretly bred in the dark, damp crevices.

“Is Bing’er alright?” Cai Zhao’s voice trembled.

She knew what this child meant to the Snow Maiden and Qian Xueshen—two survivors who had endured the world’s worst tragedies, the tender new sprout they had barely managed to nurture in the remote, icy wilderness.

“Don’t worry, she’s fine,” Mu Qingyan patted his wife.

Though little Tao Bing was experiencing human society for the first time, from her parents’ implicit fearful gazes and countless hesitant sighs, she had quietly prepared herself for vigilance from the day she left the snowy mountains.

She wasn’t afraid of this world, nor would she hide for life because of fear.

In Luoying Valley, aside from Cai Han, almost no one knew her martial arts training had shown initial success.

So when she inhaled the sleeping smoke, she immediately sensed something wrong. Watching Grandmother Tangbao and others collapse one by one, she quickly drew golden needles from Cai Han’s medicine box and inserted them into several major acupoints on her body, willing to damage her dantian to stay conscious.

Then, through the window crack, she saw Radish Cake approaching with a sinister grin. She immediately decided to escape Luoying Valley.

Her first instinct was to no longer trust anyone in the valley or town.

She would hide until Cai Han returned.

The next day, Cai Han came back.

By then, the town chief knew his son had caused great trouble. If he had done it cleanly, it would be one thing, but leaving such loose ends, he could only help his son cover up. Under his secret arrangements, rumors began spreading in town that Tao Bing had set off the sleeping smoke. After arguing with some children, she had drugged everyone in anger, stolen Cai family treasures, and fled.

Grandmother Tangbao and others vaguely felt something was wrong, but on one side was the old town chief they’d known their whole lives, on the other a child who’d only been there a few months. Besides, Tao Bing was cold and aloof, rarely speaking, so no one knew what she was thinking.

Only Cai Han didn’t believe it, trying to convince everyone that Tao Bing wasn’t such a willful child. Seeing no one believed him, he angrily rushed out alone to find her. He chased all the way to Qingluo River, just as a group of human traffickers was about to weigh anchor and depart. Cai Han crept close to spy, overhearing them discussing “knowing Luoying Valley business was difficult” and “where’s the promised little girl” and such.

Cai Han panicked and went to question them. The traffickers were too busy fleeing to answer.

Words led to blows.

It was truly a day worth commemorating—this was the first time the mild-mannered and benevolent Young Valley Master Cai had ever fought anyone.

That’s right, Cai Han had never laid hands on anyone before.

Since birth, he’d had no fellow disciples to spar with, never thrown punches with valley children, never even stepped foot in the martial world. All his martial training had been self-entertainment—creating moves and dismantling them himself.

By common sense, even with Cai Han’s modest cultivation, dealing with a group of human traffickers should have been manageable.

However, due to his complete lack of experience, these seasoned scoundrels employed various tricks—sometimes throwing fishing nets, sometimes launching hidden weapons, sometimes acting like delicate wives crying “oh my, you’re killing me,” then like elderly men with creaking bones seeming about to break, throwing ash in his eyes, scattering caltrops on deck—leaving Cai Han flustered and overwhelmed.

Fortunately, Grandmother Tangbao was steady and experienced. Discovering Cai Han had fled, she not only led people in pursuit but bypassed the townspeople entirely, directly notifying Li Sect members to request assistance.

Out of consideration for Cai Zhao, the Li Sect never dared place informants or sentries near Luoying Valley, but outside their sphere of influence, across Qingluo River, stood a Li Sect branch altar.

Rarely having a chance to prove themselves, the entire altar was greatly energized, everyone striving to excel.

Hundreds of people, under unified coordination, searched in expanding circles from near to far. They not only found the bloodied Young Valley Master by Qingluo River but also discovered the cold and hungry Tao Bing in wilderness brush, while incidentally capturing the town chief’s family and several lackeys who had packed their valuables to flee.

“Nothing serious—little Han just has a broken head and fractured leg, with some ash in his left eye. All minor injuries,” Mu Qingyan comforted. “Bing’er is fine too. Her acupoint needling was precise, so her injuries aren’t severe. I’ve had Lin Shu examine her.”

Cai Zhao felt heartache but said, “Taking a beating is good for him. A dignified Luoying Valley disciple fighting a group of marketplace thieves to a draw—how embarrassing! Let’s see if he’ll slack off in his training again!”

Mu Qingyan asked with a smile, “How should we deal with the Radish Cake family?”

Who knew Cai Zhao’s answer would greatly surprise him. After pondering, she said, “If not for little Radish Cake’s complete lack of conscience in targeting a child, their desire to replace the Cai family wouldn’t be unacceptable.”

Mu Qingyan was shocked: “What do you mean by this?”

Cai Zhao sighed, “Mother ran away from home in a fit of anger at thirteen, and after meeting my aunt, she rarely had peace. Facing off against Yin Dai and Nie Hengcheng, she didn’t dare return home for years, fearing to implicate grandfather and grandmother. After those two old thieves died, Mother married Father, had us siblings, and spent another decade tending to Aunt and guarding against the Nie faction.”

“Uncle became a monk early to strike wooden fish, grandfather’s health was poor, and grandmother feared loneliness. All these years, Mother never had a chance to properly serve and accompany her parents. Actually, when grandfather died, Mother already felt quite guilty.”

Mu Qingyan understood: “No wonder your mother is so accommodating to your grandmother.”

Though he’d met few elderly women, based solely on the half month he’d accompanied Cai Zhao to stay at the Ning family after their wedding, he dared assert that Old Madam Ning could definitely rank among the top in a worldwide “difficult people” competition. She was gentle yet stubborn, sentimental yet paranoid, picky and sensitive yet self-righteous. Sometimes when Ning Xiaofeng got angry and said a few words to her, she could sob while holding her late husband’s memorial tablet for three days…

Cai Zhao couldn’t stand it either. After just half a month, she dragged her newlywed husband to flee, leaving her dear parents to deal with the situation themselves.

“When grandmother was alive, she and Mother argued constantly, but after grandmother’s death, Mother regretted not being more filial. These years, when she and Father tire of traveling, they mostly return to the Ning home to rest, organizing every blade of grass, tree, book, and manuscript left by grandfather and grandmother. Leaving little Han alone to guard Luoying Valley is what encouraged the Luo family’s ambitions.”

“The Cai family is in this situation. Father will most likely accompany Mother to spend their final years at the Ning home, little Han is too honest and soft-hearted, and I’ve gotten involved with you, a demon sect leader, making me unsuitable as well. If there truly were worthy persons, giving Luoying Valley to them wouldn’t matter. Unfortunately, the Luo family’s intentions are improper—they’re not trustworthy people.”

Mu Qingyan was genuinely surprised: “What about your family’s ancestors?”

“New graves can be moved, but old graves… the ancestors have probably all reincarnated. Better not disturb them.”

“It’s still your father’s birthplace.”

“Father grew up at Peiqiong Mountain Villa. When he returned to Luoying Valley as an adult, he even got lost finding his way.”

“Two hundred years of accumulated mechanisms, hidden doors, valley pavilions, rare medicinal gardens, plus cellars here and storehouses there—you’d give it all up?”

“It’s not like burning it all down. What’s wrong with giving it to worthy people?”

“Would father-in-law and mother-in-law agree?”

“I think they’ve had this idea for a while, just wanting to see if little Han’s character can still be salvaged. Anyway, it’s still early—we’ll deal with future matters in the future.”

Mu Qingyan looked his wife up and down twice, finally sighing, “When I heard people say Luoying Valley’s ancestral motto was ‘flowers bloom and fall in their season, let everything follow nature,’ I was skeptical, thinking it was righteous sects’ hypocritical retreat-as-advance. Now… very well, I had a petty heart. Your family motto is genuine.”

Thinking about it now, the last Valley Master couple of Luoying Valley, the Luo family, had been childless for years before adopting a Cai-surnamed orphan as their son. If they hadn’t unexpectedly had a daughter years later, with the adopted siblings marrying, Luoying Valley’s bloodline would probably have ended long ago.

Cai Zhao laughed and spat at him, “You worldly person naturally can’t comprehend the life philosophy of ‘tranquility and contentment as the most precious.’ If it were your father, he’d definitely understand.”

Mu Qingyan thought seriously, then sighed, “That’s actually true.”

“Anyway, have your people confine the Radish Cake family first, and let my parents deal with them when they return!” Cai Zhao said angrily. “They’re off enjoying themselves traveling mountains and waters while not caring whether little Han is reliable, nearly implicating Bing’er. They should take responsibility for their own negligence!”

After finishing her scolding, she worried again, “When this matter is settled, we should still return to Luoying Valley to check.”

Mu Qingyan had no objections.

“By the way, what’s the second matter?” Cai Zhao asked.

Mu Qingyan stared into her eyes: “I met Yang Xiaolan’s daughter.”

Cai Zhao: …Her gaze shifted away.

Mu Qingyan immediately understood: “You knew already. When did you find out?”

Cai Zhao smiled bitterly, “Not much earlier—just a few months ago when little Lan wrote to tell me.”

“How did those two get involved?”

“Don’t put it so crudely.” Cai Zhao punched his shoulder. “Actually, when little Lan was ambushed and drugged with something improper, she escaped and happened to encounter Shangguan Haonan, who was lying low nearby.”

Mu Qingyan understood immediately: “Those old things in the Yang family were truly despicable. Unable to win through skill, they wanted to force Yang Xiaolan to submit by finding her a husband.”

Cai Zhao snorted coldly, “Little Lan not only had a daughter out of wedlock but openly plans to cultivate Baozhu as the future Siqi Gate Master. Hmph, infuriating those old things to death!”

Mu Qingyan thought for a moment, “Yang Xiaolan was drugged, but Shangguan Haonan wasn’t. Did he already have feelings for Yang Xiaolan?”

“Sect Master Mu, don’t overthink. You know our Brother Haonan—he loves playing hero to save beauty most.”

Though Yang Xiaolan wasn’t exactly a beauty, she had once fought alongside them at Ten Thousand Waters Thousand Mountains Cliff and had killed her own father before Shangguan Haonan and You Guanyue’s eyes. Shangguan quite admired her.

After their confused physical intimacy, Shangguan Haonan felt he’d wronged the girl, so he voluntarily transferred the poison from Yang Xiaolan’s body to his own, then fled.

Shangguan Haonan, who always loved delicate beauties, and Yang Xiaolan, plain-looking and stern-natured, seemed completely incompatible. Both thought it was just a fleeting affair that would pass.

For this reason, Yang Xiaolan chose to hide her daughter’s paternity from everyone, including Cai Zhao.

One can imagine why Shangguan Haonan’s eyes went black and he felt thunderstruck when news of Yang Xiaolan’s daughter reached him.

In the following years, Brother Shangguan had to secretly visit the Yang family mother and daughter. Initially, both were very awkward, not knowing what to say, only making small talk about the baby in swaddling clothes.

As time passed, Shangguan Haonan personally witnessed a young woman’s solitary courage and determination, struggling through gossip and slander, painstakingly reforming the sect’s culture, boldly rebuilding rules and customs. Gradually, pity grew into love, and love into respect.

“Back then, little Lan asked me to witness her oath before her late mother Lady Huang’s spirit, vowing to never marry and end Yang Heying’s bloodline. She wrote in her letter that she not only had a daughter but now wants to marry Baozhu’s father. She asked if this wronged the deceased Lady Huang.” Cai Zhao sighed.

Mu Qingyan asked, “How did you reply to Yang Xiaolan?”

Cai Zhao said, “What else could I say? I’m a Luoying Valley disciple—naturally I advised her to ‘follow nature.’ If she wants to marry, marry. If she doesn’t want to, don’t. People live once—if they can’t live freely, isn’t it a wasted life?”

Mu Qingyan quickly said, “Those words are absolutely right. If she wants to marry, she should marry immediately without hesitation. One hesitation, and a lifetime passes.”

Cai Zhao shot him a look.

“She said Shangguan Haonan treats their mother and daughter with great care. She never knew being a father and husband could be so wonderful.” Cai Zhao couldn’t help cursing, “Yang Heying really wasn’t human!”—He’d traumatized his daughter.

In the secret countryside cottage, Yang Xiaolan watched Shangguan Haonan, a rough man, patiently teaching her daughter to read and write, holding her for somersaults, climbing trees to catch cicadas, and letting the little girl stand on his broad shoulders to gaze at distant sunset clouds.

Watching the similar faces of father and daughter laughing heartily, Yang Xiaolan inexplicably wept, then wrote to Cai Zhao.

Even if their affair still couldn’t be publicly announced, she wanted to marry this man.

Mu Qingyan couldn’t help his sarcasm: “No wonder he’s avoided sect duties whenever possible these years, pushing everything onto You Guanyue when he can’t escape. I thought he was too ashamed to show his face. Turns out he was spending his energy elsewhere. Hmph, when he marries, I’ll definitely give him a good scare!”

He turned his head, “We’ve talked about others’ affairs for ages. It should be time for our own business.”

Cai Zhao’s mood dropped again, finally speaking up: “I want to… want to move Master’s remains from this Criminal Stele Forest to beside Aunt.”

Mu Qingyan was completely stunned.

After two months of travel, contemplating countless times in his heart, turning the question over and over, Mu Qingyan still hadn’t guessed his wife’s true intention.

“I had a dream where Master was blind and deaf, fumbling in darkness searching for my aunt. He searched and searched, stumbling and falling, but could never find her. He called my aunt’s name, but no one answered him…”

Cai Zhao pulled up a wild grass and wound it around her finger, her voice low, “Uncle Lei and Brother Zhuang wouldn’t mind, and my parents would probably agree, but I… how could I dare bring this up with you?”

Mu Qingyan said nothing. He was very clear about Qi Yunke’s past—

His father died young, and his widowed mother supported her son by washing and mending for others. Qi Yunke was dull-witted from childhood, often bullied, yet remained honest and kind-hearted. When he finally achieved fame, his mother had already died of illness, and he never had a single day to properly serve her.

Before his mind matured, he was chosen by Yin Dai and became his son-in-law in confusion.

Cai Zhao continued rambling, “Am I overthinking? Matters of ghosts and spirits are illusory anyway. I just think of Aunt—even in illness, she regretted encouraging Qi Yunke to pursue Yin Sulian. When Master came to Luoying Valley, Aunt always asked him ‘are you well?’ Master would answer ‘very well,’ and Aunt would scold him for lying. Later Master would answer ‘fairly well,’ and Aunt could only sigh.”

Yin Sulian didn’t like Qi Yunke at all. Even if Qi Yunke didn’t understand initially, he certainly understood after becoming husband and wife. Qi Yunke’s latter half of life was sustained by the obsessive thought of ‘destroying everything that had ever hurt Cai Pingshu.’

The couple sat on the wild rocks chatting and laughing for a long time, able to ramble about other matters but having only brief words for their own situation. Yet it seemed no more words were needed—Mu Qingyan already understood all of Cai Zhao’s burdens and doubts.

From Hanging Sky Nunnery to Great Snow Mountain, then to Guangtian Gate and Siqi Gate—vengeance had been achieved, the dead were gone, and survivors were working hard to live, rebuilding their lives toward sunlight and vitality.

“Alright.” Mu Qingyan stood up, brushing grass from his clothes while extending his hand to help his wife. “Let’s move Qi Yunke to beside your aunt.”

“…” Cai Zhao was pulled up in a daze. She had prepared many arguments, unsure whether to convince herself to stop overthinking or convince her husband not to mind.

“How did you agree so easily?” she wondered.

Mu Qingyan looked at the cotton-like clouds in the sky, “I just thought about what Father would say if he were still alive. Father would definitely agree. That’s one reason…”

Cai Zhao asked, “What’s the second?”

Mu Qingyan’s mouth curved in a smile as he glanced at her, “If this were before, little Lady Cai would have bought two shovels and dug up the grave overnight. By the time I knew, Qi Yunke’s new grave would probably be growing grass.”

“I was never that self-willed before,” Cai Zhao touched her nose.

Mu Qingyan smiled slightly, “Now you would worry about making me unhappy and brood for so long. In the end, wandering east and west so far. Seeing how much you care about me, I can’t be petty either.”

“At least you have a heart,” Cai Zhao smiled with her eyes.

Mu Qingyan took her hand and slowly walked forward, “Father always said the present life is more important than the afterlife, the living more important than the dead.” He turned to look at his wife, “If moving that Qi fellow somewhere else can stop your nightmares, it’s very worthwhile.”

Cai Zhao smiled brilliantly, hugging Mu Qingyan like an octopus.

Mu Qingyan huffed, “Anyway, no more leaving without a word! If there’s a next time…”

“What then?”

“Then I’ll come find you again.”

Qi Yunke’s crimes were obvious, and though many had forgiven him, this matter ultimately shouldn’t be conducted with great fanfare.

So Mu Qingyan chose a not-very-auspicious auspicious day, dug up Qi Yunke’s ashes by night, placed them in a sandalwood box, and gave them to Cai Zhao. The couple departed the next day, leaving Mu Yan at Jiuli Mountain.

Returning to Luoying Valley, Grandmother Tangbao scolded Town Chief Luo and his son for their vicious hearts, frightening the child.

The “child” here wasn’t the almost-nine-year-old Tao Bing, but the seventeen-year-old Young Valley Master Cai.

Though Tao Bing had caught cold, developed fever, gone hungry for two days, and suffered some internal injuries, she was now very calm. She held a medicinal diet list, checking with the kitchen women and apologizing to Cai Zhao for causing trouble in the valley.

Cai Zhao felt guilty and immediately offered comfort.

Cai Han hid in his room recovering, initially feigning calm composure—a young man in plain clothes writing by the window, truly beautiful as a flower. But when he saw Cai Zhao enter, his grievances immediately burst forth like a broken dam, hugging Cai Zhao and sobbing without letting go.

Cai Zhao had originally wanted to scold him for not living up to expectations, but touching her brother’s bandage-wrapped head, she couldn’t help feeling heartbroken.

“Wah wah wah, Sister, I was so scared! Their weapon tips were yellow—they must have been coated with deadly poison!”

“That was rust on the iron.”

“They poured lots of oil on the ground so I couldn’t stand steady. That oil was fishy and sour—definitely the legendary poison oil that rots skin on contact! So despicable, wah wah wah!”

“That was spoiled rapeseed oil.”

“Radish Cake isn’t human! Bing’er even called him brother, yet he was so cruel! Really not human!”

“Radish Cake was never human—it’s food. We’ll never eat radish cake again. Be good, stop crying.”

Mu Qingyan standing by the door: …

Looking on the bright side, fortunately his son took after him—also a ruthless, harsh, vindictive demon star. If his nephew resembled his uncle, honest was honest enough—even now not saying a word of complaint about Radish Cake’s outrageous behavior toward him—but constantly crying would be truly heaven-defying.

The next day, the couple personally buried Qi Yunke’s ashes beside Cai Pingshu’s grave.

Under the peach tree, Cai Zhao burned paper money with tears.

Mu Qingyan drew a scroll from his chest, “Burn this too.”

“What is this?” Cai Zhao wiped her tears, took it and looked, exclaiming in shock, “The Purple Star Heart Sutra?”

Mu Qingyan said, “This is the last copy of the Purple Star Heart Sutra. Burn it clean.”

Cai Zhao looked at him, “Can you bear to? It’s your family’s ancestral inheritance, and the martial arts recorded are truly miraculous.”

Mu Qingyan shook his head, interrupting her, “Actually, when the second Mu Sect Master needed the previous generation to open his meridians before he could cultivate the Purple Star Heart Sutra, it was already forced. Later, Mu Song’s son, to compensate for his innate deficiencies, actually used his own blood siblings for cultivation. Disregarding natural law and human ethics, forcibly cultivating an uncultivatable technique created a tragic human disaster.”

“Two hundred years ago, spirit beasts and fierce birds were everywhere, spiritual mountains and stones were common. The Purple Star Heart Sutra could be cultivated then, but now… seas have become mulberry fields, the world has changed completely. Keeping this thing would only harm people.”

Cai Zhao stared blankly at her aunt’s tombstone, “Very well, let’s burn it here. My aunt never found any secret manuals or heart sutras, yet still became invincible under heaven.”

“Like our peach blossoms—originally the valley’s peach trees were ordinary things. Later, through generations of flower-loving people’s casual grafting and additions—four-cornered peach blossoms, six-petaled peach blossoms, three-layered peach blossoms—they became magnificently diverse and rare under heaven, not through force.”

The ancient scroll slowly burned to ash in blue flames, finally becoming a pile of light-colored ashes. A breeze scattered them along with peach petals, drifting to the horizon until they vanished without trace.

The couple stayed in Luoying Town for another ten days. Calculating the time, the new disciple competition at Ten Thousand Waters Thousand Mountains Cliff should be finished, so they planned to return to Jiuli Mountain to collect their son. Passing the town’s tea pavilion, they heard a group loudly cursing Town Chief Luo for being worthless.

Blacksmith: “When he remarried less than a year after his first wife died, I knew he was no good. My wife’s been dead twelve years and I still haven’t remarried!”

Fish vendor: “What kind of insight is that? When his first wife gave birth to six daughters and he still wanted sons, I knew he was no good!”

Tofu shop owner: “That’s nothing! When his eldest daughter found her own marriage, I knew. She didn’t trust her stepmother or stepfather.”

“But Old Luo is her real father.”

“You don’t understand—once there’s a stepmother, there’s a stepfather!”

Wine shop keeper: “None of you have insight! When his eldest daughter took all five sisters away when she married into Liusu City across the river, wasn’t it obvious?”

“How is Eldest Daughter Luo doing now?”

“Pretty well. Liusu City is under our son-in-law’s jurisdiction. Since she married from Luoying Valley, they take good care of her. I heard she opened a pastry shop with booming business.”

“Is it the meat-filled kind? I’ve tried it—so fragrant!”

Pickled goods wife: “The Valley Master’s family treated Old Luo so well, yet he and his son dared harm people! Really worthless!”

“I heard Town Chief Luo’s ancestors were Valley Master family relatives?”

“That’s wrong—the Valley Master family is surnamed Cai, not Luo.”

“You just married in and don’t know. The Valley Master family used to be surnamed Luo.”

“So isn’t Town Chief Luo a distant relative of the Valley Master family?”

“What relatives? His ancestors were refugees who happened to share the surname.”

…

Mu Qingyan shook his head repeatedly, “Actually, I’ve wanted to say this—what kind of live-in son-in-law did your Luoying Valley recruit? Shouldn’t children born to live-in husbands take the wife’s surname? How could they keep changing surnames for two hundred years?”

Cai Zhao said quietly, “Yes, ‘Niu Zhao’ would be quite refreshing and attention-grabbing.”

Mu Qingyan suppressed laughter, “Let’s forget that—the ancestors were wise.”

Cai Zhao turned toward the tea pavilion and suddenly said, “Their talk made me hungry. How about we try that meat pastry across the river in Liusu City?”

Mu Qingyan naturally agreed.

It happened to be a temple fair, so Liusu City was bustling and lively, and the meat pastries were indeed delicious.

At the sugar figurine shop, Cai Zhao watched with interest as the craftsman molded a cold-faced, handsome boy doll. Just as little Mu Yan’s sugar figurine was nearly finished, she turned to call her husband but saw Mu Qingyan looking strange, staring unblinkingly across the street.

Following his gaze, she saw several people at the candied chestnut stand across the way.

A young, beautiful couple led a boy and girl, with an elderly steward-like man nearby. The family was chatting and laughing in harmony. The young husband’s appearance seemed vaguely familiar to Cai Zhao.

She was about to ask who these three were when, seeing Mu Qingyan’s excited and joyful expression, she suddenly had a flash of inspiration and whispered, “Is that Chang Ning?”

Mu Qingyan nodded, his voice trembling slightly, “I never expected the old steward would bring him to live in seclusion here.”

As if guided by fate itself, Cai Zhao smiled.

“Heaven finally woke up.”

Author’s Note:

Complete and finished!

Finally done! Thank you everyone for your tolerance and patience all along. I bow to all of you.

Goodbye!
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