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      The Imperial Capital of Great Qian.
    

    

    
      The Wu Residence.
    

    

    
      In the quiet chamber, incense curled up in threads from the beast-shaped burner. 
    

    

    
      On the screen’s painted wall, a beauty raised her fan to cover her face.
    

    

    
      “Lord Wu, you, as Deputy Supervisor of the Eastern Armory, have embezzled while guarding the storehouse, stolen dragon-pattern secret gold, allowed the inner repository’s scribes to copy and reproduce the royal martial arts, and practiced them in private.”
    

    

    
      “You wouldn’t want me to hand these pieces of evidence over to the Ministry of Justice, would you? Just a while ago, when the Xuanlin Guards thoroughly investigated the former Vice Minister of Revenue for lining his own pockets, it caused unrest throughout the capital.”
    

    

    
      A young man held a cup of clear tea, sitting quietly in a rosewood grand master’s chair, speaking unhurriedly.
    

    

    
      His face was like jade, his features refined and handsome.
    

    

    
      He wore a simple silk robe of azure brocade, a python embroidered on the chest, landscapes of clouds and rivers painted on the back. 
    

    

    
      At the collar and cuffs, threads of dark-gold silk glimmered—his bearing was one of nobility and distinction.
    

    

    
      The current head of the Wu family, Wu Hong, Deputy Supervisor of the Armory of the Sixth Rank, hunched his back, standing to the side in attendance. 
    

    

    
      His face had gone pale, cold sweat beading on his forehead.
    

    

    
      “N-no… I do not know what request the Heir might have? As long as it is within my ability, I will certainly comply.”
    

    

    
      His voice trembled. 
    

    

    
      He could not fathom how the evidence had fallen into this young man’s hands.
    

    

    
      Any one of these crimes was enough to have his entire household executed several times over.
    

    

    
      “I heard your daughter Wu Ruyue is returning to the capital soon. For this brilliant martial scholar, I, this heir, have admired her for a long time.”
    

    

    
      “Would Lord Wu be willing to act as matchmaker for me?”
    

    

    
      The young man set down his tea, smiling lightly. 
    

    

    
      His voice was calm and gentle.
    

    

    
      “What…”
    

    

    
      Wu Hong froze instantly at those words, his face turning even paler, lips quivering.
    

    

    
      If one did not understand this fellow’s true nature, from appearances alone one might mistake him for a refined, gentle young lord.
    

    

    
      But for his daughter to marry him—it would be no different than being pushed into a pit of fire.
    

    

    
      “My little daughter is plain as a withered willow. How could she ever be worthy of the Heir’s gaze…” His voice trembled.
    

    

    
      The young man’s smile vanished at once, his eyes narrowing: “What, do you think I am unworthy of your daughter?”
    

    

    
      “N-no… I wouldn’t dare…”
    

    

    
      “It’s just that my little daughter has been headstrong since childhood. I fear she may not listen to me.” Wu Hong hurried to explain.
    

    

    
      “Marriage is determined by parental command and the words of a matchmaker.”
    

    

    
      “As long as you agree, when the time comes I will have my mother mention it before His Majesty and request an imperial betrothal. Would she dare disobey an imperial decree?” the young man said coolly.
    

    

    
      “Enough, it is settled.”
    

    

    
      “When Wu Ruyue returns to the capital, I will bring the three letters and six betrothal gifts to propose in person.”
    

    

    
      With that, he ignored the increasingly ashen Wu Hong, rose, and strode straight out of the quiet chamber.
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou, you are simply bullying to the extreme…”
    

    

    
      “Do you really think that just because the Demon Suppression King backs you, you can act as you please?”
    

    

    
      Only after the young man walked far away did Wu Hong, frozen in place, finally come to his senses. 
    

    

    
      His pent-up fury erupted as he roared, sweeping the cups and saucers from the table onto the ground.
    

    

    
      The maids beside him all trembled in fear, not daring to breathe too loudly.
    

    

    
      In the entire Imperial Capital of Great Qian, who did not know the nature of that person just now? Even the womenfolk of the Six Ministries’ high officials—if he set his eyes on them, he dared order his lackeys to drag them straight into his residence.
    

    

    
      How could a small household like the Wu Residence possibly afford to offend him?
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      At the Wu Residence gates, a luxurious carriage painted in gold and red stood waiting.
    

    

    
      An elder in a black robe held the reins nearby. 
    

    

    
      His hands were dry as branches, cheekbones sharp, yet his eyes still gleamed with brilliance.
    

    

    
      “Young Master…”
    

    

    
      Seeing Shen Yanzhou walk out the gates, the black-robed elder immediately went forward, about to lift the carriage curtain.
    

    

    
      But Shen Yanzhou narrowed his eyes and waved his hand, speaking with interest: “No hurry.”
    

    

    
      The black-robed elder was puzzled, but then heard the sound of horse hooves striking stone, coming from the end of the long street.
    

    

    
      Following Shen Yanzhou’s gaze, he saw two glossy stallions approaching one after the other.
    

    

    
      Seated upright on the foremost black horse was a tall, slender woman, figure like bamboo. 
    

    

    
      She wore a suit of silver soft armor, her chest full, brows like swords, features exquisite, her bearing heroic. 
    

    

    
      A long mane of ink-black hair gleamed like polished jade, tied into a high ponytail with a white silk ribbon. 
    

    

    
      At her slim waist was a red-tasseled spear as long as one and a half zhang. 
    

    

    
      Her eyes seemed to contain stars, mountains, and seas—her presence was striking and commanding.
    

    

    
      Slightly behind her, on the second stallion, rode a man in plain gray robes. 
    

    

    
      His features were refined yet firm, his eyes dark as ink, his posture straight and strong. 
    

    

    
      A sword box was strapped to his back. 
    

    

    
      Even in his smallest gestures, he carried an air of someone tempered by the battlefield.
    

    

    
      “That martial champion, Wu Ruyue? She has actually returned to the capital?”
    

    

    
      The black-robed elder was astonished. 
    

    

    
      As an old retainer of the Demon Suppression King’s household, he naturally recognized this female champion who had stunned the court during the palace examination and won the Emperor’s praise.
    

    

    
      “Elder Mo, come with me to greet Miss Wu.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, ignoring the elder’s surprise, clapped his hands and strode forward with a cheerful smile.
    

    

    
      This Princess Mingkong of the original plot—she was even more breathtaking in person than the book had described.
    

    

    
      He sighed inwardly in admiration.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was not a man of this world—he was a transmigrator.
    

    

    
      Just days ago, after leaving a mocking comment calling a novel about the real and fake heirs brainless, his vision went black. 
    

    

    
      When he opened his eyes again, he had crossed into this world.
    

    

    
      The good news: he had become the fake heir of the Demon Suppression King’s household, basking in endless glory and favor.
    

    

    
      The bad news: it was all intentional. 
    

    

    
      The true heir, Shen Tian, had been under the Demon Suppression King’s watch, fighting the demon clans on the southern border with the Demon Suppression Army, building up military merit, and tempering himself.
    

    

    
      His own identity—put nicely, he was called “Heir.” Put bluntly, he was a hostage. 
    

    

    
      Without the approval of the one within the Hall of Virtuous Enlightenment, he could not even leave the capital.
    

    

    
      Of course, for now it was still some time before the true heir’s identity would be revealed to the world, before the father and son of the Demon Suppression King reunited before the court.
    

    

    
      Until then, he could still rely on his current status, continuing to act as an arrogant, bullying wastrel.
    

    

    
      However, once the true heir stepped into the light, the radiance of the Demon Suppression King’s heir upon him would fade away bit by bit, until it vanished completely.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou remembered it clearly: in the original plot, he, as the fake heir, was secretly resented by the true heir Shen Tian. 
    

    

    
      A single careless remark—that he did not wish his life to be tainted—led to him being crippled by black-masked men who broke his limbs, shattered his true spirit, and left him to freeze to death on a bitter winter street…
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou did not want to die. 
    

    

    
      He wanted to save himself.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, he had transmigrated together with something else—the nearly transparent light screen before him, visible only to him.
    

    

    
      【Name: Shen Yanzhou (Status: Bound by the Nether Curse)】
    

    
      【Techniques: None】
    

    
      【Secret Arts: None】
    

    
      【Realm: None】
    

    
      【Available Basic Points: 0 (15.11/100)】
    

    

    
      At first, Shen Yanzhou had no idea what use this light screen had.
    

    

    
      Until he casually ordered one of his lackeys to go to the Drunken Immortal Tavern to gather information—when a thought flashed in his mind: “Negative emotion from Li Ergou +0.01.”
    

    

    
      Only then did Shen Yanzhou realize the function of his golden finger: it could collect the negative emotions of people around him.
    

    

    
      Once he accumulated 100 negative emotions, he could exchange them for 1 basic point, to allocate into techniques, martial arts, or divine abilities.
    

    

    

  Chapter 2: Slap Him for Me

    
      Chapter 2: Slap Him for Me
    

    

    
      The stronger one’s strength, the greater the share of the original plot they occupied, and the more negative emotions could be harvested.
    

    

    
      During these past few days, Shen Yanzhou had used the lackeys around him as test subjects. 
    

    

    
      No matter how he tried to provoke their mindset, they could barely provide any negative emotions at all, basically stuck in the state of +0.01, +0.01, +0.01…
    

    

    
      On the contrary, Elder Mo, who served as a consecrated retainer of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Manor, had quite a significant portion in the plot. 
    

    

    
      Adding to that his status as a Martial Dao Sixth Rank Sea-Splitting Realm expert, each time it was +1, +1, +1, allowing Shen Yanzhou to reap a fair amount of negative emotions from him.
    

    

    
      Afterward, Shen Yanzhou began to turn his gaze toward Wu Ruyue, who, in the original plot, could be considered one of the female leads.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      On the bluestone street before the Wu Manor gates, Wu Ruyue held the reins in hand. 
    

    

    
      Her dark brows furrowed as she looked at the luxurious carriage parked before the entrance. 
    

    

    
      At first, she was stunned, but soon her face showed obvious disgust and disdain.
    

    

    
      Throughout the entire imperial capital, who did not know whose carriage this crimson-lacquered, gold-painted vehicle belonged to?
    

    

    
      Sure enough, very quickly she spotted Shen Yanzhou’s leisurely swaying figure beside the carriage.
    

    

    
      “Miss Wu, long time no see.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s thoughts returned. 
    

    

    
      With a crisp snap, he casually flicked open the folding fan at his waist and walked over with a smile.
    

    

    
      As the foremost of all the capital’s dandies, his appearance was naturally outstanding—handsome beyond compare, tall and elegant.
    

    

    
      If one ignored the foolish deeds committed by his original self, he could indeed be called a refined young gentleman, untouched by worldly dust.
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou, what are you doing here?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue tightened her reins, towering above him, her brows knitted as she spoke coldly.
    

    

    
      The man in a gray robe who followed behind her also frowned slightly as he looked at the arrogant young noble blocking their path.
    

    

    
      “Miss Wu, why so distant? Today, this heir has come bearing a piece of joyous news to deliver to your Wu Manor.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled as he spoke, not caring in the least about Wu Ruyue’s icy, disdainful expression.
    

    

    
      In his mind, notifications continuously emerged: Negative emotions from Wu Ruyue +1, +2, +3, +4…
    

    

    
      This only made his smile grow brighter.
    

    

    
      As expected of one of the original plot’s female leads—even a casual pluck yielded plenty of negative emotions.
    

    

    
      Of course, this also owed to his original self’s odious character and reputation. 
    

    

    
      Just by standing here, he could rattle another’s composure.
    

    

    
      “A weasel paying New Year greetings never comes with good intentions. Shen Yanzhou, I, Wu Ruyue, am not like those noble ladies of the capital for you to toy with at will.”
    

    

    
      “You had better get out of my way.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s voice was cold.
    

    

    
      In her time of training with the Demon Suppression Army in the southern border, she had often heard among the ranks the same sentiment: hatred and disappointment toward this heir, Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Calling him “a tiger father, a dog son” was no exaggeration. 
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression Prince was a towering hero—resisting Great Yu in the north, repelling barbarians in the west, subduing the Demon Nation in the south, constructing the endless Demon-Defending Pass, establishing countless military achievements.
    

    

    
      Yet Shen Yanzhou, his heir, was nothing more than a useless, corrupt wastrel—drowning in debauchery, bullying men and women alike, possessing no talents whatsoever.
    

    

    
      “Heh, Miss Wu, don’t be so formal. In a few days, you and I may very well be one family.” Shen Yanzhou continued with a leisurely smile.
    

    

    
      “What nonsense are you speaking…”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s willow-like brows shot up. 
    

    

    
      Her habit of military training made her instinctively rest her hand on the red-tasseled spear at her back.
    

    

    
      “I told you it’s a joyous event. Why won’t Miss Wu believe me?”
    

    

    
      “Lord Wu has already decided to marry you to me. Tomorrow I’ll ask my mother to visit the Mingde Hall and request His Majesty to bestow the marriage.”
    

    

    
      “By then, won’t the two of us be one family?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou spoke with a smile.
    

    

    
      “What did you say? How is this possible?”
    

    

    
      At his words, Wu Ruyue first froze, then her whole body went rigid. 
    

    

    
      Her bright eyes widened in disbelief.
    

    

    
      Her father intended to marry her to this incompetent wastrel standing before her?
    

    

    
      The gray-robed man behind her, mounted upon his horse, was also dumbfounded when he heard this, as though doubting his own ears.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s smile only grew more brilliant. 
    

    

    
      In his mind, messages surged forth: *Negative emotions from Wu Ruyue +5, +5, +5, +6.*
    

    

    
      *Negative emotions from Shen Tian +7, +8, +9, +9.*
    

    

    
      Excellent. 
    

    

    
      In just a few short breaths, the negative emotions he had reaped were more than enough to match the past several days of accumulation.
    

    

    
      Indeed, the best wool came from the fattest sheep.
    

    

    
      “Ruyue, do not believe the nonsense of this dandy.”
    

    

    
      “He is clearly just mocking you, disgusting you.”
    

    

    
      A deep, steady voice came from behind Wu Ruyue.
    

    

    
      The gray-robed man on horseback tugged his reins and rode forward.
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou, my father could not possibly be so muddle-headed. What kind of person you are—the entire capital knows it well.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue, tempered by years in the military, quickly regained her composure. 
    

    

    
      She looked at Shen Yanzhou coldly.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou tapped his fan, his eyes narrowing as he studied the other man.
    

    

    
      This gray-robed youth appeared strikingly delicate, plain and unremarkable at first glance. 
    

    

    
      But in truth, he was none other than the nominal true heir, Shen Tian—though at this point, he had yet to fully reunite with the Demon Suppression Prince.
    

    

    
      Being familiar with the original plot, Shen Yanzhou knew well that the two had already met in the southern border.
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression Prince, admiring Shen Tian’s character and talent, had taken him in as an adopted son.
    

    

    
      This return to the capital was, firstly, to accompany Wu Ruyue in visiting her family, and secondly, for Shen Tian to investigate the hidden secrets of what had transpired years ago in the Prince’s Manor—to contact the Princess Consort and confirm his true parentage.
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression Prince himself also had the intention of matching the two.
    

    

    
      After all, regarding the past incident of swapping the prince’s son, no one knew the details better than the Prince himself. 
    

    

    
      As a man of great ambition, how could he possibly let his true son remain in the capital as a useless hostage?
    

    

    
      “And who are you? I was speaking with Miss Wu—what right have you to interrupt?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou looked at Shen Tian with interest, leisurely fanning himself.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian’s brows knitted, a trace of displeasure flashing in his eyes, yet he still cupped his fists and said firmly, “I am Shen Tian, Deputy Officer of the Firearms Battalion of the Demon Suppression Army…”
    

    

    
      “So in other words, you serve under my father?” Shen Yanzhou waved his hand, cutting him off.
    

    

    
      A nameless fury surged in Shen Tian’s heart. 
    

    

    
      He had always felt a strange bond, an inexplicable closeness with the Demon Suppression Prince.
    

    

    
      Now hearing this wastrel flaunt the word “father” so readily made him extremely uncomfortable.
    

    

    
      “Yes…”
    

    

    
      But at this moment, he could only grit his teeth and answer.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s eyes narrowed. 
    

    

    
      The smile on his face vanished, and his tone turned cold.
    

    

    
      “Impudent. Since you serve under my father, why do you not dismount and salute this heir?”
    

    

    
      “Elder Mo, what did this fellow just call me?”
    

    

    
      This was clearly directed to the consecrated retainer of the Prince’s Manor standing behind him.
    

    

    
      Although Elder Mo had always been tasked by the Princess Consort to safeguard Shen Yanzhou, many times he would not obey Shen Yanzhou’s absurd commands.
    

    

    
      “Young Master, just now he called you a dandy…”
    

    

    
      But now, he still pulled at the corner of his lips and answered respectfully.
    

    

    
      “All the noble sons of the capital may call me a dandy, and I would not care. But you—a mere deputy officer of the Firearms Battalion—where did you get the gall to call me such?”
    

    

    
      “Elder Mo, slap him twenty times, as a minor punishment.” Shen Yanzhou said calmly.
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      “You…”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian’s expression changed. 
    

    

    
      He had not expected Shen Yanzhou to cling to the casual words he had just spoken. 
    

    

    
      The hand holding the reins tightened, veins bulging.
    

    

    
      Seeing Elder Mo about to step forward with an impassive face—
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue rode her horse ahead to block him, her voice cold: “Shen Yanzhou, aside from bullying others with power, what other ability do you have? I’ll tell you this: Shen Tian has been in the southern borderlands, following the Demon Suppression Army, battling everywhere, sweeping through lairs of beasts one after another, guarding the peace of the frontier people. 
    

    

    
      He has achieved great merits, won the deep regard of the Demon Suppression King, and has even been accepted as his adopted son.”
    

    

    
      “If you dare to oppress Shen Tian by relying on your status, once the Demon Suppression King returns to the capital, he will certainly not let you off lightly.”
    

    

    
      “Oh? Since when was it your turn, Miss Wu, to teach me how to conduct myself?”
    

    

    
      “Elder Mo, do it.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou folded up his fan, still smiling faintly as he spoke.
    

    

    
      “You…” Wu Ruyue’s face froze, her delicate hand suddenly clenching tightly.
    

    

    
      “A mere Deputy Captain dares to offend the heir? With the Prince’s love for the heir, even if I were to kill you today, you would have to endure it.”
    

    

    
      Elder Mo, a sixth-rank martial expert, moved like a shadow. 
    

    

    
      With but a flash, he appeared before Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      His withered, claw-like hand glowed faintly with true energy. 
    

    

    
      With a light strike, Shen Tian was sent tumbling uncontrollably from his horse.
    

    

    
      “What a fine heir indeed…”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian’s anger surged. 
    

    

    
      He resisted instinctively, unwilling to yield. 
    

    

    
      He had trained in the southern border, fought on battlefields, and defended the nation.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, this wastrel of an heir in the capital indulged in wine and pleasure, living in luxury and excess. 
    

    

    
      Yet, just over a few words, he was to be humiliated with a slap?
    

    

    
      Moreover, from all the clues he had pieced together, this heir was very likely a fake.
    

    

    
      The real son of the Demon Suppression King was most likely himself.
    

    

    
      “Hm? Only at the seventh-rank Blood-burning Realm, yet still able to stand firm? Not bad.”
    

    

    
      Elder Mo was slightly surprised. 
    

    

    
      At the moment Shen Tian fell, he had skillfully steadied his robe and quickly regained his stance.
    

    

    
      At once, Elder Mo struck again, palm sweeping down like rolling waves, a vast tide of force engulfing Shen Tian’s figure.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue, alarmed, gripped the red-tasseled spear at her waist, about to intervene.
    

    

    
      “Ruyue, stop at once.”
    

    

    
      “Do not harm harmony.”
    

    

    
      A hurried voice suddenly came from the Wu residence gates.
    

    

    
      Wu Hong, surrounded by several servants, rushed over in panic.
    

    

    
      “Father…” Wu Ruyue’s brows furrowed.
    

    

    
      “The heir’s identity is exalted, you mustn’t be reckless! Whatever the matter, we can talk it through…” Wu Hong wiped the cold sweat from his brow, quickly standing before Wu Ruyue.
    

    

    
      Seeing her father like this, Wu Ruyue immediately felt a sense of dread.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, on the other hand, watched calmly as though enjoying a show, waiting for the stream of negative emotions to flow in.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Wu Ruyue +4, +5, +6…
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Shen Tian +11, +13, +14…
    

    

    
      According to the original plot, Shen Tian had long since uncovered the truth through various means. 
    

    

    
      He had thoroughly investigated his identity as a fake heir, waiting only for the day his lineage was revealed before erasing him as a stain.
    

    

    
      The day the fake heir was exposed would be the day of his death.
    

    

    
      If not for knowing Shen Tian’s many hidden cards and that he could not yet be killed, Shen Yanzhou would have already ordered Elder Mo to strike him down.
    

    

    
      “Be sensible. Submit quietly, let my young master slap you, and this matter will be over.”
    

    

    
      On the other side, Elder Mo was also somewhat surprised.
    

    

    
      The Shen Tian before him felt like a slippery loach—though far below in cultivation, he was still difficult to pin down.
    

    

    
      This darkened his expression. 
    

    

    
      If Shen Yanzhou were to mention this to the Princess Consort later, he might not escape punishment.
    

    

    
      As Elder Mo stopped holding back, Shen Tian began to feel the pressure mount.
    

    

    
      At the clash of their palms, Shen Tian’s blood churned violently, until with a muffled cry, he spat a mouthful of blood that soaked his chest, his body flung backward.
    

    

    
      Elder Mo pounced swiftly, dry hand seizing Shen Tian’s collar, while the other slapped across his face.
    

    

    
      With a crisp crack, a clear palm mark instantly appeared.
    

    

    
      “How dare you…”
    

    

    
      “Do you know who I truly am?”
    

    

    
      The sword box at Shen Tian’s waist hummed and rang, sword qi leaking out. 
    

    

    
      His whole body trembled with rage, his face pale, vast true energy surging forth as he struggled.
    

    

    
      Since childhood, he had faced countless perils and trials, but never had anyone dared humiliate him like this.
    

    

    
      “I care not who you are. Offend my young master, and this is your punishment.”
    

    

    
      Elder Mo sneered, dismissing Shen Tian’s words as empty threats. 
    

    

    
      He struck him with several more slaps.
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou, quickly order the Demon Suppression Prince’s enshrined guard to stop…”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue, watching from the side as Shen Tian’s face grew swollen from the blows, her voice turned cold.
    

    

    
      “Didn’t we agree on twenty slaps? How many has it been?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou said lazily, even thinking it was too few.
    

    

    
      This Shen Tian was remarkably tolerant. 
    

    

    
      By now, he should already have been at the sixth-rank Sea-Cleaving Realm, yet he still refused to reveal it.
    

    

    
      But that was fine too. 
    

    

    
      Let him suffer more, let his proud heart take the blow.
    

    

    
      “You…”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian’s eyes blazed with fury. 
    

    

    
      If looks could kill, Shen Yanzhou would have been slain countless times.
    

    

    
      Very soon, under Elder Mo’s continued blows, Shen Tian’s handsome, resolute face swelled visibly.
    

    

    
      Before all eyes, enduring such humiliation, Shen Tian could no longer bear it. 
    

    

    
      With a furious roar, his eyes rolled back and he fell into unconsciousness.
    

    

    
      “So he wasn’t much after all…”
    

    

    
      Elder Mo tossed him to the ground with disdain.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou narrowed his eyes. 
    

    

    
      He could see Shen Tian was merely feigning unconsciousness.
    

    

    
      This man had come to the capital with a great plan, intending to confirm his true identity. 
    

    

    
      He wished to avoid unnecessary complications, hence his restraint.
    

    

    
      This made Shen Yanzhou sigh inwardly. 
    

    

    
      If Shen Tian had truly lost control and fought back, he would have had all the reason he needed to crush him.
    

    

    
      Still, today’s harvest was not small.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Shen Tian +11, +13, +14, +15…
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou, those who commit too much injustice will bring ruin upon themselves. With conduct such as yours, you will invite retribution sooner or later.” Wu Ruyue said coldly, clearly disgusted.
    

    

    
      “Thank you for your concern, Miss Wu.”
    

    

    
      “Tomorrow at noon, in the Heaven Room of the Yingchun Pavilion, I will prepare a banquet.”
    

    

    
      “I hope Miss Wu will give me the honor of attending. If you don’t come, should I find myself in poor spirits, I might just send certain things over to the Xuanlin Guards.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou still smiled cheerfully, ignoring Wu Ruyue’s frosty gaze. 
    

    

    
      With that, he turned away, returned to his carriage, and said—
    

    

    
      “Back to the residence.”
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      At the gates of the Wu Residence, as the carriage of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion gradually departed, Shen Tian, who had fainted on the ground, finally opened his eyes and slowly stood up.
    

    

    
      “Shen Tian, are you alright?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue dismounted, handed him a bottle of wound medicine, and looked at his swollen face with concern in her eyes.
    

    

    
      She was familiar with Shen Tian, knew his temperament, and did not believe he would faint from humiliation. 
    

    

    
      He must have taken the chance to escape, unwilling to let Shen Yanzhou continue to hold onto him.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian shook his head, wiped the blood at the corner of his mouth, clenched his fists, and said gloomily: “Today’s humiliation, I will remember it.”
    

    

    
      “This arrogant wastrel, behaving in such a manner, he must have already earned countless grudges. One day, all the retribution will come.”
    

    

    
      He was also someone who could bend and stretch. 
    

    

    
      Back when the Demon Suppression King was in the southern frontier, he had also taught him that great achievements required not being bound by trifles.
    

    

    
      In Shen Tian’s eyes, this pampered wastrel who relied solely on his background, Shen Yanzhou, was already a dead man.
    

    

    
      Let him jump around for a few more days.
    

    

    
      “Father, Shen Yanzhou said you want to marry me to him?”
    

    

    
      Only now did Wu Ruyue recall what Shen Yanzhou had said before leaving. 
    

    

    
      She turned to look at Wu Hong, her brows tightly furrowed.
    

    

    
      Wu Hong’s face was heavy with worry: “Ruyue, it is your father who has wronged you. Let’s return home and talk.”
    

    

    
      He had been caught by Shen Yanzhou for stealing Dragon-pattern Secret Gold from the Martial Treasury, as well as secretly having his men copy the imperial martial techniques.
    

    

    
      How could he not be afraid?
    

    

    
      If this matter were to reach His Majesty, even if his daughter was highly valued by the throne, the Wu family might not be sentenced to total extermination, but the male members would certainly be sent to the southern border as soldiers without question…
    

    

    
      “What trouble has Wu Zhongxing caused again?”
    

    

    
      “That you must sell your daughter’s honor to drag him out of it?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue glanced at her father’s embarrassed face, already guessing the situation.
    

    

    
      If not for needing something desperately, how could he adopt such an attitude?
    

    

    
      In the past, when she was still in the capital, her younger brother Wu Zhongxing had already been unruly, never committing great crimes, but small ones endlessly.
    

    

    
      Wu Hong’s current position existed entirely because of his daughter’s merits.
    

    

    
      After returning to the residence, he dared not conceal what had happened these past few days. 
    

    

    
      He pulled Wu Ruyue into a side hall and explained everything in detail.
    

    

    
      “My daughter, it is your father who has failed you. All of this was only for you and your brother, that I strayed down the wrong path for a moment…”
    

    

    
      “What…”
    

    

    
      At first, Wu Ruyue thought it was something minor that she could resolve herself.
    

    

    
      But after hearing it all, she was struck dumb as if thunder had crashed upon her head.
    

    

    
      Stealing Dragon-pattern Secret Gold from the Eastern Palace Martial Treasury, and secretly copying imperial martial techniques?
    

    

    
      Either one alone could be considered treasonous collaboration with enemy nations—punishable by extermination of the entire clan.
    

    

    
      “Father…”
    

    

    
      “How could you be so foolish?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue trembled with rage, her chest heaving, nearly fainting on the spot.
    

    

    
      Though Great Qian was built on martial strength, the teachings of Confucianism spread through all the provinces. 
    

    

    
      She had been raised to respect filial piety and thus could not openly scold Wu Hong.
    

    

    
      But her heart was full of grief and helpless anger.
    

    

    
      In order for her father Wu Hong to obtain such a relaxed post, how many prices had she paid?
    

    

    
      The Wu family was but a declining martial clan. 
    

    

    
      In her father’s generation, not one could even break through to the eighth rank of martial cultivation. 
    

    

    
      The glory they had today was entirely because of her.
    

    

    
      She had risked her life in battle at the frontier, fighting and building her achievements. 
    

    

    
      Yet her father had created such a disaster for her?
    

    

    
      “I was only thinking of you, my daughter. Your service in the southern frontier is dangerous. I wanted to secretly take some Dragon-pattern Secret Gold to forge soft armor for your protection. You are gifted in martial cultivation, diligent and hardworking. But your younger brother… he has been unruly since childhood, his talent mediocre. I only thought, perhaps if he could train with the high-grade techniques in the Martial Treasury, one of them might suit him…” Wu Hong said awkwardly.
    

    

    
      “He cannot even learn the simplest lower-grade techniques, and you still want him to practice the Martial Treasury’s arts?”
    

    

    
      “I have barely returned to the capital, and this is the grand welcome you give me.”
    

    

    
      “And Wu Zhongxing? Still loitering in some brothel? Drag him back here at once.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s face turned pale with anger, and she had to brace herself against a pillar to keep from collapsing.
    

    

    
      “Ruyue, what has happened?”
    

    

    
      Outside the side hall, Shen Tian, who had not been eavesdropping but happened to see Wu Ruyue’s expression as she emerged, could not help asking.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue hesitated. 
    

    

    
      The matter of stealing mithril and copying imperial martial techniques could never be spoken aloud.
    

    

    
      Even though she trusted Shen Tian’s character, she could not tell him.
    

    

    
      “It’s nothing. Brother Shen, please rest first. Once this matter is settled, I will accompany you to meet that lord.” Wu Ruyue shook her head.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian rubbed his nose and said: “Ruyue, if you encounter any trouble, just tell me. I will help however I can.”
    

    

    
      If it had been something small, would Wu Ruyue have been so distraught?
    

    

    
      Her heart warmed slightly, and she gave a faint laugh: “Thank you, Brother Shen. But this is something I can resolve myself.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Before afternoon, a young man in fine robes, reeking of alcohol and perfume, returned to the Wu Residence surrounded by several servants.
    

    

    
      “Kneel.”
    

    

    
      The moment he stepped into the front courtyard, a cold voice rang out. 
    

    

    
      He was so startled that without thinking, he fell to his knees with a thud.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue stood nearby, face frosty, holding a wooden staff. 
    

    

    
      Wu Hong and his wife only dared to watch from the side, not stepping forward.
    

    

    
      “Speak honestly. How did you learn of the Bone Transformation Technique?” Wu Ruyue asked coldly.
    

    

    
      Such a profound technique could even reshape the body, altering one’s innate talent.
    

    

    
      With her brother Wu Zhongxing’s blockheaded useless brain, it was impossible for him to know of it. 
    

    

    
      Someone must have whispered it in his ear, pushing him to coax their father into secretly copying it.
    

    

    
      “Sister, don’t hit me…”
    

    

    
      “I just heard it from some friends…”
    

    

    
      Since childhood, Wu Zhongxing had been deeply afraid of his elder sister, always living in her shadow. 
    

    

    
      He dared not hide anything now, spilling everything honestly.
    

    

    
      “How could it be such a coincidence.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s brows knitted tightly. 
    

    

    
      She knew her brother’s character all too well—always spending time with the young wastrels of small noble families in the capital.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, the capital’s foremost wastrel, was even the figure he admired most.
    

    

    
      Her father had just stolen Dragon-pattern Secret Gold from the Martial Treasury, and Shen Yanzhou immediately produced evidence?
    

    

    
      “Was this Shen Yanzhou’s trap?”
    

    

    
      An absurd and inconceivable thought flickered through Wu Ruyue’s mind.
    

    

    
      Could this really be that same wastrel who once wet himself from fright after an assassination attempt?
    

    

    
      A shadow passed through her heart as she recalled Shen Yanzhou’s calm, composed demeanor that very morning.
    

    

    
      Was this truly the same man she had once known?
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Within the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      In front of a pavilion built over the waters, mist swirled gently.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, dressed in plain white robes, stood by the pond, scattering feed as the fish scrambled to eat. 
    

    

    
      A faint smile lingered on his lips.
    

    

    
      “Wu Ruyue, born of a fallen martial clan. At six years old, she still could not speak, mocked by her peers. Yet she wrote upon the sand: I am the moon among clouds, how could I be the same as worldly dust? One day I shall ride the wind away, my clear light shining upon all the nine provinces.”
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      “Nine years old, she built her martial foundation. At eleven, she became a scholar and entered the White Deer Academy, where many Confucian teachers favored her, believing she had the talent to become the top scholar. Unexpectedly, her parents did not allow her to continue on the Confucian path. Later, she turned fully to martial arts, apprenticed under the First Peak of Mount Wudang. At seventeen, she descended the mountain and became first place in the Wuzhou martial exam, participated in the great contests of various states, entered the Imperial Capital, and became the martial champion of that year. Afterwards, she entered the Sacred Martial Institute for years of cultivation, went to the southern frontier for training, and under the Demon Suppression King, resisted the demon race.”
    

    

    
      “Proud and arrogant, hating evil like a sworn enemy, yet happened to have a useless younger brother.”
    

    

    
      “And this younger brother was her weakness, her fatal flaw.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou clicked his tongue lightly in his heart and casually put down the fishing bait. 
    

    

    
      He could fully imagine Wu Ruyue’s emotions at this moment.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Wu Ruyue +3, +3, +4, +5…
    

    

    
      In his past life as a fishing enthusiast, the one thing he had never lacked was patience. 
    

    

    
      Since he had already cast out the bait, he only needed to wait for the fish to bite.
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression King intended to match Shen Tian with Wu Ruyue, and Shen Tian indeed harbored goodwill toward her.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had no interest in playing the jealous rival, but in order to sabotage the Demon Suppression King’s schemes, he had no choice but to interfere.
    

    

    
      “Almost up to over 100 points of negative emotions, that’s enough to exchange for 1 basic point…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s smile faded, his thoughts churning.
    

    

    
      “However, I must first resolve the Nether Curse on my body. Only then will those basic points become useful.”
    

    

    
      “This so-called father who appeared to dote on the original body endlessly, able to smooth over any trouble, was in fact ruthless and merciless.”
    

    

    
      “The original unlucky fool served as a scapegoat in place of the true heir, shielding him from storms, blocking countless assassinations and suspicions over these past twenty years. Now, the true heir was about to step into the light, and this stand-in, naturally, was meant to quietly bow out.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou rolled up his sleeve, revealing his arm.
    

    

    
      On the inside of his forearm lay a faint dark purple mark, shaped like a spreading spiderweb, about the size of a thumb, not very conspicuous.
    

    

    
      The original body had always thought this was a birthmark from childhood.
    

    

    
      But Shen Yanzhou, well-acquainted with the plot, knew clearly that this was the Nether Curse from the ancestral spirit of Beiyu’s Path of Heaven.
    

    

    
      And this Nether Curse was precisely the means by which the Demon Suppression King controlled the life of this false heir.
    

    

    
      As a child, the original had been assassinated by villains. 
    

    

    
      Though his life was barely saved, his martial foundation had been destroyed.
    

    

    
      His spiritual root, which could have followed the cultivation path, was also tainted and abolished, leaving only the Nether Curse to erode his vitality.
    

    

    
      Without a solution, he would only live into his twenties.
    

    

    
      【The spirit sparrow caged by fate, bound by the Nether Curse, never free】.
    

    

    
      This was the judgment written for the false heir in the original plot.
    

    

    
      The Great Qian Dynasty had lasted for thirteen hundred years. 
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde indulged in cultivation, obsessed with the pursuit of immortality.
    

    

    
      The Crown Prince oversaw the state, the Chancellor assisted, sects and noble families thrived, factions on the court tangled, while regional princes divided power.
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression King, as the most powerful prince of Great Qian, commanded three hundred thousand Demon Suppression troops, guarded the southern frontier and the Demon-Defying Pass, where countless demon beasts dared not cross. 
    

    

    
      He was revered as the greatest guardian war god of Great Qian.
    

    

    
      Would such a figure of overwhelming power and ambition allow his true son to remain in the capital as a useless wastrel?
    

    

    
      Thus, he allowed the false heir to act recklessly in the Imperial Capital, bullying others under his name. 
    

    

    
      No matter how much trouble he stirred, it could all be smoothed over.
    

    

    
      Naturally, this was also to reassure the one in the Hall of Virtuous Enlightenment.
    

    

    
      “The day the true heir acknowledges the Demon Suppression King as his father, all traces and arrangements of the past will be burned away, and I, this stain, will be erased as well.”
    

    

    
      “The best method is to strike first and eliminate the true heir.”
    

    

    
      “However, judging from the current timeline, the few trusted elders left in the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion must have already received secret letters. They will secretly protect Shen Tian.”
    

    

    
      “Today I was able to publicly humiliate him only because of the information gap. Soon, those elders will begin approaching Shen Tian in the shadows.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou rubbed his forehead.
    

    

    
      “The original was not truly stupid. He had already begun to suspect some truths. In the memories of the past twenty years, though his father seemed to dote on him endlessly, there was nearly no warmth in his eyes. He almost never taught him any martial techniques, instead indulging his wickedness, letting him revel in lust, arrogance, and extravagance.”
    

    

    
      “As for the seemingly gentle and virtuous Demon Suppression Princess, she was in fact the greatest hidden mastermind of the mid-stage plot. Compared to her, the Demon Suppression King’s schemes were child’s play.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s brows furrowed tightly.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, he had only skimmed the later parts of the story, never analyzing them in depth. 
    

    

    
      For now, he only understood the rough outline.
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression King and his princess seemed harmonious on the surface, but they were not loving at all. 
    

    

    
      The King rarely returned to the capital.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, the Princess prayed to Buddha, often bathed and burned incense, observed fasts and chanted scriptures, played the zither and painted, living in seclusion. 
    

    

    
      Even Shen Yanzhou, her nominal son, rarely saw her.
    

    

    
      “The Nether Curse on my body is not without a solution. In this dragon’s-den that is the Imperial Capital, there are several Beiyu agents who practice the shamanic path.”
    

    

    
      “Besides that, there are other methods to resolve it.”
    

    

    
      “However, if the Nether Curse within me is dispelled, then even from afar in the southern frontier, the Demon Suppression King will immediately sense it.”
    

    

    
      “Though the Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao, cultivated the martial path and was not proficient in shamanic arts, in the original plot he relied on a Nether Cicada to control the curse’s outbreaks. So in truth, if I use another powerful gu insect to suppress the Nether Cicada, the King will no longer be able to control me.”
    

    

    
      As Shen Yanzhou pondered, he quickly devised a countermeasure.
    

    

    
      “Elder Mo, go to the Yuxian Pavilion and find Madam Liu Qian. Tell her to have Qiutang and Ruanyu take the stage tonight.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, young master.”
    

    

    
      Standing outside the water pavilion, Elder Mo scratched his head. 
    

    

    
      He did not know if it was just his imagination, but he felt that in recent days, Shen Yanzhou had changed in ways he could not describe.
    

    

    
      Moreover, some of his orders were abrupt and puzzling, with no clear purpose.
    

    

    
      Still, his habit of visiting courtesans at night had not changed.
    

    

    
      After giving his instructions, Shen Yanzhou gazed toward the depths of the mansion. 
    

    

    
      Despite having transmigrated for days, he had not yet truly met his nominal mother face-to-face.
    

    

    
      Compared to the many worshippers in the mansion, he remained deeply wary of the Demon Suppression Princess.
    

    

    
      After all, he was no longer the original false heir Shen Yanzhou. 
    

    

    
      Though he had been imitating the habits and temperament of the original these past days, there would inevitably be differences.
    

    

    
      In the original plot, he had thought that after the false heir’s death, the true heir Shen Tian would make his grand entrance, reshaping the political order. 
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression King would then march north, point his sword at Yujing, and seize the throne.
    

    

    
      But at the critical moment, the Demon Suppression Princess checkmated him, leading to his utter downfall and death.
    

    

    
      On the surface, the Princess was the daughter of the City Lord of Tianshui’s Qilin City, gentle and elegant. 
    

    

    
      In reality, she was the greatest Beiyu agent planted in Great Qian by the ancestral spirit of the Path of Darkness, with a cultivation realm unfathomable.
    

    

    
      In truth, within the vast Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, the only one who had ever shown genuine kindness to the false heir was the Demon Suppression Princess.
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      Deep within the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, in the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard.
    

    

    
      Inside a tranquil bamboo pavilion surrounded by vast stretches of dark green bamboo.
    

    

    
      A woman in a palace gown, her cloud-like hair coiled high to reveal a fair and slender neck, sat quietly before a plain zither. 
    

    

    
      Her delicate fingers plucked gently at the strings, sending forth a melodious and clear tune.
    

    

    
      Brightly feathered birds perched upon the bamboo tips and within the grove, chirping in harmony with the music.
    

    

    
      Her bearing was dignified and stunning, her figure graceful and elegant. 
    

    

    
      Though she appeared to be just past thirty, the traces of passing years lingered faintly at the corners of her brows and eyes. 
    

    

    
      Deep within her gaze, her expression remained cold and detached, as though untouched by any emotion.
    

    

    
      “Princess Consort, today the heir went to the Wu Residence, and at the gates, he had Elder Mo humiliate a young man named Shen Tian…”
    

    

    
      A maid, bowing low, leaned closer and reported softly.
    

    

    
      “Shen Tian?”
    

    

    
      The woman in the palace gown was none other than the current Princess Consort of the Demon Suppression King, Yu Chenyu.
    

    

    
      At the words, her fingers on the strings stilled. 
    

    

    
      Her brows, like distant mountains, arched slightly, showing a hint of surprise.
    

    

    
      “Yes, it was the very same youth whom the Prince mentioned to you many times after returning to the mansion some time ago,” the maid replied.
    

    

    
      “He had quite the reputation in the Southern Border, building merit time and again. The Prince even accepted him as an adopted son, holding him in high regard.”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu remained silent. 
    

    

    
      She only lifted a slender, translucent finger, white as peeled scallion, to tuck aside the strands of hair at her forehead.
    

    

    
      On that dignified and stunning face, such a simple motion carried with it an indescribable charm.
    

    

    
      “Lately, the heir has acted far too arrogantly, drawing the displeasure of many in the capital. That Young Master Shen Tian is known for his steady and resolute character, loyal and righteous. Within the Demon Suppression Army, he holds considerable prestige. I fear that if word of this incident spreads to the army, it will stir up more criticism.”
    

    

    
      “Because of the heir, the army often mocks him as a ‘tiger father, dog son.’ Some generals even joke that Young Master Shen Tian resembles the Prince more in his younger days.” The maid lowered her voice.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu still said nothing, merely nodding slightly.
    

    

    
      The maid beside her parted her lips, as though wanting to say more.
    

    

    
      “Honored Mother, your son has come to pay respects to you.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, a light and somewhat frivolous voice suddenly rang from outside the bamboo grove, breaking the stillness.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu looked slightly surprised, her gaze shifting outward.
    

    

    
      She saw a refined young man in a plain white robe, fan in one hand and his sleeve clasped in the other, striding quickly up the bamboo steps.
    

    

    
      First, he bowed deeply to her with utmost respect. 
    

    

    
      Then he lifted his hands to his chest, left hand outside, right hand within, and bent down earnestly.
    

    

    
      All the maids inside the bamboo pavilion looked on, visibly astonished.
    

    

    
      For so many years, the heir Shen Yanzhou had never once taken the initiative to pay respects to the Princess Consort—let alone with such proper and complete courtesy.
    

    

    
      Had the heir suddenly changed?
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu, too, was taken aback. 
    

    

    
      She carefully studied Shen Yanzhou for a moment before nodding slightly and saying, “Zhou’er, you’ve taken the initiative to greet your mother today. That is thoughtful of you. Rise.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou stood with a cheerful smile, stepping closer. 
    

    

    
      “If it pleases Mother, your son will come pay respects to you every day.”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu gently shook her head. 
    

    

    
      “Every day won’t be necessary. I cannot endure your pestering. Speak, what is it this time?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou feigned innocence. 
    

    

    
      “Can your son not simply miss his mother and wish to see her?”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu pressed her fingers to her brow, looking faintly troubled.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Shen Yanzhou hurried forward with eagerness, reaching out to knead her shoulders and massage her arms.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu’s expression revealed a trace of helplessness, but she still allowed his attentiveness.
    

    

    
      “Offering flattery without cause… surely you have stirred up trouble again.”
    

    

    
      She lifted the fragrant tea at her side and took a light sip.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou chuckled softly, then shook his head and said quietly, “Mother has misunderstood her son.”
    

    

    
      “I know I often acted foolishly in the past, leaving you disappointed and angry. But I, too, had no choice. These past twenty years, the one I’ve been most grateful to is you. In this vast but cold and lonely mansion, only you have remained by my side. Yet I am incompetent, and I fear I will have few chances to accompany you from now on.”
    

    

    
      “In these coming days, I only wish to remain by your side as much as possible, to make up for the filial piety I failed to fulfill over the past twenty years.”
    

    

    
      His words were earnest, his usual frivolous air replaced by sincerity.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu had thought he came today because he had once again caused trouble, needing her to intercede and smooth things over—going so far as to learn a proper greeting ceremony to placate her.
    

    

    
      But she had not expected him to abandon his usual careless demeanor and utter such words, as though facing an impending fate…
    

    

    
      The hand holding her teacup froze abruptly.
    

    

    
      She lifted her gaze, truly studying the son she had raised for twenty years.
    

    

    
      His brows and eyes were clear and refined, his features soft, his gaze gentle. 
    

    

    
      The usual arrogance and domineering air were gone, as though he had washed away the dust and emerged anew.
    

    

    
      Yet the familiar aura assured her this was still the same son she had raised for twenty years.
    

    

    
      But the former wastrel who sought only pleasure and indulgence could never have spoken such words.
    

    

    
      Such a drastic change in mere days?
    

    

    
      Or had it been that, these past twenty years, he had seen everything clearly, even foreseeing what was to come?
    

    

    
      That the facade of a profligate had been nothing more than an act for survival?
    

    

    
      And now, knowing that Shen Tian had returned to the capital and what would soon unfold, he had simply chosen to drop the disguise?
    

    

    
      “Zhou’er, what nonsense are you spouting? If you wish to pay respects to your mother, who could possibly stop you?” Yu Chenyu sighed faintly, reaching out to tap him lightly.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou bent obediently, letting her pat him as he smiled softly. 
    

    

    
      “I was only thinking that perhaps one day I will no longer see Mother again. So while I still can, I wish to speak my heart.”
    

    

    
      “You child, what foolishness is this?”
    

    

    
      “Zhou’er, for what reason did you humiliate Shen Tian?”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu cast him a sidelong glance before turning her gaze upon the maid standing nearby, her tone cool and steady, as though jade striking stone or clear water flowing over rock.
    

    

    
      “Replying to Princess Consort, the cause was that the heir took a liking to the female top scholar of the Wu Residence and went there in person. But he happened to encounter Wu Ruyue returning to the capital together with Shen Tian, which incensed him.” The maid who had reported earlier hurried to answer.
    

    

    
      “If Zhou’er was displeased, then humiliating him was as it was. Could it be that some in this mansion wish to champion Shen Tian, sending you to whisper in my ear, hoping I will chastise Zhou’er?”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu’s voice was mild and even, yet it carried an authority impossible to ignore.
    

    

    
      Cold sweat broke out upon the maid’s brow. 
    

    

    
      She immediately dropped to her knees with a thud. 
    

    

    
      “This servant dares not…”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu spoke faintly, “Whatever intentions the Prince may harbor, I care not. But in this mansion, I am still the one who makes the decisions. Certain people ought not overreach their hands.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      The maid, drenched in cold sweat, withdrew.
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      Shen Yanzhou obediently stood to the side, diligently massaging Yu Chenyu’s shoulders. 
    

    

    
      Upon hearing these words, he also confirmed the current situation within the mansion.
    

    

    
      Most likely, several clan elders had already received the Demon Suppression King’s secret letter and were planning to secretly make contact with Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      However, the matter of the true versus false heir was of great consequence.
    

    

    
      If all the groundwork was not laid properly in advance, it would easily arouse suspicion from that one within the Hall of Virtuous Enlightenment.
    

    

    
      All these years, the Demon Suppression King had left a false heir in the Imperial Capital as a hostage, while his true son was in fact tempered outside, growing steady and outstanding, with the talent to command?
    

    

    
      Which emperor could tolerate such deception?
    

    

    
      Therefore, at present, the Demon Suppression King was also waiting for the right opportunity and justification before making everything known to the world as if pushing the boat along with the current.
    

    

    
      Naturally, the Demon Suppression King could not speak plainly to Yu Chenyu, telling her that Shen Yanzhou was not truly their son. 
    

    

    
      He could only hint in various ways, attempting to let Shen Tian and Yu Chenyu first make contact.
    

    

    
      To this, Shen Yanzhou held only mocking laughter in his heart.
    

    

    
      From various clues in the original plot and from the prophecy the Demon Suppression King once received in the Temple of Heavenly Secrets, Shen Tian was most likely not his biological son either.
    

    

    
      In fact, the Demon Suppression King might not have had any offspring at all.
    

    

    
      As for all these schemes and arrangements, they were absolutely inseparable from the Demon Suppression Princess.
    

    

    
      It was precisely because of this that Shen Yanzhou could be certain—when the so-called “biological son” Shen Tian and himself, the “false son” raised for twenty years, stood together before her, the Demon Suppression Princess would reveal her true bias.
    

    

    
      “Chunchao.”
    

    

    
      Once she had dismissed all the maids in the bamboo pavilion, Yu Chenyu suddenly called softly.
    

    

    
      As her voice fell, it seemed as though a breeze stirred through the bamboo grove, rustling the leaves.
    

    

    
      A flash of red leapt down from the secluded bamboo treetops, light and graceful like a spirit cat.
    

    

    
      This was a girl in crimson robes, with dark hair tied at the tips by a red ribbon. 
    

    

    
      Her figure was slender as bamboo, her eyes bright and clear, her face stunning, her skin pale as snow. 
    

    

    
      In her arms she held a gleaming longsword, like spring tides and rippling waves.
    

    

    
      “Madam…”
    

    

    
      The crimson-robed girl stood quietly by Yu Chenyu’s side, like a delicate doll.
    

    

    
      “If in these days within the mansion any rumors spread, take my sword and cut them down. Show no mercy.”
    

    

    
      “In addition, Zhou’er’s safety during this time shall be entrusted to you,” Yu Chenyu instructed casually.
    

    

    
      Raising a pet for twenty years would breed some attachment, let alone raising a son for twenty years.
    

    

    
      The whispers in the mansion these past two days, she had naturally heard, and she was not unaware of the Demon Suppression King’s thoughts either.
    

    

    
      It was just that before, she had little intention to intervene.
    

    

    
      “Yes, Madam.”
    

    

    
      The girl Chunchao, upon hearing this, cast Shen Yanzhou—who was dutifully kneading Yu Chenyu’s shoulders—a quiet glance. 
    

    

    
      A trace of confusion flickered in her eyes, yet she still nodded as instructed.
    

    

    
      “Thank you, Mother.”
    

    

    
      Joy appeared on Shen Yanzhou’s face, and the movements of his hands became even more attentive and sincere.
    

    

    
      He had come to pay respects, and by displaying a demeanor inconsistent with his former profligate self, he only sought to stir in Yu Chenyu some measure of calculation, along with a faint maternal instinct.
    

    

    
      After all, even though the original body had been raised by Yu Chenyu, she held little true affection for him.
    

    

    
      In the original work, when the original body was harmed, Yu Chenyu had merely ordered her personal maid Chunchao to bring a straw mat and collect his corpse.
    

    

    
      Now, Yu Chenyu had ordered Chunchao to protect him personally. 
    

    

    
      In Shen Yanzhou’s eyes, this was entirely an unexpected delight.
    

    

    
      This prodigious girl had emerged from the Sword Mound of Qilin City, bearing the Pure Sword Heart.
    

    

    
      At merely sixteen years of age, she had already stepped into the sixth rank of martial cultivation—the Sea-Cleaving Realm. 
    

    

    
      By the banks of Qilin City, wielding her Chunchao Sword, she had defeated several masters who had immersed themselves in swordsmanship for decades, shaking the land with her name.
    

    

    
      The three sacred places of swordsmanship under heaven were: the Ten-Thousand-Mile Sword Court of the North Sea, the Sword Lodge of Tianshui’s Qilin City, and the Nameless Sword Tomb.
    

    

    
      Qilin City’s Sword Mound was known as the land where swords broke. 
    

    

    
      Those who entered and emerged were all peerlessly gifted sword cultivators.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu turned her gaze to him and said: “You have already noticed that Shen Tian is unusual?”
    

    

    
      Before this hidden mastermind, Shen Yanzhou was frank. 
    

    

    
      He smiled and said: “Father had already mentioned him many times before. How could your son not pay attention?”
    

    

    
      “Then who do you think he is?”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu lightly nodded, confirming that Shen Yanzhou had indeed been concealing his sharpness all along.
    

    

    
      “He should be the true heir—the true child of Mother.” Shen Yanzhou restrained his smile and replied solemnly.
    

    

    
      “The true child?”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu smiled, as if recalling something, then shook her head lightly: “I have never once seen that child.”
    

    

    
      “Your son is but an adopted child, a substitute. In the end, Shen Tian ought to be Mother’s biological child. Even if separated for many years, blood is thicker than water—how could Mother not acknowledge him?”
    

    

    
      “Besides, Father had always kept him hidden, never letting him be exposed before the world. Now that he is stepping out from behind the curtain, your son should naturally know when to disappear.” Shen Yanzhou lowered his eyes.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu sighed softly: “You are even more perceptive and intelligent than I imagined. These years must have been hard to conceal.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou said quietly: “But Father never liked me being too intelligent. He did not wish for me to practice martial arts or cultivate the Dao. He did not even want me to read or write, to nurture literary talent. For twenty years, enduring countless assassination attempts large and small—if I had not acted as he wished, playing the good-for-nothing wastrel, I would not be alive today.”
    

    

    
      The crimson-robed girl Chunchao, standing nearby, heard these words, and the astonishment in her eyes deepened. 
    

    

    
      She could not help but look long at Shen Yanzhou, as though seeing him for the first time.
    

    

    
      In her impression, this hedonistic heir was always stirring up trouble—either harassing noble girls or cursing officials.
    

    

    
      He had even once clamored for Madam to bestow her upon him.
    

    

    
      Who would have thought he also had this side, that all these years he had sullied his name only to hide his brilliance?
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu fell silent.
    

    

    
      She too seemed to be seeing this son she had raised for twenty years for the first time.
    

    

    
      Strangeness mingled with a trace of comfort.
    

    

    
      “Then do you hate him?” Yu Chenyu asked.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou seemed to fall into thought. 
    

    

    
      After a moment, he shook his head: “Your son does not know who his true parents are. But without Father, I would not have had these twenty years of luxury and retinue.”
    

    

    
      An ambiguous answer.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu nodded softly. 
    

    

    
      It seemed there was indeed hatred.
    

    

    
      “Do not worry. No matter how ruthless your father may be, he cannot make you disappear. If you vanish, that one in the Hall of Virtuous Enlightenment would become suspicious, and that cannot be explained away.”
    

    

    
      “Your father is the most meticulous man under heaven. He would never leave behind any handle or flaw.” Yu Chenyu spoke softly.
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      The Demon Suppression King indeed would not be foolish enough to make himself disappear, but that did not mean others had not harbored such thoughts.
    

    

    
      When Shen Yanzhou left the Bamboo Garden, he felt somewhat relieved in his heart. 
    

    

    
      At least for now, Yu Chengyu would stand on his side.
    

    

    
      If he had still been as stupid as the original body had been, she certainly would not have wanted to waste energy and effort on preserving him.
    

    

    
      In the end, it was because he now showed the intelligence she cared about, making her feel there was a place for him to be of use.
    

    

    
      “Miss Chunchao, I will trouble you to protect my safety from now on.”
    

    

    
      “And also, tonight, accompany me to the Yuxian Pavilion.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was in a rather good mood. 
    

    

    
      Glancing at the red-clad girl behind him who followed closely, hugging her sword, he could not help but smile and speak.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Chunchao +1+2+3+4……
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Chunchao’s clear eyes cast a faint glance at Shen Yanzhou. 
    

    

    
      She did not say much, but her grip on the sword tightened.
    

    

    
      She had thought the heir would no longer linger in brothels like before. 
    

    

    
      Unexpectedly, he was still the same. 
    

    

    
      What was so great about wandering around these pleasure houses?
    

    

    
      Was it just because of those women inside, dressed up in gaudy finery?
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had not expected this expressionless red-clad girl to produce some resentment over his words, and in no small amount at that. 
    

    

    
      His heart immediately felt amused.
    

    

    
      “Does Miss Chunchao have some prejudice against the Yuxian Pavilion?” Shen Yanzhou turned his head and asked with a smile.
    

    

    
      Looking at the handsome face before her, brows and eyes curved with laughter, without the arrogant and frivolous airs she had often seen before, Chunchao strangely found it somewhat pleasing to the eye.
    

    

    
      She gave a small nod, her voice faint: “Proper people, who would visit a brothel?”
    

    

    
      “Well said. Then does Miss Chunchao see this heir as a proper person?” Shen Yanzhou spoke with a smile.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Chunchao instantly found that face displeasing again.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      When Shen Yanzhou returned to the Water Pavilion where he usually rested, Elder Mo had already come back to report.
    

    

    
      “Young Master, all has been arranged. Madam Liu Qian has already let Miss Qiutang and Miss Ruanyu hang up their placards. They are just waiting for you to come tonight.”
    

    

    
      Because of Shen Yanzhou, Elder Mo could be considered a frequent guest of the Yuxian Pavilion. 
    

    

    
      His chrysanthemum-like old face bloomed with a smile.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded, then gestured with his gaze: “As for my daily affairs from now on, let Chunchao handle them. Elder Mo, explain it to her.”
    

    

    
      “Young Master, this……”
    

    

    
      The smile on Elder Mo’s face instantly froze.
    

    

    
      It was only now that he noticed the red-clad sword-hugging girl behind Shen Yanzhou. 
    

    

    
      He was greatly surprised. 
    

    

    
      This was the princess consort’s most valued maid. 
    

    

    
      To say maid was not quite right—she was more like a family member sent from Qilin City to protect her.
    

    

    
      Though Chunchao was young, her swordsmanship and martial cultivation were not to be underestimated in the slightest.
    

    

    
      “The princess consort truly dotes on the heir, to actually bestow Miss Chunchao to him.” He muttered silently in his heart.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The Yuxian Pavilion was located northwest of the Great Qian capital, built along the river.
    

    

    
      At night, when the lights shone brightly, waves sparkled and mist drifted. 
    

    

    
      From painted pleasure boats came men’s and women’s laughter and all kinds of indulgent sounds.
    

    

    
      As a regular guest, Shen Yanzhou had just arrived when an old woman, over fifty, thickly powdered and dressed in a floral robe, came up obsequiously.
    

    

    
      “Heir, Qiutang and Ruanyu are already waiting for you in the Jade Pavilion.” The flower-robed old woman fawned.
    

    

    
      Chunchao hugged her sword, her brows faintly knitted, and followed behind Shen Yanzhou, walking together toward the innermost tower.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Chunchao +1+2+3+4……
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou did not know why this girl harbored such grievances, but along the way, she had provided him with dozens of negative emotions at least.
    

    

    
      “Heir, you have come……”
    

    

    
      Inside the room burning with incense, two beauties had long been waiting. 
    

    

    
      One was plump, wearing a wide robe embroidered with cloud patterns. 
    

    

    
      Her inner clothes were half undone, her skin white as snow. 
    

    

    
      She was peeling grapes, her wide sleeve sliding just to the elbow, revealing wrists as pale as ivory and slender fingers.
    

    

    
      The other woman wore an almost transparent white robe with peach blossoms embroidered at the cuffs. 
    

    

    
      Her figure was not plump, but tall and graceful, her brows carrying a trace of coldness. 
    

    

    
      In her orchid-like hand, she held a warmed jug of wine.
    

    

    
      “Sorry to have kept you waiting.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s face blossomed with a smile. 
    

    

    
      He familiarly removed his shoes and socks, sat on the bamboo mat, and began embracing them left and right.
    

    

    
      Chunchao, following behind, showed a conflicted expression on her delicate face. 
    

    

    
      Looking at the two scantily clad women, she hesitated whether she should step in.
    

    

    
      But recalling the princess consort’s command to protect Shen Yanzhou closely, she could only endure the unpleasant scent of powder and enter.
    

    

    
      Yet the moment she approached Shen Yanzhou, she saw his hand restlessly roaming the plump woman’s body.
    

    

    
      This made Chunchao’s pure face instantly flush with a faint porcelain-red.
    

    

    
      She had thought his profligate demeanor was a disguise. 
    

    

    
      It seemed there was no need to pretend.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Chunchao +3+3+3+3+3……
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, however, did not care about Chunchao’s small grievances. 
    

    

    
      Food and sex were human nature. 
    

    

    
      He was no saint, and there was no need to play the moral gentleman.
    

    

    
      Of course, his coming to Yuxian Pavilion tonight was not merely to seek pleasure.
    

    

    
      As cups of warm wine entered his belly, and the moonlight passed the third roof beam, faint mist drifted in through the half-opened window. 
    

    

    
      Ripples of scattered brilliance spread across the river surface.
    

    

    
      From distant painted boats came sounds of men and women’s laughter, and the lilting notes of strings and flutes.
    

    

    
      “Qiutang, has there recently been a maid here with a birthmark on her cheek, fond of wearing hemp clothes?”
    

    

    
      Looking at the two already somewhat tipsy women, Shen Yanzhou pinched the plump woman’s cheek, put down his warmed wine, and suddenly asked with a grin.
    

    

    
      “Yes, heir, how did you know? Was it because her birthmark is so hideously strange?”
    

    

    
      “Many guests do not like her. They say she is clumsy, often delivering drinks to the wrong place……”
    

    

    
      “Sometimes she even enters without knocking, spoiling the guests’ mood.”
    

    

    
      Once gossip about the Yuxian Pavilion was mentioned, the two women instantly sobered, their interest piqued, chatting endlessly.
    

    

    
      “Yes, I’ve heard of her. But I have not yet properly seen how ugly that birthmark is.”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Shen Yanzhou’s face shone with a bright smile, looking quite curious.
    

    

    
      “Ah, heir, you must be tired of delicacies and want to try some crooked melons and cracked dates……”
    

    

    
      “Why don’t we have Madam Liu call her over, so you can see for yourself.”
    

    

    
      The two women gave him coquettish looks, taking it as one of his profligate amusements.
    

    

    
      “That suggestion is not bad.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded with a smile.
    

    

    
      At the side, Chunchao, who had been growing drowsy, could not help but feel curious at these words. 
    

    

    
      Just how ugly was she, to be so well known?
    

    

    
      The two women put on their shoes and went out. 
    

    

    
      Before long, they returned, leading in a somewhat nervous girl with her head lowered.
    

    

    
      She wore coarse cotton clothes, her complexion sallow. 
    

    

    
      Even with her head down, one could see on her right cheek a clear birthmark, like a bluish-black hand covering it.
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      “Young Lord, this is the new one….”
    

    

    
      “Her name was Xiuniang.”
    

    

    
      The two women said with smiles.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, who had earlier been leaning against the soft couch, slowly sat up and looked over with interest. 
    

    

    
      He said, “Lift your head so this Young Lord could have a good look.”
    

    

    
      The hemp-clothed woman clenched her sleeve and seemed a little nervous; her whole bearing grew even more restrained. 
    

    

    
      She cautiously raised the face that was covered by a dark bluish birthmark. 
    

    

    
      Her brows and features were clean, and her eyes were like spots of lacquer.
    

    

    
      If one ignored the birthmark, one could see fairly delicate features.
    

    

    
      “What a pity — such a fine face, but ruined by a birthmark that covered her original beauty.”
    

    

    
      “Still, the figure was not bad: long legs, slim waist, ample chest and perky hips. Once the lamp was blown out, there was no difference.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou scrutinized her for a few moments, then nodded and smiled, “Tonight it would be you. Stay.”
    

    

    
      When his words fell, the room suddenly fell silent.
    

    

    
      It was not only the hemp-clothed woman called Xiuniang who froze.
    

    

    
      Even the two women who had been smiling stood rooted to the spot, almost doubting their own ears.
    

    

    
      Chunchao looked at Shen Yanzhou with an incredulous expression — she looked so ugly, and he did not mind?
    

    

    
      Negative emotion from Chu Xiuer: +1 +1 +1 +1.
    

    

    
      Negative emotion from Chunchao: +3 +3 +3 +3.
    

    

    
      Negative emotion from Qiutang and Ruanyu: +0.01 +0.01 +0.01 +0.01……
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had long expected the reaction before him and did not care in the slightest. 
    

    

    
      He inclined his head slightly and said, “I had never before seen such an ugly face that was nevertheless exquisitely refined.”
    

    

    
      “Young Lord, Xiuniang was merely a teacup maid at Yuxian Pavilion; she did not serve bedsides for guests…” Qiutang hurriedly interjected.
    

    

    
      Xiuniang seemed to have been frightened into stupefaction; she trembled slightly, clutching her sleeve more tightly.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s face darkened. 
    

    

    
      “What? It would be her honor if I favored her. A teacup maid — so what? Even if I favored the person behind your Yuxian Pavilion, she would still have to come obediently and lie upon the couch.”
    

    

    
      Qiutang and Ruanyu had never seen Shen Yanzhou lose his temper like this; they were frightened white-faced, their lips whispering, and could only exchange a glance before retreating cautiously.
    

    

    
      Only Xiuniang remained, dazed and standing in place.
    

    

    
      After that night, Yuxian Pavilion would probably once again be the source of rumors that Young Lord Shen ate both meat and vegetables without discrimination.
    

    

    
      Chunchao gave Shen Yanzhou a disdainful glance, thinking he was about to take action, and prepared to leave.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, however, had already returned to his previous languid expression and leaned back on the soft couch covered with a bamboo mat. 
    

    

    
      He casually ordered, “Chunchao, bolt the door and lock it. No one was to leave.”
    

    

    
      Chunchao snorted disdainfully. 
    

    

    
      As if anyone would dare resist?
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou understood what Chunchao thought and paid it no mind.
    

    

    
      He looked at the anxious hemp-clothed woman before him, raised his cup of warm wine, and said in a leisurely tone, “Miss Xiuniang, there was no need to be so nervous. The night was long; the two of them had plenty of time to converse. This Young Lord was not some flood beast — you need not fear me so. Why not lift your head?”
    

    

    
      Xiuniang kept her head lowered and gripped her sleeve tightly, her voice hoarse: “This girl’s face was ugly; she feared she would shame the Young Lord’s eyes.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled lightly. 
    

    

    
      “You were joking, Miss. This Young Lord was not one of those vulgar people who cared only for outward flesh and bones.”
    

    

    
      “Lately you had often watched this Young Lord from the shadows. Now that I stood in front of you, why did you not dare lift your head?”
    

    

    
      At these words Xiuniang froze for a moment, then a coldness she did not know where it had come from suddenly ran down her spine, and her expression changed instantly.
    

    

    
      Originally thinking Shen Yanzhou wanted to bully her, Chunchao also suddenly realized the truth.
    

    

    
      She scarcely hesitated. 
    

    

    
      The long sword she had been holding in her arms slid out with a hiss; a clear, cold blade of light like water swept across and landed at Xiuniang’s throat.
    

    

    
      “Not bad — your movement was nimble, and you did not hesitate.”
    

    

    
      “No wonder your mother had valued you so highly.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Chunchao’s almost instinctive action, Shen Yanzhou could not help but praise.
    

    

    
      “How did you perceive it?” Xiuniang froze and looked somewhat incredulous; she had not expected Shen Yanzhou to be so perceptive.
    

    

    
      She knew that within Yuxian Pavilion she had never exposed the slightest flaw.
    

    

    
      Could there be a master behind this prodigal second young master?
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou put down his cup and stood up without haste. 
    

    

    
      “You need not worry about how I sensed it. Before that, I wanted to ask: where was Fu Yuying now?”
    

    

    
      “You…” Xiuniang felt the cold at her back grow stronger, like a bitter wind in midwinter sweeping down. 
    

    

    
      Her hands and feet went cold in an instant.
    

    

    
      How could this second young master know everything about the person behind her?
    

    

    
      Chunchao, seeing Xiuniang’s violent reaction, also looked at Shen Yanzhou in surprise. 
    

    

    
      Had she misjudged him?
    

    

    
      How did he know that this hemp-clothed woman had other schemes?
    

    

    
      She felt more and more unable to read Shen Yanzhou: on the surface he was a detested prodigal, yet he gave people the impression of a composed confidence as if he had everything under control.
    

    

    
      “It seemed we had all been deceived by your appearance.”
    

    

    
      “You, this idle prodigal second young master, were hiding so deeply beneath the Emperor’s very nose.” Xiuniang said softly.
    

    

    
      She prided herself on impeccable plans and flawless disguises.
    

    

    
      The only possible leak, she thought, could be on the southern border — the sect might have had an insider who revealed the plan to the Demon Suppression King early, giving Shen Yanzhou a head start.
    

    

    
      This second young master was not as useless as he appeared.
    

    

    
      “Miss Xiu’er, don’t say that. I did it out of necessity — to stay alive. In truth, we were all grasshoppers on the same rope.” Shen Yanzhou shook his head slightly and stepped forward to take away the long sword that Chunchao had held to Xiuniang’s throat.
    

    

    
      Surprise showed on Xiuniang’s face; her brows drew together in confusion.
    

    

    
      Chunchao also looked at Shen Yanzhou puzzled — he had no cultivation at all; why would he step forward like that and not fear Xiuniang suddenly rising up to harm him?
    

    

    
      “What do you mean by ‘grasshoppers on the same rope’?” Xiuniang asked coldly, surprised that he even knew her name.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou wore a faint smile. 
    

    

    
      “Literally. I could cooperate with you to take on the Demon Suppression King.”
    

    

    
      Xiuniang’s brow furrowed tighter. 
    

    

    
      She thought Shen Yanzhou had gone mad. 
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression King was his father — this was the most filial thing she had ever heard in her life.
    

    

    
      “If you meant to toy with me, there was no need. Since I was in your hands, you could kill or dismember me as you pleased.” Xiuniang said coldly.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou rubbed his brow as if he had a headache. 
    

    

    
      “Why be so stubborn? If you had thought I intended to kill you, Chunchao would have already sliced your head off just now. Why would I speak so kindly to you? If you thought I wanted to learn Fu Yuying’s whereabouts from your mouth, it would not be that difficult.”
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      “With the sisterly bond between the two of you, if she were to know that you’ve fallen into my hands, I’m afraid I wouldn’t even need to go looking for her—she would come knocking on her own.” Shen Yanzhou spoke leisurely with a faint smile.
    

    

    
      “You…”
    

    

    
      The woman in hemp clothes slightly changed in expression, the chill in her heart deepening.
    

    

    
      Though Shen Yanzhou’s words were spoken casually, they carried a wealth of information. 
    

    

    
      Not only about herself, but even her young lady, Fu Yuying, he had investigated thoroughly and knew inside out.
    

    

    
      “Relax. Fu Yuying is a famed beauty of the Southern Border. Surely you wouldn’t want her to walk into the net and fall directly into my hands, would you?” Shen Yanzhou said with a light chuckle.
    

    

    
      At these words, the woman in hemp clothes completely lost her spirit. 
    

    

    
      Gone was her earlier defiance, and she slumped like an eggplant struck by frost.
    

    

    
      Chunchao, on the side, looked at this scene with wide-eyed astonishment, as if she was seeing Shen Yanzhou for the first time.
    

    

    
      “What exactly do you want?”
    

    

    
      After a while, the woman in hemp clothes finally asked with a wooden face.
    

    

    
      “Take me to see Fu Yuying. I want to have a proper chat with her and discuss a matter of cooperation.” Shen Yanzhou said.
    

    

    
      “That’s impossible…” The woman in hemp clothes shook her head firmly, her posture even carrying the resolve of preferring death over compliance.
    

    

    
      “What’s impossible about it? Isn’t it true that your Luofu Cloud Cavern’s aim is to grasp hold of me, in order to force the Demon Suppression King’s stationed army to withdraw from the hundred-thousand mountains of the Southern Border, in exchange for peace among your hidden sects there? Now that I’m the one taking the initiative to cooperate with you, doesn’t that suit your purpose perfectly?”
    

    

    
      “If this isn’t something you can decide on, then send word to Fu Yuying. With her intelligence and wit, she’ll surely tell you what to do.” Shen Yanzhou spoke in the same unhurried tone.
    

    

    
      The woman in hemp clothes froze, then a trace of struggle flickered in her eyes. 
    

    

    
      After fumbling inside her bosom, she took out a jade talisman resembling warm jade and began to send a message.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou gave a slight nod, calmly lifting a cup of warmed wine, taking a sip, not at all impatient.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t long before—
    

    

    
      The woman in hemp clothes finally lifted her head, her gaze at Shen Yanzhou carrying some surprise.
    

    

    
      She had not expected that after hearing of tonight’s events, her young lady had actually agreed, even taking the initiative to say she would meet with Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Her young lady was so clever—could she really not have thought, what if this was all a scheme by the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, intending to use this opportunity to uproot all of Luofu Cloud Cavern’s eyes and strongholds within the capital of Great Qian?
    

    

    
      “It seems Fu Yuying has agreed.” Shen Yanzhou, seeing the expression of the woman in hemp clothes, already knew that her young lady must have consented.
    

    

    
      From what he understood of that Saintess of Luofu Cloud Cavern, at this moment, she would surely agree to meet him.
    

    

    
      The woman in hemp clothes nodded. 
    

    

    
      Since it was her young lady’s decision, she could not say more.
    

    

    
      “You need only wait for me later in the alley outside the rear-right gate of Yuxian Pavilion.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had long anticipated what would happen tonight, so he had already instructed Elder Mo to prepare a carriage in that alley.
    

    

    
      His own sedan carriage was too ostentatious, drawing too much attention.
    

    

    
      Though, for now, the Demon Suppression King, far away in the Southern Border, had not suspected his “fake son,” Shen Yanzhou believed that with the Demon Suppression King’s cunning, he would soon connect the dots from this series of actions.
    

    

    
      Therefore, he had to settle the trouble of the Nether Curse tonight.
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      The woman in hemp clothes said nothing further.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou signaled to Chunchao, telling her to leave.
    

    

    
      “How did you know she was from Luofu Cloud Cavern?”
    

    

    
      Once the woman in hemp clothes departed, Chunchao finally could not hold back her curiosity any longer and asked.
    

    

    
      Luofu Cloud Cavern—this was one of the hidden sects of the Southern Border’s hundred-thousand mountains, with an ancient heritage, famed for its arts of medicine, gu poison, and witchcraft. 
    

    

    
      Their most common methods lay in concocting poison and raising gu worms.
    

    

    
      In today’s world, five great cultivation systems coexisted. 
    

    

    
      Among them, the witchcraft system could perceive spirits, inscribe totems, summon gods and ghosts, killing without leaving a trace. 
    

    

    
      Its most crucial medium was the spirit medium.
    

    

    
      By accumulating spirit mediums, one raised one’s realm.
    

    

    
      When medicine and gu arts combined with witchcraft, the effects often exceeded expectations. 
    

    

    
      Thus, when disciples of Luofu Cloud Cavern roamed outside, few dared to provoke them.
    

    

    
      “By smell.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou glanced at the curiosity-filled Chunchao and smiled faintly.
    

    

    
      “By smell?” Chunchao was startled, her eyes filled with doubt.
    

    

    
      “Identifying a woman by her scent. This heir has spent so many years in Yuxian Pavilion. What kind of woman has he not seen? Disciples of Luofu Cloud Cavern may burn the branches and leaves of Cloud Resting Mist Wood to mask the herbal fragrance on their bodies, but the aura of gu worms—they can never conceal that.” Shen Yanzhou explained with utter seriousness.
    

    

    
      Chunchao was left completely dumbfounded. 
    

    

    
      To her, it all sounded mystical and incomprehensible.
    

    

    
      After all, back when she trained in the Sword Lodge, she had never encountered such things. 
    

    

    
      Each day was nothing but sword practice—almost no dealings with the sects of the outside world.
    

    

    
      “Though your sword talent is astonishing, you lack much worldly experience. Today, this heir will teach you a lesson: taverns, inns, brothels—these places where all sorts gather are where news flows fastest.
    

    

    
      “If you ever wish to know anything, all you need do is inquire at such places.” Shen Yanzhou said with a long, meaningful smile.
    

    

    
      Chunchao listened earnestly, not feeling that Shen Yanzhou was deceiving her.
    

    

    
      “So, these pieces of information were all things you gathered over the years in brothels?” Her clear eyes, black-and-white like ink and snow, now carried a trace of admiration.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou shamelessly chuckled: “But of course. Did you really think this heir went to brothels merely to indulge in women?”
    

    

    
      How could he truly be so resourceful? It was nothing more than the foresight of someone who had entered the book.
    

    

    
      Chunchao nodded seriously, an inexplicable and complicated emotion rising in her heart. 
    

    

    
      It seemed she might have misjudged the heir somewhat. 
    

    

    
      Her earlier prejudice had indeed been quite deep.
    

    

    
      But soon after, she noticed the faint smile at the corner of Shen Yanzhou’s lips.
    

    

    
      Her sword intuition told her she had just been tricked…
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Chunchao +3 +3 +3 +3.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Is the heir not going to linger a while longer tonight?”
    

    

    
      When Shen Yanzhou left the room and stepped out of the pavilion, the flower-robed old woman who had been waiting at the door hurriedly came forward to greet him.
    

    

    
      By now, the entire Yuxian Pavilion had heard the news—that the heir, who abstained from neither meat nor vegetables, had chosen to keep that ugly maid with a large birthmark on her face to accompany him in bed.
    

    

    
      The flower-robed old woman had not expected Shen Yanzhou to emerge so quickly.
    

    

    
      Earlier, when she saw Xiuniang rushing out nervously toward the backyard, she had even worried if she had offended this young lord.
    

    

    
      “Boring. I’m done.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou waved his hand, displeasure on his face, and without another word, walked straight toward the doorway at the corridor’s end.
    

    

    
      The flower-robed old woman followed fearfully behind him.
    

    

    
      Outside Yuxian Pavilion, Elder Mo was already waiting by the carriage. 
    

    

    
      Upon seeing Shen Yanzhou emerge, he hurriedly came forward.
    

    

    
      “Return to the mansion.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou said nothing more, lifting the curtain and stepping inside.
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      The wheels rolled over the bluestone streets. 
    

    

    
      The imperial capital was lively at night, music of strings and flutes drifting softly. 
    

    

    
      Painted boats and cloud vessels floated along the canal, shrouded in rising white mist. 
    

    

    
      Inside, faint silhouettes of graceful dancing girls could be seen through the window lattice, their enchanting figures half-revealed.
    

    

    
      Halfway along, Shen Yanzhou ordered Elder Mo to stop the carriage. 
    

    

    
      Then, taking Chunchao with him, he walked toward the bustling lantern festival where the streets were packed with people.
    

    

    
      Chunchao still remembered how Shen Yanzhou had told that plain-clothed woman to wait for him at the back alley behind Yuxian Pavilion.
    

    

    
      So she did not think that Shen Yanzhou was bringing her to enjoy the lantern festival.
    

    

    
      “The time should be about right. We can’t keep others waiting too long.”
    

    

    
      After having Chunchao scan the surroundings to ensure no one was following them, Shen Yanzhou left the crowd and headed toward the alley entrance.
    

    

    
      Deep in the alley stood an ordinary carriage. 
    

    

    
      Familiar with the way, Shen Yanzhou swiftly climbed inside.
    

    

    
      “You know how to drive a carriage, right?” he asked casually.
    

    

    
      “A little,” Chunchao nodded, placing down the longsword she had been holding. 
    

    

    
      She picked up the reins and drove the carriage toward the other side of the alley.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou sat inside quietly, tapping the window frame lightly as his thoughts churned.
    

    

    
      In the original storyline, Fu Yuying, the Saintess of Luofu Cloud Cavern, had entanglements with the original Shen Yanzhou. 
    

    

    
      He had nearly been captured and taken to the Southern Frontier, serving as a scapegoat in place of the real heir.
    

    

    
      Later, Luofu Cloud Cavern discovered that they had made a huge mistake—after paying a great price to kidnap the so-called heir, it turned out that he was a fake.
    

    

    
      Before long, the carriage reached the agreed-upon back alley. 
    

    

    
      The plain-clothed woman was already waiting there.
    

    

    
      “Follow me.”
    

    

    
      She glanced behind cautiously. 
    

    

    
      Once she confirmed that no one else had followed, she exhaled in relief. 
    

    

    
      Hidden in her sleeve, a jade-white gu insect trembled faintly, transmitting subtle messages to her.
    

    

    
      This was a Spirit-communing Gu. 
    

    

    
      Though only of seventh grade, it was a special type capable of releasing unique spiritual mediums to capture hidden auras, making it very effective for scouting.
    

    

    
      After all, she still harbored suspicions toward Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      No one knew how much time had passed before the plain-clothed woman led the two of them through several alleys and into the outer city. 
    

    

    
      Eventually, they arrived before a modest, secluded courtyard of brick and tile.
    

    

    
      “This is the place. If you dare harbor any schemes, even if you are the Demon Suppression King’s heir, you won’t be leaving tonight.”
    

    

    
      Her tone carried a faintly vicious threat.
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry. This heir would never gamble with his own life.” Shen Yanzhou smiled as he stepped down from the carriage, showing no sign of taking the matter to heart.
    

    

    
      The plain-clothed woman said no more. 
    

    

    
      Pushing open the gate, she led them inside. 
    

    

    
      Passing through an arched corridor, they entered the courtyard.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou cast his gaze around.
    

    

    
      Within the courtyard was a small pond reflecting stars and moonlight, rippling faintly. 
    

    

    
      On the summer night, cicadas and frogs occasionally called out.
    

    

    
      From the house spilled a gentle warmth of light. 
    

    

    
      Through a half-open window, one could glimpse steam rising from a stone-carved bath, hazy and indistinct.
    

    

    
      “Am I intruding at the wrong time?” Shen Yanzhou retracted his gaze and smiled calmly.
    

    

    
      “The heir has come at just the right time.”
    

    

    
      “Please enter.”
    

    

    
      Before the plain-clothed woman could reply, a voice—clear and cool, yet tinged with elegance—sounded from within.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded, lightly flicked his robe, pushed open the door, and walked in.
    

    

    
      Behind a screen, on a reclining couch, a graceful figure lounged lazily, holding a small white tiger patterned with cloud markings.
    

    

    
      She wore a white robe embroidered with mist and peach blossoms. 
    

    

    
      Her brows were willow-like, her hair in a misty cloud bun. 
    

    

    
      Her revealed skin was as luminous as jade, her features exquisitely refined. 
    

    

    
      Even beneath the wide robe, her curvaceous figure was impossible to conceal.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou showed no trace of awkwardness, openly and uprightly examining her.
    

    

    
      Opposite him, she also regarded him with faint interest.
    

    

    
      Their gazes met in midair.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was the first to speak. 
    

    

    
      With a slight smile, he said: “The Saintess is indeed bold and skillful. Back then, when the First Emperor swept through the Southern Frontier, suppressing unholy rites, subduing evil gods, and annihilating petty kingdoms, even the founder of Luofu Cloud Cavern dared not step foot into the capital. Yet you dared to come here alone.”
    

    

    
      “The times have long changed. The Great Qian today is no longer the flourishing era of the First Emperor. The current Emperor of Virtuous Enlightenment neglects governance, obsessed only with the pursuit of immortality. Power rests in the hands of officials. In the Southern Frontier, the Demon Suppression King holds great armies, while the once-submissive sects all harbor ulterior motives.”
    

    

    
      “This imperial capital, where dragons and tigers converge, conceals countless ambitious figures. Why should I not dare to come?”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying spoke, her voice cold yet carrying a faint resonance, textured like jade.
    

    

    
      “Good, very good. What boldness—no wonder you are recognized as the foremost figure among the hidden sects of the Southern Frontier.” Shen Yanzhou praised.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying neither cared nor acknowledged the empty title. 
    

    

    
      Her large, dark eyes fixed on Shen Yanzhou, reflecting his refined features.
    

    

    
      “You are not like the rumors say,” she remarked.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled. 
    

    

    
      “And how am I different?”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying said, “Ignorant, arrogant, indulgent, bullying the weak—that is the Shen Yanzhou of rumor.”
    

    

    
      “And then?” Shen Yanzhou asked with a smile.
    

    

    
      “But the you I see—composed, harboring great depth, as if everything lies within your grasp. There’s a transcendence in your bearing, as though few in the world are worth your notice.” Fu Yuying arched her brows slightly as she spoke.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had not expected her evaluation of him to be so high upon their very first meeting.
    

    

    
      Truly worthy of her reputation in the original storyline as someone who calculated three steps ahead, with cunning bordering on the demonic.
    

    

    
      “Indeed, a tiger does not sire a dog. How could the son of the Demon Suppression King, such a hero, be nothing more than a useless wastrel? All these years, you’ve feigned debauchery, hidden your strength, and deceived everyone.” Fu Yuying nodded lightly, as though in recognition.
    

    

    
      “The Saintess flatters me.”
    

    

    
      “But there is one point where you are wrong.” Shen Yanzhou chuckled softly and shook his head.
    

    

    
      “Oh? Which point?” Fu Yuying’s brows lifted slightly in surprise.
    

    

    
      “I am not the son of the Demon Suppression King,” Shen Yanzhou said calmly.
    

    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying was stunned. 
    

    

    
      For the first time, astonishment and disbelief appeared on her exquisite face.
    

    

    
      “How is that possible?”
    

    

    
      Her brows knit slightly, like a disturbed pool of spring water.
    

    

    
      “That is why your Luofu Cloud Cavern’s plan was flawed from the very beginning. Even if you had captured me, it would not have forced the Demon Suppression King to retreat from the Southern Frontier.”
    

    

    
      “I am nothing more than an abandoned pawn he pushed into the open, someone he could discard at any time.” Shen Yanzhou said indifferently.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying was silent for several breaths before her eyes, cold and sharp, locked onto Shen Yanzhou. 
    

    

    
      She asked, “And how am I to believe you? Who is to say this isn’t just a smokescreen you’ve released?”
    

    

    
      She could not bring herself to believe it.
    

    

    
      For in her eyes, the Demon Suppression King would never dare such audacity as to deceive the Son of Heaven by placing a false heir in the imperial capital.
    

    

    
      If Shen Yanzhou’s arrogance and debauchery these years had merely been a facade, a means of hiding his true self, she could still believe that.
    

    

    
      But for the Demon Suppression King to raise a false heir in the imperial capital—that was treason. 
    

    

    
      If the Emperor of Virtuous Enlightenment ever found out, no matter how favored the king was, he would not escape punishment.
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      “Since the Saintess hails from the Southern Frontier, surely you can recognize what this is.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou did not waste words. 
    

    

    
      He directly lifted his wrist, rolled up his sleeve, and revealed the inner side of his arm, where a distinct pattern lay exposed.
    

    

    
      Faint streaks of dark purple lines spread like creeping spiderwebs. 
    

    

    
      The mark was about the size of a thumbprint, not particularly conspicuous.
    

    

    
      “This is?”
    

    

    
      “The Nether Curse?”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying’s gaze fell upon the mark, staring intently at it. 
    

    

    
      With a single glance, she recognized it at once.
    

    

    
      Through a third-grade Gu insect—the Nether Cicada—this curse could be implanted.
    

    

    
      Even across a great distance, the curse would slowly erode the victim’s vitality and allow the controller to sense their condition.
    

    

    
      Of course, not many people could identify the Nether Curse, for it was a rather advanced technique recorded within the Southern Frontier’s witchcraft arts.
    

    

    
      To implant it was no easy task either—it required direct contact with the Gu insect.
    

    

    
      “For the son of the Demon Suppression King to have the Nether Curse implanted on his body…” Fu Yuying fell silent.
    

    

    
      “Now, Saintess, you should believe my words.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou slowly pulled down his sleeve, covering the mark once again.
    

    

    
      Within the entire Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, only three people knew he bore the Nether Curse:
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression King, the Princess Consort, and an elder who had long lived in seclusion.
    

    

    
      From Shen Yanzhou’s knowledge of the original plot, that very Nether Cicada had been procured by the reclusive elder and handed over to the Demon Suppression King.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying gave Shen Yanzhou a complicated look. 
    

    

    
      With the Demon Suppression King’s peerless abilities, it was impossible that he had not discovered the Nether Curse on his own son.
    

    

    
      With his status and power, if he wished to resolve it, it would not be difficult.
    

    

    
      “The Demon Suppression King truly harbors ruthless intent. If this truly is part of his scheme, then he must be plotting something far greater.”
    

    

    
      “It seems, however, that even the Demon Suppression King could not have imagined that Young Master Shen, shrewd and far-sighted, has already seen through everything.”
    

    

    
      At this moment, countless thoughts surfaced in Fu Yuying’s mind. 
    

    

    
      She recalled how, in recent days, the Demon Suppression King had sent troops under the pretense that the Southern Frontier’s hidden sects threatened its stability, systematically suppressing them.
    

    

    
      Unable to withstand the pressure, many hidden sects had no choice but to submit to the Great Qian Dynasty.
    

    

    
      “For these past twenty years, I, a false heir, have blocked countless assassination attempts meant for the true heir, and have borne all of the suspicion of that one within the Hall of Virtuous Enlightenment. Had I not been quick-witted, I would have long since perished with no grave to claim. Now that the true heir is about to step from the shadows to the forefront, this stand-in must naturally step down from the stage.”
    

    

    
      “But no one wishes to die. I am no exception.” Shen Yanzhou lifted his eyes and fixed his gaze on Fu Yuying as he spoke.
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Fu Yuying fell into silence. 
    

    

    
      To be able to survive within the whirlpool of power in the imperial capital, under the watchful eyes of both the Emperor of Great Qian and the Demon Suppression King—two figures of near-divine power—and still maintain the facade for so many years, required extraordinary courage and intelligence.
    

    

    
      It was enough to stir genuine admiration in her heart.
    

    

    
      What baffled her even more was how Shen Yanzhou knew that the Luofu Cloud Cavern planned to use the true heir to force the Demon Suppression King into retreat, or how he had discovered her arrival in the imperial capital.
    

    

    
      “How does Young Master Shen propose we cooperate?”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying was a clever woman. 
    

    

    
      She did not press further, instead steering the conversation toward cooperation.
    

    

    
      If Shen Yanzhou spoke the truth, then indeed, they were both grasshoppers tied to the same rope.
    

    

    
      “It is simple. You must help me dispel the threat of the Nether Curse, and free me from the constant surveillance of the Demon Suppression King.”
    

    

    
      “Then, I will tell you the true heir’s identity and whereabouts. If necessary, I can even provide you with further assistance.”
    

    

    
      At this, a genuine smile finally surfaced on Shen Yanzhou’s face.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying looked at him with faint surprise. 
    

    

    
      “The Nether Curse comes from the third-grade Gu insect, the Nether Cicada. Even though I hail from the Luofu Cloud Cavern, it is not certain I can resolve it. Why is Young Master Shen so sure I can?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled. 
    

    

    
      “Because you possess a Nirvana Gu. Though it has not yet matured into its full form, as a second-grade Gu insect, it is more than sufficient to suppress the Nether Cicada and dissolve the Nether Curse.”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Fu Yuying’s pupils involuntarily contracted. 
    

    

    
      Her once-languid posture, leaning lazily against the soft couch, straightened instinctively.
    

    

    
      If before, his knowledge of the Luofu Cloud Cavern’s schemes could be explained by an extensive web of informants that allowed him to detect the slightest stirrings…
    

    

    
      Then how had he learned that she had obtained a Nirvana Gu larva?
    

    

    
      Even her own master was unaware of this secret opportunity.
    

    

    
      “Young Master Shen, truly boundless in your means.”
    

    

    
      “This cooperation—I accept.”
    

    

    
      After a long moment of silence, Fu Yuying finally gave a slight nod, concealing the flicker of astonishment in her eyes.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, however, was not surprised at all. 
    

    

    
      Everything had unfolded exactly as he had foreseen.
    

    

    
      In the original plot, after the Demon Suppression King returned to the capital, he had planned to form a marital alliance with the Marquis of Divine Might’s residence.
    

    

    
      On the eve of the wedding, Fu Yuying used a secret technique to put the young lady of the Marquis’s household into a deep sleep, disguising herself as the bride, and abducted the original Shen Yanzhou from the wedding chamber.
    

    

    
      Not long after they departed the imperial capital, she learned to her fury that he was only a false heir. 
    

    

    
      In her anger, she abandoned him in the wilderness, where he was later retrieved by the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      “Xiuer…”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying rose to her feet and spoke.
    

    

    
      “My lady.”
    

    

    
      The plain-robed woman—Chu Xiuer—had been standing guard at the doorway, keeping a wary eye on Chunchao.
    

    

    
      At the sound of her mistress’s call, she hurried inside.
    

    

    
      Chunchao, too, entered with a faint look of surprise.
    

    

    
      “Change the water in the Jade Pool. Prepare Cloud Resting Leaves, Musk Incense Charcoal, and Heartwood Ash as well,” Fu Yuying instructed.
    

    

    
      Chu Xiuer looked startled, her eyes filled with confusion.
    

    

    
      “Do not ask questions, simply do as I say,” Fu Yuying replied.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had not expected that dispelling the Nether Curse would require such a process.
    

    

    
      As though sensing his doubts, Fu Yuying explained softly, “Though the Nether Curse may sound like witchcraft, it is in truth a venomous Gu poison. To resolve it, one must first purge the toxins from the meridians and viscera. The Nirvana Gu can only suppress the Nether Cicada from afar, restraining it so that it dares not transmit the victim’s condition back to its master.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded.
    

    

    
      Of course, he understood all this already. 
    

    

    
      To him, it was only necessary to conceal his present state. 
    

    

    
      Once his strength increased, even if the Demon Suppression King discovered his cultivation, he would have no need to fear.
    

    

    
      “Young Master Shen, remove your outer robe and sit quietly in the pool.”
    

    

    
      “In a moment, I will use the Nirvana Gu to dissolve the Gu poison within your body.”
    

    

    
      As Fu Yuying spoke, she raised her slender hand. 
    

    

    
      From her pale fingers appeared a Gu insect, pure white as carved jade, radiating a sacred and flawless aura.
    

    

    
      It resembled a silkworm, exhaling threads of crystalline mist like fine white fog. 
    

    

    
      The atmosphere in the room became inexplicably refreshing.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded, showing no discomfort. 
    

    

    
      With ease, he shed his outer robe.
    

    

    
      At the center of the room lay a pool carved of bluestone, a fish’s head spouting a gentle stream of water.
    

    

    
      Once Chu Xiuer had replaced the water and brought the items Fu Yuying requested, casting them into the pool, the water’s color shifted, growing dark as though infused with deep jade.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou sat quietly within, his five centers aligned to the heavens, closing his eyes in meditation.
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      Fu Yuying lightly nodded, then dismissed the two people inside the room. 
    

    

    
      Although Chunchao was somewhat worried about Shen Yanzhou’s safety, at this moment she could only leave first.
    

    

    
      “Saintess, this is—?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had been closing his eyes when he suddenly felt the pool water ripple, as if a fish had slipped in, stirring up the waves.
    

    

    
      He instinctively opened his eyes, only to see Fu Yuying also removing the peach-blossom-embroidered outer robe, stepping lightly into the pool, and sitting down not far from him.
    

    

    
      Her fair skin at the neck, pale as snow and bright as moonlight, was dazzling to the eyes, yet her entire expression was incomparably cold.
    

    

    
      The water soon submerged her waist, and thin strands of white mist rose, making her figure indistinct and hazy.
    

    

    
      “To expel poison, one must first draw it out. Those few items could only stir the toxins in your body. To completely lead them out, I must personally take action.”
    

    

    
      “In the pool, mist rises and clouds the vision. You and I keep a proper distance—there is no transgression here.” Fu Yuying’s tone was calm.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had not expected that the process of resolution would be this complicated.
    

    

    
      He nodded. 
    

    

    
      Although the white mist in front of him made everything indistinct, some inexplicable emotions still rose within him. 
    

    

    
      The woman before him was acknowledged by all hidden sects deep in the southern mountains as the foremost prodigy and the number one beauty.
    

    

    
      In the original plot, not even the protagonist’s group managed to win her over. 
    

    

    
      After resolving the threat of the Demon Suppression King intimidating the southern sects, this extraordinary woman had led her sect into seclusion, vanishing completely.
    

    

    
      Soon, Shen Yanzhou felt the water growing warm.
    

    

    
      From Fu Yuying’s slender hand, the Purifying Nirvana Gu exhaled a faint breath. 
    

    

    
      Strands of sacred crystalline silk slowly melted into the water, followed by thicker mists surging upward, as though this were an immortal’s ascension pool.
    

    

    
      “Still your mind.” Fu Yuying, sensing Shen Yanzhou’s emotional fluctuations, spoke softly.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou stopped overthinking. 
    

    

    
      He gathered his spirit inward, and his heart grew as calm as a still well.
    

    

    
      He felt faint streams of warmth flowing from the pool, merging inside his frail body, where his blood and qi gave off dim, eerie glimmers.
    

    

    
      Those eerie lights, like maggots on bones, were buried deep in his meridians like scars, constantly devouring what little vitality and spirit he had left.
    

    

    
      “These are the Nether Breaths, remnants left by the Nether Curse…” Fu Yuying explained, seemingly understanding Shen Yanzhou’s condition.
    

    

    
      If this curse were not removed, he might not survive the year.
    

    

    
      Gurgle, gurgle—
    

    

    
      The heated water churned, the white mist surged, soon shrouding the entire room.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou felt the dim, eerie glimmers within him being slowly carried away by the warm current, and his body grew inexplicably lighter.
    

    

    
      It was like a bedridden patient stepping outside for the first time, sunlight spilling warmly on him—the kind of comfort words could never convey.
    

    

    
      He did not know how much time had passed.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou felt as though he had dozed off, or perhaps had only rested his eyes for an instant.
    

    

    
      When he opened them again, the mist filling the room had completely dispersed.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying was draped once more in her peach-blossom-embroidered light robe, reclining lazily on a soft couch, propping her cheek with one hand. 
    

    

    
      Her expression carried a trace of weariness. 
    

    

    
      A few strands of smooth dark hair fell forward, which she absentmindedly twirled around her fingers.
    

    

    
      The Purifying Nirvana Gu, shaped like a silkworm, now appeared drowsy, feeble in spirit. 
    

    

    
      It lay in a wooden box, gnawing weakly at a few branches that glowed faintly with violet light.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou rose from the pool. 
    

    

    
      “How long has it been?”
    

    

    
      “Three hours,” Fu Yuying answered, glancing at him.
    

    

    
      “It seems the Nether Curse has indeed been resolved.” Shen Yanzhou looked at his status panel.
    

    

    
      【Name: Shen Yanzhou】
    

    

    
      【Techniques: None】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: None】
    

    

    
      【Realm: None】
    

    

    
      【Available Basic Points: 0 (115.11/100)】
    

    

    
      “Don’t be too optimistic. The Purifying Nirvana Gu has only suppressed the Nether Gu. It is temporary. Once the Nether Gu matures in its master’s hands and advances to Second Grade, it will break free of suppression. By then, its master will know that the Nether Curse in your body has been dissolved.” Fu Yuying warned.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled. 
    

    

    
      “For me, this much time is already enough.”
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression King had planted the Nether Curse in the original body not only to control his life, but also to prevent him from cultivating—whether inner force or Daoist spiritual energy, all would be gradually devoured.
    

    

    
      For Shen Yanzhou, now free of the Nether Curse, it was as if his shackles had fallen away.
    

    

    
      With any cultivation method in hand, and by investing basic points, he could swiftly advance from entry to mastery, even reaching the peak.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou already had a goal in mind. 
    

    

    
      Once he obtained that inheritance, he would be completely at ease.
    

    

    
      “Next, you should show your sincerity.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying cared nothing for Shen Yanzhou’s future plans. 
    

    

    
      What she wanted was to know the true heir’s identity, so that she could safeguard her sect.
    

    

    
      “The true heir’s name is Shen Tian.”
    

    

    
      “These days, he has been training with the Demon Suppression Army in the southern frontier. If your sect had been paying attention, you should have known of him. However, by noon today, he had already arrived in the capital and is now living at the Wu Residence.” Shen Yanzhou smiled faintly.
    

    

    
      Drive away the wolf, let in the tiger—Shen Tian was about to enjoy some trouble.
    

    

    
      “Shen Tian?”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying was slightly surprised, her bright eyes flickering with thought.
    

    

    
      This name she had indeed heard before—a newly promoted young Vice Captain in the Demon Suppression Army.
    

    

    
      It was said that he was highly valued by the Demon Suppression King, had achieved multiple merits, destroyed several monster lairs. 
    

    

    
      Rumors even claimed the Demon Suppression King intended to adopt him as a foster son.
    

    

    
      Never had she thought that this man was the true heir.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “Chunchao, return to the mansion.”
    

    

    
      By the time Shen Yanzhou left that place and returned to the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, it was already nearly the Hour of the Ox.
    

    

    
      Chunchao had been waiting outside in the courtyard with her sword the entire time. 
    

    

    
      Although curious, she did not presume to ask what Shen Yanzhou and the Saintess of Luofu Cloud Cavern had spoken of.
    

    

    
      After returning, she went toward the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard.
    

    

    
      At this hour, Yu Chenyu would usually already be asleep.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou could not be bothered whether Chunchao would report to her or not.
    

    

    
      Back in his room, after a simple wash, he went straight to bed. 
    

    

    
      With the Nether Curse no longer a looming threat, his sleep was deep and peaceful.
    

    

    
      The next morning.
    

    

    
      Sunlight streamed through the window lattice, falling across Shen Yanzhou’s face. 
    

    

    
      He rubbed his eyes awake, faintly sensing a lingering, delicate fragrance from last night.
    

    

    
      “It’s time to consider dealing with Wu Ruyue.”
    

    

    
      “If I want that inheritance, the most suitable tool is still her.”
    

    

    
      With the maidservants’ help, Shen Yanzhou rose, dressed, and washed, his mind already turning over strategies.
    

    

    
      Just then, a mental notification came: Negative emotions from Wu Ruyue +3 +4 +5…
    

    

    
      “Thinking of me so early in the morning, hehe…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled faintly. 
    

    

    
      After finishing his wash, he headed toward the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard to pay respects to his nominal mother, Yu Chenyu.
    

    

    

  Chapter 14: Heart Sword

    
      Chapter 14: Heart Sword
    

    

    
      Inside the small Emerald Bamboo Courtyard, Yu Chenyu seemed to have already expected Shen Yanzhou’s arrival.
    

    

    
      She was draped in a plain white gauzy robe, covering her graceful figure, as she leaned lazily against a concubine’s couch. 
    

    

    
      Beside her stood Chunchao.
    

    

    
      “Your child greets mother.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou took the morning tea from a maid at the side and respectfully handed it over.
    

    

    
      “I heard from Chunchao that you came into contact with someone from the Luofu Cloud Cavern last night?”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu gently blew at the rising steam, her thin lips touching the rim of the cup as she took a sip before asking.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had long known that Chunchao would report all of his movements to Yu Chenyu, but he did not mind, since all of this was already part of his plan.
    

    

    
      For now, his greatest support was Yu Chenyu.
    

    

    
      Therefore, he could only first make her see his value; only then might she continue to invest in him.
    

    

    
      “Yes, nothing can be hidden from mother.” Shen Yanzhou smiled.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu cast him a faint glance. 
    

    

    
      Seeing his refined and gentle appearance—still the same face as before, yet far more pleasing to the eye than his former arrogant and unruly self—she found him much more tolerable.
    

    

    
      “Sit a little closer, let mother take a good look at you now.” She lightly beckoned with her hand.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou immediately moved a stool within the pavilion, placing it less than a foot away from Yu Chenyu, and sat down respectfully.
    

    

    
      In an instant, a refreshing, orchid-like fragrance continuously reached his nose.
    

    

    
      In the past, whenever the original owner committed some wrongdoing and sought Yu Chenyu to resolve it, he was always trembling with fear, never daring to come too close.
    

    

    
      Yesterday, when he boldly massaged her shoulders and arms after greeting her, that had actually been the first time.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was certain that, before the Demon Suppression King fully revealed his ambition, the princess consort would not easily expose her true identity. 
    

    

    
      That was why he dared to show filial affection.
    

    

    
      And according to the personality of the princess consort in the original plot, she should have disliked men approaching her. 
    

    

    
      In the entire Emerald Bamboo Courtyard, almost no male could be seen.
    

    

    
      Yet toward him, her adopted son, she did not seem to be that resistant or repulsed.
    

    

    
      “In the blink of an eye, Zhou’er has already grown this much.”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu set down her teacup, and her slender, slightly cool yet soft hand gently caressed Shen Yanzhou’s cheek, her tone carrying a hint of emotion.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou remained silent. 
    

    

    
      He guessed that Yu Chenyu was probing the condition of his body.
    

    

    
      “Not bad…”
    

    

    
      A moment later, Yu Chenyu withdrew her hand, her mind carrying a trace of astonishment. 
    

    

    
      After hearing from Chunchao that Shen Yanzhou had interacted with people from the Luofu Cloud Cavern last night, she began to speculate on his intentions.
    

    

    
      Yet what she could not figure out was how Shen Yanzhou had resolved the hidden danger of the Nether Curse within him.
    

    

    
      The Nether Curse was not something that could be easily dissolved. 
    

    

    
      Even the slightest anomaly would be noticed by the Demon Suppression King far away in the southern borderlands.
    

    

    
      Over the years, the Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao, had always believed that Shen Yanzhou was completely unaware of the Nether Curse. 
    

    

    
      But he likely never imagined that Shen Yanzhou had long been on guard and was searching for a way to undo it.
    

    

    
      “Mother, your child wishes to learn the sword.”
    

    

    
      While she was deep in thought, Shen Yanzhou’s voice sounded before her.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu was first taken aback, then smiled slightly. 
    

    

    
      “Before, you hated martial training more than anyone. Why do you suddenly wish to learn?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou thought for a moment and said seriously: “Before, I didn’t want to learn because I thought it unnecessary, and father also didn’t want me to train. But now I wish to learn at least some martial skills for self-defense. At the very least, when facing danger, I would not need others’ protection and could have a bit of strength to defend myself.”
    

    

    
      The Martial Treasury of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion was guarded by a clan elder. 
    

    

    
      Without the Demon Suppression King’s authorization, even Shen Yanzhou could not approach.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu, however, had come from the Sword Lodge of Qilin City and was herself a master of the sword.
    

    

    
      But in recent years, she had lived in seclusion, seldom showing herself. 
    

    

    
      Few still remembered that she had once astonished Qilin City with a single sword strike as a peerless young genius.
    

    

    
      Thus, the best way for him to improve his strength at present was to justifiably follow her in sword training.
    

    

    
      Of course, if he could obtain from Yu Chenyu that sword manual fragment mentioned in the original book—the Heart Sword of No-Self—he could rely on the panel to add points and might even master it.
    

    

    
      The Sword of the Heart was a divine technique of the rule-based category, allowing one to easily slay across realms. 
    

    

    
      However, cultivation of it was exceedingly difficult.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, if he mentioned it directly, it would arouse the princess consort’s suspicion. 
    

    

    
      After all, she had only displayed this sword once during the middle stage, and no one else knew of its existence.
    

    

    
      “Learning the sword is not so easy. Zhou’er, you have already missed the best age and innate foundation.”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu lightly shook her head. 
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s words were true, but she also understood his intent. 
    

    

    
      With the Nether Curse upon him before, even if he practiced the sword, all the internal energy he accumulated would have been constantly devoured, rendering his efforts in vain.
    

    

    
      Now that the curse was resolved, he naturally did not wish to remain a useless person.
    

    

    
      Heh, he actually had some ambition now…
    

    

    
      Years of suppression and concealment had indeed tempered a willpower beyond the ordinary.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Yu Chenyu thought of something, and an amused interest rose in her heart. 
    

    

    
      She said: “However, I do have a certain sword art here. It requires no prior tempering of bones or foundations, and not even cultivation to wield. But its practice is extremely difficult. Even with Chunchao’s talent, when she looked at it, it was as though reading heavenly scripture—unable to comprehend its contents, let alone begin its practice.”
    

    

    
      Standing at the side, Chunchao could not help but recall her past experience upon hearing this.
    

    

    
      The princess consort had once teasingly handed her that piece of scripture, telling her to try comprehending it. 
    

    

    
      Yet to her eyes, it had been nothing more than a blank sheet of paper.
    

    

    
      No matter how she tried to understand, she could not even step into the entryway of cultivation, and she did not even know what the sword art was called.
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Shen Yanzhou was slightly astonished, but quickly calmed his slightly quickened heartbeat.
    

    

    
      He had not expected the princess consort to be so generous. 
    

    

    
      Of all her profound sword attainments, the one he most desired to learn was precisely this Heart Sword.
    

    

    
      And now, the opportunity was before him.
    

    

    
      “No matter how difficult, your child still wishes to try.” Shen Yanzhou spoke without hesitation.
    

    

    
      “Chunchao, go to my bedchamber and fetch the green jade box covered in brocade, placed on the innermost bookshelf.” Yu Chenyu nodded.
    

    

    
      Before long, Chunchao returned carrying a square green jade box. 
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu casually opened it. 
    

    

    
      Inside lay an ancient volume of unknown material, its edges slightly yellowed, as though it had been often read.
    

    

    
      “You may read it yourself. If you can gain some comprehension from it, then you will have the chance to enter its path.
    

    

    
      “If you cannot understand anything, then it means you are fated not to be connected with this art.”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu only glanced at it briefly before handing the ancient book to Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      This Heart Sword method had been something she herself had obtained by chance in Qilin City during her youth. 
    

    

    
      After nearly ten years of arduous cultivation, she had only barely managed to step through the threshold.
    

    

    
      Such a mental method could only be comprehended personally, integrating one’s insights, temperament, and experiences. 
    

    

    
      Only then would there be a sliver of opportunity. 
    

    

    
      It could not be forced, and no outsider could interfere.
    

    

    
      If one could comprehend it, one could learn. 
    

    

    
      If not, then one was simply without fate.
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      Chapter 15: Not Very Difficult
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou received it. 
    

    

    
      The surface of the book resembled the hide of some kind of demon beast, faintly yellowed, carrying a hint of antiquity. 
    

    

    
      The moment he touched it and turned to the first page, a subtle sensation rose in his heart.
    

    

    
      The first page of the book before his eyes was exactly as recorded in the original text: a vast expanse of misty mountains and boundless seas, endless and limitless. 
    

    

    
      In the distance, there seemed to be endless ranges of cloudy peaks, but apart from that, there was nothing else on the page.
    

    

    
      Not to mention ordinary people—even a Grandmaster of the Sword Dao would not be able to comprehend any method of sword cultivation from it.
    

    

    
      If framed and hung on a wall, it would make quite a fine landscape painting.
    

    

    
      “How is it?”
    

    

    
      After a moment, seeing Shen Yanzhou seemingly absorbed, Yu Chenyu asked with interest.
    

    

    
      Naturally, she possessed other Sword Dao techniques as well, but for Shen Yanzhou to begin cultivation only now was far too late. 
    

    

    
      Merely tempering his foundations each day would require hours of effort. 
    

    

    
      Even if he persevered, he would hardly achieve anything in this lifetime.
    

    

    
      With his current frail body, there actually were methods for quick improvement… such as the Longevity Life-burning Technique of the Blood Fiend Hall, the Azure Emperor Reincarnation Method of the Qingxu Demon Sect, or the Nine Death Demon God Transformation of the Mountain of Undying.
    

    

    
      But each of these techniques was of utmost importance, transmitted only to direct bloodlines. 
    

    

    
      Even if he managed to access them and begin cultivation, he would be branded a spy of the demonic sects, hunted down by the Chilin Guards and the Bureau of Immortal Supervision.
    

    

    
      In the Great Qian capital, once the aura of demonic sect techniques was exposed, the only outcome was being cast into the deepest cells of the Heavenly Prison.
    

    

    
      “It seems I feel something.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou replied.
    

    

    
      At those words, the pavilion fell silent. 
    

    

    
      Not only Yu Chenyu, but even Chunchao looked stunned with disbelief.
    

    

    
      She prided herself as the most outstanding prodigy of her generation in Qilin City’s Sword Lodge, her talent in the Sword Dao astonishing. 
    

    

    
      Yet when she encountered this sword technique, she gained nothing, pondering for days before finally returning it to the princess.
    

    

    
      And now Shen Yanzhou—how long had he touched it? Less than the time for a cup of tea?
    

    

    
      Could it be that the young lord truly possessed extraordinary talent in this field?
    

    

    
      Or was he merely bluffing?
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu withdrew the smile from her face, turning solemn as she stared at Shen Yanzhou, no longer interrupting him.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s gaze rested on the landscape painting before him, his brows slightly furrowed, his appearance one of deep contemplation.
    

    

    
      But in truth, his eyes were fixed on his panel.
    

    

    
      【Name: Shen Yanzhou】
    

    

    
      【Techniques: None】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: None】
    

    

    
      【Realm: None】
    

    

    
      【Available Basic Points: 1 (21.11/100)】
    

    

    
      【Available Sword Technique: Selfless Heart Sword (Incomplete). 
    

    

    
      Created on the night of the Withered Sword Monk’s passing, from his realization of life’s constancy, the illusory dream of the void, the endless cycle of reincarnation, year after year unchanged. 
    

    

    
      Later integrated and deduced by many Sword Dao Grandmasters, until three hundred years ago when a prodigy of the Sword Dao obtained it. 
    

    

    
      Combining it with the Buddhist Sutras of Past Amitabha, Future Liberation, and Diamond Dispelling, he further deduced and created the One Sword of Selflessness.】
    

    

    
      As Shen Yanzhou moved his thoughts, he placed that single basic point into the Selfless Heart Sword. 
    

    

    
      Instantly, he felt countless memories pouring into his mind.
    

    

    
      There was a white-robed swordsman sitting alone atop a snowy peak, fishing among the sea of clouds.
    

    

    
      There was also an old sword master, blood gushing from his mouth, painstakingly leaving behind notes stroke by stroke before his study.
    

    

    
      And there was a young, spirited swordsman, cloaked, bearing a black sword, traveling the world—storming into a Buddhist pagoda, seizing scriptures, laughing as he departed…
    

    

    
      All of these memories ultimately converged into a faint trace of intent.
    

    

    
      This thread of intent seemed both real and illusory, blurred and indistinct, yet as though nothing could escape its edge. 
    

    

    
      It could cleave immortals above, demons below, even sever time and space itself.
    

    

    
      Buzz!!!
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou felt a burning heat at the center of his brow, as if invisible ink spread outward. 
    

    

    
      That trace of intent seemed to descend from some unfathomable height, pouring directly into his sea of consciousness.
    

    

    
      In the next instant, he lifted a finger. 
    

    

    
      It was as if an unseen wind stirred, yet both Yu Chenyu and Chunchao sensed a sharpness inexplicable.
    

    

    
      “He truly grasped the entry level.”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu’s eyes flickered with surprise, her voice filled with astonishment that even she found hard to believe.
    

    

    
      She had personally cultivated this sword art, and knew well just how difficult it was to step into its threshold. 
    

    

    
      For so many years, she had not progressed the slightest, eventually abandoning it.
    

    

    
      Yet in Shen Yanzhou’s hands, in less than the time for a cup of tea, he had already mastered its entry stage.
    

    

    
      Such swiftness—if she had not seen it with her own eyes, she would never have believed it.
    

    

    
      At the side, Chunchao was equally shocked, her rosy lips gaping wide enough to swallow an egg.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou looked once more at his panel.
    

    

    
      【Name: Shen Yanzhou】
    

    

    
      【Techniques: None】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: Selfless Heart Sword (Incomplete, Entry 1/4)】
    

    

    
      【Realm: None】
    

    

    
      【Available Basic Points: 0 (5.11/100)】
    

    

    
      As expected, with this cheat, no matter how difficult a technique, he could master it easily—even if it was but an incomplete fragment.
    

    

    
      “This sword art doesn’t seem very difficult. I entered it quite easily.”
    

    

    
      He smiled brightly at the two before him, each wearing different expressions.
    

    

    
      Chunchao felt heavily struck.
    

    

    
      Could it be that the young lord’s talent in the Sword Dao far surpassed hers?
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Chunchao +3+3+3+3+3.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu withdrew her thoughts, reclining lazily once again, her posture both elegant and languid. 
    

    

    
      She said, “It seems, Zhou’er, that in terms of mental comprehension, your talent is indeed remarkable. But even with entry, continuing cultivation of this sword art is like ascending to heaven. Moreover, it is only a fragment, not complete. You may study it as you see fit.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s talent in this regard indeed exceeded her expectations.
    

    

    
      But only to this extent. 
    

    

    
      Long ago, in his childhood, the Demon Suppression King had already secretly destroyed Shen Yanzhou’s spiritual root.
    

    

    
      Unless he could find miraculous treasures capable of rebirth and transformation—such as the Immortal Fetus Creation Dew or the Thunder Pool Nirvana Root—otherwise, even if he began bitter cultivation now, it would be difficult to catch up with his peers.
    

    

    
      “Your child will remember your guidance.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was in high spirits. 
    

    

    
      With the Heart Sword method, he finally possessed a measure of self-preservation.
    

    

    
      Although with his current spiritual power, he might only be able to unleash one sword strike, if used unexpectedly, it would be enough to slay a low-ranked martial artist or a Daoist practitioner without much issue.
    

    

    
      As his realm advanced and his spiritual power grew, coupled with deeper mastery of the Heart Sword, its power would only become more terrifying.
    

    

    
      He never worried about bottlenecks or breakthroughs.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      After leaving the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard, Shen Yanzhou summoned Elder Mo, boarded a carriage, and headed straight for the Yingchun Pavilion in the east of the city.
    

    

    
      As a long-time patron here, Shen Yanzhou was quite familiar, directly arriving at a Heavenly Room and ordering wine and dishes.
    

    

    
      He was not worried that Wu Ruyue would refuse to attend. 
    

    

    
      As a typical sister who doted on her brother, no matter how harshly she scolded Wu Zhongxing with her mouth, she would never stand by and watch Shen Yanzhou send him off for military service in the southern border.
    

    

    
      Wu Hong, as Vice Commissioner of the Eastern Palace Martial Treasury, had embezzled under his own charge. 
    

    

    
      Such a crime—at best would lead to confiscation of family property and exile, at worst to extermination of nine clans.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue was no fool. 
    

    

    
      Naturally, she dared not publicize it. 
    

    

    
      And now, her only savior was Shen Yanzhou.
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      Chapter 16: Was Shen Tian a Spy?
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou sat leisurely at the main seat, warm wine already prepared at his side.
    

    

    
      Not much time had passed yet, with still some moments before noon, when footsteps sounded outside the private room.
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou, if you want something, just say it directly.”
    

    

    
      The door was just pushed open when a slightly cold and stiff voice came in.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou lifted his gaze and swept it over. 
    

    

    
      He saw Wu Ruyue with a frosty expression, her eyes as though holding a blade’s edge, staring at him coldly.
    

    

    
      Today she had changed from the fitted soft armor she wore yesterday into a wide embroidered plain robe, which hid her slender figure tightly. 
    

    

    
      Yet it still could not conceal the full curves of her chest. 
    

    

    
      Her long, dashing ponytail was let down, smooth and soft as it draped over her back. 
    

    

    
      This made her seem less sharp, with an added touch of feminine grace.
    

    

    
      Of course, that was only if one ignored the frosty disgust in her eyes.
    

    

    
      Noticing Shen Yanzhou’s gaze, Wu Ruyue’s disdain and irritation deepened further.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Wu Ruyue +7+8+9+10……
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s lips curved slightly. 
    

    

    
      He felt that his identity as the fake heir was indeed useful. 
    

    

    
      He hadn’t even done anything yet, and negative emotions kept flowing in endlessly.
    

    

    
      “Miss Wu, aren’t your words simply asking the obvious?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled and gestured for Wu Ruyue to sit.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue frowned tightly, gave him an annoyed glance, and only reluctantly sat on the opposite side, keeping her distance.
    

    

    
      “What exactly do you want?” she asked coldly.
    

    

    
      “I want you.” Shen Yanzhou’s gaze landed on her delicate and pretty face, his tone calm and straightforward.
    

    

    
      “That’s impossible.” Wu Ruyue refused almost without hesitation, her expression already darkening.
    

    

    
      “Why impossible? Could it be that Miss Wu thinks this heir is unworthy of you?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s tone remained leisurely.
    

    

    
      “It’s not a matter of worthiness. Ruyue already has someone in her heart.” Wu Ruyue said coldly.
    

    

    
      “Could it be Shen Tian?” Shen Yanzhou laughed.
    

    

    
      He knew the original plot well and knew that at this stage, Wu Ruyue had not yet developed feelings for Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      As one of the heroines in the original story, her character was devoted to martial pursuits, and before becoming a Martial God, she would not consider matters of romance.
    

    

    
      So even later, though she did grow fond of Shen Tian, she never accepted his feelings, holding firmly to propriety and rules.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s expression remained unchanged as she replied, “Shen brother and I are merely comrades-in-arms. Heir, please don’t overthink it.”
    

    

    
      “Enough. I didn’t come to hear you explain these things.”
    

    

    
      “These are all the evidence of your father, Wu Hong, committing dereliction of duty—stealing the Dragon-pattern Secret Gold and copying the Transforming Tendon Sutra.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou waved his hand lightly, then gestured with his finger toward a pile of jade scrolls already neatly stacked at the side.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue looked over, and her expression finally shifted.
    

    

    
      She prided herself on being just and upright. 
    

    

    
      Yet now that her father had committed crimes, she harbored the thought of privately covering it up.
    

    

    
      Although she knew full well this was likely a trap deliberately set by Shen Yanzhou, she couldn’t place all the blame on her father.
    

    

    
      “See? As long as Miss Wu destroys these one by one, no one will know Lord Wu committed crimes. The theft of the Martial Treasury—serious, yet not too serious. As long as it isn’t reported to the Hall of Virtuous Enlightenment, what does it really count as?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou spoke with a faint smile at his lips.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Wu Ruyue +15+16+20……
    

    

    
      “You schemed so much, set this entire trap—was it all just to make me marry you?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue took a deep breath, shifting her gaze away, trying to remain calm.
    

    

    
      “No, what I said just now was merely a joke. Miss Wu, don’t take it seriously. But, if you do want to take it seriously, I don’t mind either.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou still smiled.
    

    

    
      “?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue froze for a moment, then frowned.
    

    

    
      “It’s not that I came looking for you. Rather, it’s my father who wants to see you. I’m only the messenger.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, as if sensing Wu Ruyue’s confusion, continued calmly.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue frowned even more tightly, suddenly feeling her mind spin.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s father—wasn’t that the Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao?
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression King was far away in the southern frontier. 
    

    

    
      Why would he want to find her?
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou suddenly sighed. 
    

    

    
      “Miss Wu, with your intelligence, haven’t you realized it by now?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue felt Shen Yanzhou’s words were clouded and vague, making her somewhat dazed.
    

    

    
      “If you have something to say, speak plainly. Why beat around the bush?” she said coldly.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou asked, “On your journey from the southern frontier back to the imperial capital, did you notice anything unusual about Shen Tian?”
    

    

    
      “Shen Tian?” Wu Ruyue was stunned.
    

    

    
      “That’s right. Father suspects Shen Tian might be a spy planted by Beiyu. Behind him lies a connection to the Ancestor Spirit Nether Path. Father already received word in advance—Beiyu’s Ancestor Spirit Nether Path and the Nether Sect will stir trouble in the capital, causing turmoil in court. That will force urgency in the southern frontier, and the Alien Demon Nations will also take the chance to invade.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s smile faded completely, his expression becoming utterly serious.
    

    

    
      “How could that be? The Demon Suppression King greatly valued and admired Shen Tian…”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue could hardly believe it.
    

    

    
      Back in the southern frontier, Shen Jingxiao’s treatment of Shen Tian was plain for all to see. 
    

    

    
      For a man rarely seen smiling, he often showed approval when speaking of him.
    

    

    
      Could it all have been an act? Deliberately so?
    

    

    
      “Do you feel that my father treated Shen Tian even better than his own son?” Shen Yanzhou laughed.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue couldn’t help but nod.
    

    

    
      “Exactly. Because next, you may see even more absurd things. After all, the Nether Sect and Ancestor Spirit Nether Path will stop at nothing to plunge the capital into chaos.” Shen Yanzhou shrugged.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue was completely stunned.
    

    

    
      “Of course, this is all part of Father’s plan. Once this scheme succeeds, he will be able to wipe out all of Ancestor Spirit Nether Path’s spies within the capital, restoring peace to the empire.”
    

    

    
      “And the most crucial piece in this game lies in Shen Tian.” Shen Yanzhou’s gaze turned deep.
    

    

    
      It was Wu Ruyue’s first time seeing Shen Yanzhou with such an expression. 
    

    

    
      Gone was his previous frivolity and arrogance; paired with his handsome features, he now carried the air of a refined gentleman.
    

    

    
      Inexplicably, he seemed much more pleasing to the eye.
    

    

    
      But still… could Shen Tian really be a spy of Beiyu’s Ancestor Spirit Nether Path?
    

    

    
      On this journey, he hadn’t shown anything suspicious… though, thinking carefully, there were indeed times he mysteriously disappeared for a while.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue had never thought much of it before, believing everyone had their secrets. 
    

    

    
      But now, it seemed worth doubting.
    

    

    
      “Hearing is false, seeing is true. If Miss Wu harbors suspicion, then during this time, why not observe Shen Tian’s whereabouts? Is he truly accompanying you back to the capital, or does he harbor another plot? Watch closely, and you will know.”
    

    

    
      “For now, Shen Tian still trusts you.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou knew that speaking too much could lead to mistakes. 
    

    

    
      The seed of suspicion was already planted. 
    

    

    
      With Wu Ruyue’s character, she would naturally begin to doubt and speculate further.
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he pulled a sealed letter from his sleeve and handed it to Wu Ruyue.
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      Chapter 17: The Seed of Suspicion
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue dazedly received it. 
    

    

    
      Opening it, she saw a few characters written with powerful, flowing strokes—“Monitor Shen Tian.”
    

    

    
      Having trained in the Demon Suppression Army for many years, she naturally had seen the handwriting of the Demon Suppression King.
    

    

    
      Especially that sharp intent hidden within the brush and ink, as if it sought to pierce through the page.
    

    

    
      This was, of course, not a decree left by the Demon Suppression King himself, but something Shen Yanzhou had personally forged.
    

    

    
      In order to deal with today’s situation, he had prepared it well in advance, even wasting several sheets of paper in the process.
    

    

    
      In his past life, for the sake of pursuing a girl from the classical literature department, he had practiced calligraphy for months. 
    

    

    
      He never thought it would come in handy now.
    

    

    
      Furthermore, to match the Demon Suppression King’s aura of unrivaled sharpness, Shen Yanzhou had even hidden a trace of his Sword Heart within the brush strokes.
    

    

    
      Unless the Demon Suppression King himself were present, no one would be able to tell it was fake.
    

    

    
      “Indeed, it is the Demon Suppression King’s decree. Within it is hidden a faint yet boundless sharp aura, as if it could sever all things.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue gently stroked the paper, then fell into silence.
    

    

    
      “I know Miss Wu holds feelings for that Shen Tian, but this concerns the survival of the realm and its people. With Miss Wu’s nature, you should be able to distinguish between personal feelings and greater priorities. What happened yesterday at the Wu Residence was a last resort. Today’s banquet was arranged solely to sincerely apologize to you.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled faintly, stood up, lifted the warm wine already prepared, and raised his cup toward Wu Ruyue.
    

    

    
      “You are too courteous, Young Lord.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue still felt a little dazed. 
    

    

    
      The amount of information she had learned today was truly overwhelming. 
    

    

    
      Hearing Shen Yanzhou’s words, she subconsciously raised her cup in return.
    

    

    
      “My identity is special, and my reputation is vile. If I were to recklessly interact with Miss Wu, it would certainly arouse suspicion from those watchful in the capital. Moreover, Shen Tian is not a fool; he would likely notice something.”
    

    

    
      “Thus, I could only resort to this plan, so that Miss Wu would meet with me under such circumstances.” Shen Yanzhou sighed softly, explaining.
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Wu Ruyue began to understand. 
    

    

    
      The trace of vigilance she had held in her heart faded somewhat.
    

    

    
      Still, there remained a strange feeling in her heart. 
    

    

    
      Before attending the banquet, she had been wondering if Shen Yanzhou would use this chance to raise some excessive demands.
    

    

    
      After all, his notorious reputation for lechery had spread throughout the capital.
    

    

    
      Yet, she never expected that upon meeting him, things would turn out this way.
    

    

    
      Soon, under Shen Yanzhou’s initiative, the two of them drank several cups. 
    

    

    
      The stiff atmosphere from earlier eased considerably, becoming more relaxed.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue did not know if it was because of their earlier conversation, but now, seeing Shen Yanzhou sitting upright, every gesture radiating a refined and noble air, she felt he truly matched her image of the Demon Suppression King’s heir.
    

    

    
      Gentle in speech, handsome and elegant, utterly different from the debauched persona he had always shown in public.
    

    

    
      Even his temperament was completely different.
    

    

    
      Or perhaps, had her prejudice against him been too deep all along?
    

    

    
      The son of the Demon Suppression King was not some arrogant, hedonistic wastrel, but someone who had long concealed his brilliance and sullied his own name?
    

    

    
      After all, how could a tiger sire a dog?
    

    

    
      Shaking her head, Wu Ruyue tried to clear her thoughts, unable to resist asking, “All these years, Young Lord, have you been deliberately defiling your name, ruining your own reputation?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou set down his cup and smiled. 
    

    

    
      “That is a good question. If Miss Wu were in my position, what would you do?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue had not expected Shen Yanzhou to throw the question back at her.
    

    

    
      Thinking about it, she realized she truly did not know how to answer.
    

    

    
      After all, the Demon Suppression King held immense power, guarding the southern border, revered as the War God of the Great Qian, the one who preserved peace within the realm. 
    

    

    
      Yet Shen Yanzhou, the heir, lived in the capital, under the Emperor’s watchful gaze.
    

    

    
      To call him the heir was little different from calling him a hostage. 
    

    

    
      Otherwise, how could His Majesty rest easy in entrusting military authority to the Demon Suppression King?
    

    

    
      “The more incompetent I appear, the more useless I seem, the more at ease the one in the Hall of Virtuous Enlightenment will be. 
    

    

    
      The capital will remain stable, and I will live longer.”
    

    

    
      “Of course, when one must appear weak, one must appear weak. 
    

    

    
      But that does not mean one is truly weak.”
    

    

    
      “Miss Wu, do you understand my meaning?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou tapped lightly on the table, then raised a slender finger.
    

    

    
      At once, it was as if an invisible breeze passed through the private room. 
    

    

    
      With a sharp swish, the ink painting hanging on the wall suddenly split cleanly in two and fell silently to the floor.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue looked at Shen Yanzhou’s smiling, refined face, then at the painting so neatly severed. 
    

    

    
      She could not help but feel a jolt in her heart.
    

    

    
      In that instant, at her own martial cultivation level, she had sensed nothing.
    

    

    
      She had not even felt the slightest ripple of inner force from Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Did this not mean that his true strength far surpassed her imagination, perhaps even reaching the state of perfect unity between man and nature, where body and energy were seamlessly one?
    

    

    
      At the very least, this was the realm of a Great Martial Master—fourth rank in martial cultivation, the Dragon Elephant Realm.
    

    

    
      If he had attacked her in secret, she would not even have time to react.
    

    

    
      Utterly shocked, Wu Ruyue stood up, her brows furrowing. 
    

    

    
      “Young Lord, to hide your strength so deeply, a hidden dragon lurking in the abyss—how could you so easily reveal this to another?”
    

    

    
      Seeing her reaction, Shen Yanzhou knew his goal had been achieved.
    

    

    
      With a serene smile, he waved his hand, signaling for her not to worry. 
    

    

    
      “I trust Miss Wu’s character. Otherwise, I would not reveal this. But since it concerns my father’s grand designs, I had to show you something that would earn your trust.”
    

    

    
      “Young Lord speaks too seriously. I will keep this a secret.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue clasped her fists, though her heart grew even more complicated.
    

    

    
      Surely, very few in the entire capital knew Shen Yanzhou possessed such unfathomable strength.
    

    

    
      He had calmly revealed it to her, even at the risk of exposing years of careful concealment.
    

    

    
      Just how much did he trust her?
    

    

    
      Could it be… that Shen Tian truly was an infiltrator sent by Beiyu’s Ancestor Spirit to the path of Ghostly Communion?
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      When leaving the Yingchun Pavilion, Wu Ruyue looked distracted and dazed.
    

    

    
      She fell into deep inner conflict, memories of her time with Shen Tian surfacing in her mind.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian was warm and sincere, and during his time training with the Demon Suppression Army in the southern border, he had rushed into the frontlines again and again, risking his life.
    

    

    
      More than once, he had thrown himself into danger to save comrades surrounded by beasts, staying behind to hold the line alone, returning covered in blood. 
    

    

    
      He was undeniably brave.
    

    

    
      Because of this, though still young, he already held some prestige in the army, admired and respected by many.
    

    

    
      Afterward, he entered the sight of the Demon Suppression King, who came to appreciate him, even taking him in as an adopted son.
    

    

    
      “If Shen Tian truly respected my father so deeply, then no matter what, he would not so casually call me a wastrel. At times, the smallest slip of the tongue can expose one’s true nature.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue recalled Shen Yanzhou’s smiling words as they left the Yingchun Pavilion.
    

    

    
      Perhaps there had indeed been a reason Shen Tian was slapped yesterday.
    

    

    
      “Could it be that from the very start, Shen Tian entered the Demon Suppression Army and risked his life for the sake of catching Demon Suppression King’s attention?”
    

    

    
      A trace of gloom appeared in Wu Ruyue’s eyes as she unconsciously tightened her grip on the jade talisman hidden within her sleeve.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “What a pity, I’ll be losing one good source of fleece.”
    

    

    
      Only after Wu Ruyue left did Shen Yanzhou shake his head lightly and rise from the private room.
    

    

    
      The negative emotions provided by Wu Ruyue were considerable, but for long-term plans, Shen Yanzhou had decided to first focus on disrupting Shen Tian’s mindset.
    

    

    
      Compared to Wu Ruyue, Shen Tian was the real fat sheep.
    

    

    
      When the Demon Suppression King eventually learned of what had happened in the capital, it would surely bring him plenty of negative emotions.
    

    

    
      For now, though, it was crucial to earn Wu Ruyue’s trust.
    

    

    
      As for whether she might ask the Demon Suppression King about this matter, Shen Yanzhou was not worried at all.
    

    

    
      Leaving aside that the southern border was tens of thousands of miles away, the content of their conversation earlier was something that, with Wu Ruyue’s intelligence, she would not dare casually verify.
    

    

    
      “This afternoon, nothing urgent. I’ll go to the pleasure quarter and listen to music.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou casually called to Chunchao, who was waiting outside the Yingchun Pavilion.
    

    

    
      “Young Lord, are you going to gather more intelligence again?”
    

    

    
      Chunchao followed, sword in arms, the tassel swaying lightly with her steps.
    

    

    
      “This Young Lord has other plans.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou chuckled, keeping her guessing.
    

    

    
      Chunchao rolled her eyes almost imperceptibly.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Chunchao +3+2+2…
    

    

    
      Thanks to his infamous reputation as someone despised by all, Shen Yanzhou needed only to stroll down Vermilion Bird Street to harvest a steady stream of negative emotions.
    

    

    
      Most of the time, they were only +0.01, but sheer numbers added up. 
    

    

    
      Occasionally, he even ran into influential figures—just greeting them could earn him a windfall.
    

    

    
      【Name: Shen Yanzhou】
    

    
      【Techniques: None】
    

    
      【Secret Arts: Selfless Sword Heart (Incomplete, Entry 1/4)】
    

    
      【Realm: None】
    

    
      【Available Basic Points: 0 (128.11/100)】
    

    

    
      “Today’s goal: collect another 100 points of negative emotions. Then I’ll raise my Selfless Sword Heart to the next level.”
    

    

    
      The Selfless Sword Heart was divided into four stages: Beginner, Minor Accomplishment, Major Accomplishment, and Perfection.
    

    

    
      Each stage was subdivided into four levels. 
    

    

    
      Which meant that for Shen Yanzhou to advance from Beginner to Minor Accomplishment, he would need four basic attribute points.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, at the Wu Residence.
    

    

    
      Inside the main hall, Wu Ruyue’s younger brother Wu Zhongxing knelt pale-faced on the floor, full of unease. 
    

    

    
      Only after his mother’s weeping account did he realize how much trouble he had caused this time.
    

    

    
      At worst, they might face exile to the southern border; at best, their entire clan could be executed.
    

    

    
      Wu Hong, too, wore a face full of regret, pacing anxiously. 
    

    

    
      The only outsider present, Shen Tian, looked utterly baffled.
    

    

    
      No matter how much he asked, the members of the Wu family refused to tell him what had happened.
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou wouldn’t dare make things too hard for Ruyue, right…”
    

    

    
      As they worried, the sound of footsteps came from outside the hall, and Wu Ruyue walked in.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian immediately stepped forward, concern on his face. 
    

    

    
      “Ruyue, that wastrel didn’t do anything to you, did he?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue restrained the chaotic thoughts from the journey, her eyes carrying a subtle complexity as she glanced at Shen Tian, then returned to her usual calm demeanor. 
    

    

    
      She shook her head. 
    

    

    
      “He didn’t dare do anything to me. But there may be some trouble later.”
    

    

    
      “Trouble later?”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian froze.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue nodded. 
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou made two requests. First, that I marry him. Second, failing that, that I at least accept his pursuit.”
    

    

    
      Her brows furrowed as she spoke.
    

    

    
      In truth, these were words Shen Yanzhou had told her. 
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue still could not understand why she had subconsciously repeated them just as he wanted.
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Shen Tian’s heart surged with nameless fury, his fists clenching tight.
    

    

    
      That wastrel, relying on his birth, truly dared covet Wu Ruyue.
    

    

    
      “And how did you respond, Ruyue?”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian’s tone grew hurried.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue glanced at him. 
    

    

    
      “Brother Shen, you know that in this life I seek only the pinnacle of martial arts. Unless I achieve the Martial God realm, I will not consider romance. I would rather die than marry him.”
    

    

    
      “So, I could only agree to his second request, as a temporary measure.”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian felt an inexplicable sense of dissatisfaction.
    

    

    
      Back in the army, he had once expressed his affection to Wu Ruyue, hoping to pursue her, but she had gently rejected him.
    

    

    
      Now, that false heir had stolen a step ahead.
    

    

    
      Though he knew she had no choice, an inexplicable possessiveness still left him restless.
    

    

    
      “Ruyue, so the matter is resolved then?”
    

    

    
      Wu Hong and the others did not dwell on these small matters. 
    

    

    
      To them, Shen Yanzhou, as heir of the Demon Suppression King, was merely a little lacking in character.
    

    

    
      If Wu Ruyue could become his consort, it would be a blessing from their ancestors.
    

    

    
      “It’s resolved, more or less.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue rubbed her brow, weary, and nodded slightly.
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou, you’re walking the path to death. To dare touch the woman I value most—you truly don’t know life from death.”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian drew a deep breath, forcing himself to calm down, but inwardly he had already sworn—
    

    

    
      The day he reclaimed his rightful identity and status, he would ensure Shen Yanzhou lived a fate worse than death.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Shen Tian +24+31+33…
    

    

    
      “It really has to be Shen Tian. His hatred for me only grows deeper. But the more you hate me, the stronger I become.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was strolling with Chunchao along Vermilion Bird Street.
    

    

    
      Shouts of vendors echoed endlessly from both sides.
    

    

    
      Stalls overflowed with rare spiritual herbs, mineral spirit stones, talismans, and magical artifacts—everything one could imagine.
    

    

    
      “Young Lord, you seem in quite a good mood today?”
    

    

    
      Chunchao followed with her sword in arms, step for step. 
    

    

    
      Seeing the faint smile lingering on Shen Yanzhou’s lips, she could not help but ask curiously.
    

    

    
      “Naturally.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded with a smile.
    

    

    
      Chunchao’s gaze grew even more curious, mixed with puzzlement. 
    

    

    
      Following his gaze, she soon understood.
    

    

    
      “Young Lord, could it be you intend to go to the Dragon-Tiger Institute?”
    

    

    
      At the far end of the street, hibiscus trees bloomed in profusion.
    

    

    
      Their pale-purple petals drifted across the stone-paved road, serene and elegant.
    

    

    
      There stood an academy, built with understated simplicity, courtyards and pavilions rising in neat rows. 
    

    

    
      At the entrance, only a dragon and a tiger stone statue stood, yet no one in the capital dared underestimate this place.
    

    

    
      The Great Qian’s Dragon-Tiger Institute, founded at the very start of the dynasty more than 1,300 years ago, had weathered countless storms, nurturing generations of elites, sending new talent to every corner of the realm each year.
    

    

    
      It could be said that this academy gathered countless heroes of Great Qian, a place countless students yearned and dreamed to enter.
    

    

    
      “An institution like the Dragon-Tiger Institute, gathering all the prodigies of the realm, would never admit a wastrel like me.” Shen Yanzhou chuckled.
    

    

    
      Even if the original body had talent, the political pressures both inside and out would never allow him entrance.
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      Chapter 18: Marriage Alliance
    

    

    
      Chunchao slightly turned her gaze. 
    

    

    
      For the disciples of the noble and powerful families in the Imperial Capital, they would fight tooth and nail just for a single spot to enter the Dragon-Tiger Institute to cultivate.
    

    

    
      But Shen Yanzhou was the exception among them. 
    

    

    
      Even the Demon Suppression King had no intention of letting him enter for cultivation.
    

    

    
      Of course, Shen Yanzhou had no interest in entering the Dragon-Tiger Institute at all.
    

    

    
      In the eyes of others, this Institute was a sacred place that cultivated countless outstanding geniuses for the Great Qian Dynasty, endlessly sending fresh blood to the empire.
    

    

    
      But in his eyes, this was nothing more than a fat sheep pen, a field of leeks.
    

    

    
      Not to mention how much presence these so-called geniuses had in the original work, just their background and talents alone meant they were destined to become future Martial Saints, Sages, or Military Saints.
    

    

    
      Compared to teasing Chunchao and occasionally plucking a little wool from her, Shen Yanzhou preferred to wield the sickle directly and harvest.
    

    

    
      “Dragon-Tiger Institute, dismissal!”
    

    

    
      A shout rang out, accompanied by the deep toll of a bell.
    

    

    
      In front of the simple yet elegant Institute gate, one after another, young men and women dressed in luxurious robes and embroidered garments walked out together.
    

    

    
      Every one of them exuded vitality; some even radiated faint divine brilliance. 
    

    

    
      In their eyes shimmered divine light, and in every movement there was a sense of extraordinary bearing.
    

    

    
      Looking at these young scholars, Shen Yanzhou felt a slight stir in his heart, recalling some scenes from his previous life.
    

    

    
      But for now, he had no time for sentiment.
    

    

    
      Very quickly, among the young men and women exiting in pairs, Shen Yanzhou’s gaze settled on one person.
    

    

    
      It was a handsome young man in spotless white robes, looking refined and scholarly, with bundles of scrolls in his arms.
    

    

    
      His companion was another young man wearing a brocade robe and jade belt, radiating the air of a wealthy heir. 
    

    

    
      He tapped the folding fan in his hand, looking graceful and at ease.
    

    

    
      The two walked side by side, conversing harmoniously.
    

    

    
      “The hostage prince of Qi, Qi Haoran.”
    

    

    
      “In the original story, he was the strategist of the protagonist’s group, blessed with a Heaven-bestowed Literary Heart. When he entered the Literary Institute of the Dragon-Tiger Institute, the rites and music resonated with him. Upon stepping into the Seventh Rank of Investigation, he gained the Book of Spring and Autumn and was highly valued by a great scholar.”
    

    

    
      Countless pieces of information about this person flashed through Shen Yanzhou’s mind.
    

    

    
      The Qi Kingdom was one of the small vassal states on the Great Qian border. 
    

    

    
      Its national power was weak, and to seek peace and avoid war, it sent tributes annually and dispatched royal princes to the Imperial Capital as hostages.
    

    

    
      But the founding Emperor of Great Qian, Zulong, was open-minded and magnanimous. 
    

    

    
      As long as the hostage princes had sufficient talent, they too could enter the Dragon-Tiger Institute to study, learning the various systems of the Great Qian.
    

    

    
      They could even earn degrees and titles, and enter the court as officials.
    

    

    
      “In the original plot, because of the marriage alliance between the Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence and the Demon Suppression King’s Mansion, this guy would hold a grudge against me.”
    

    

    
      “Though only a hostage prince, he secretly admired the daughter of the Marquis of Divine Might.”
    

    

    
      Characters with significant roles like him naturally had plenty of wool to pluck.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled faintly, and without hesitation, he strode down the long street toward the gate of the Dragon-Tiger Institute just as classes were dismissed.
    

    

    
      Chunchao was stunned for a moment before quickly following him, suspicion rising in her heart.
    

    

    
      A notorious playboy like Shen Yanzhou had never gotten along with these favored geniuses.
    

    

    
      In the past, not to mention meeting face to face, even catching sight of each other from afar would make them take detours.
    

    

    
      “This playboy…”
    

    

    
      “What is he doing here, looking so ill-intentioned…”
    

    

    
      At the gate of the Dragon-Tiger Institute, the chatter and laughter of the young men and women immediately ceased.
    

    

    
      Many frowned, their gazes fixed on the proud young man walking toward them.
    

    

    
      Thanks to Shen Yanzhou’s fame in the Imperial Capital, there was no one on Vermilion Bird Street who didn’t recognize him.
    

    

    
      The students of the Dragon-Tiger Institute were themselves the scions of nobility in the capital. 
    

    

    
      How could they not know him?
    

    

    
      Even those prodigies from provincial towns and counties, after staying long enough in the capital, had come to know the name of the “Great Qian’s Number One Playboy” and avoided him whenever possible.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Wan Su +3+3+4+5…
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Lu Yao +1+3+4+4…
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Kang Bochen +1+2+3+4…
    

    

    
      In an instant, Shen Yanzhou received waves of negative emotions from those around him, many from people whose names he didn’t even know.
    

    

    
      He quickly estimated: just by walking to the gate of the Dragon-Tiger Institute, he had harvested nearly 50 points of negative emotions.
    

    

    
      And as more and more students poured out, the inflow of negative emotions only grew.
    

    

    
      The smile on Shen Yanzhou’s lips deepened.
    

    

    
      “These little cuties are truly adorable…”
    

    

    
      He made no extra moves. 
    

    

    
      Hands clasped behind his back, he simply stood under a hibiscus tree, his gaze slowly sweeping over the young scholars.
    

    

    
      Whenever he saw a somewhat familiar face, he would nod with a slight smile under their frowning stare.
    

    

    
      The other party would be stunned, with a look of disbelief on their face.
    

    

    
      Even their companions were puzzled: “Brother Zhao Che, why is that playboy smiling at you? Did you offend him recently?”
    

    

    
      “I haven’t even run into him lately, how could I have offended him?”
    

    

    
      “The smile of that playboy makes my heart uneasy…”
    

    

    
      Some of the more attractive girls instinctively wrapped their cloaks tighter when they felt Shen Yanzhou’s gaze upon them.
    

    

    
      His reputation for lust and debauchery was well known.
    

    

    
      Even the daughters of high-ranking ministers, if he fancied them, he would send his lackeys to seize them.
    

    

    
      If one provoked him, it would not end well.
    

    

    
      Thus, several girls with anger in their eyes forcibly suppressed their emotions, squeezing out strained smiles in response.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Song Yun +3+3+3+3.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Chen Xiao +6+6+6…
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou, what are you doing here? The Dragon-Tiger Institute does not welcome a playboy like you.”
    

    

    
      Just as Shen Yanzhou, all smiles, was counting the flow of negative emotions, a dissatisfied voice rang out.
    

    

    
      It was the young man in brocade robes beside Qi Haoran. 
    

    

    
      He tucked his folding fan at his waist and rolled up his sleeves, looking ready to stand up for the students.
    

    

    
      “Zi’an, there’s no need.”
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran shook his head slightly, tugging at his companion’s robe.
    

    

    
      “I just don’t like him. If it weren’t for his father, the Demon Suppression King, he wouldn’t dare to be so arrogant and lawless. Isn’t it just having a good father?” the man named Zi’an sneered.
    

    

    
      He was from the Duke’s Residence. 
    

    

    
      His ancestors had fought alongside Emperor Zulong to expand the empire, making his family one of the foremost noble households of the capital.
    

    

    
      Others might fear Shen Yanzhou’s power, but he did not.
    

    

    
      “Liu Zi’an, what did you just say?”
    

    

    
      Following the voice, Shen Yanzhou recognized this acquaintance—one of the few people in the original body’s memory he had dealt with.
    

    

    
      Dealt with literally, since every time it ended with a bunch of servants beaten down while the original Shen fled in disgrace.
    

    

    
      Liu Zi’an, the young son of the Duke’s Residence, looked like a pampered noble, but in truth he cultivated martial arts.
    

    

    
      It was said he was born with divine strength—by the age of three, he could lift a tripod weighing three stones with one hand, hailed as a reincarnation of an ancient hegemon.
    

    

    
      “Hmph, I’ll beat you up if you don’t leave the Dragon-Tiger Institute,” Liu Zi’an snorted.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou paid no heed to his rudeness, smiling: “Not that sentence.”
    

    

    
      Liu Zi’an frowned, surprised Shen Yanzhou wasn’t afraid today. 
    

    

    
      “I said you just have a good father, didn’t I?”
    

    

    
      Only then did Shen Yanzhou nod with satisfaction: “Yes. That’s why I know you’re jealous. Your father can’t compare to mine. He’s already old and still only a fourth-rank official. Back then, the old Duke was a top-ranked minister. Why is it that in your generation, you’re falling further behind?”
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Liu Zi’an +8+9+11+12…
    

    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    

    
      Liu Zi’an’s expression turned ugly.
    

    

    
      It was true that the Duke’s Residence was in decline, but even a withered camel was larger than a horse. 
    

    

    
      Who in the capital dared to belittle them? Even the Demon Suppression King usually treated the Duke’s Residence with respect.
    

    

    
      Yet Shen Yanzhou, who once would flee at the sight of him, now dared to mock him openly.
    

    

    
      Especially in front of his close friend—his pride couldn’t take it.
    

    

    
      The surroundings grew silent at once.
    

    

    
      It was just dismissal time at the Dragon-Tiger Institute. 
    

    

    
      No one expected Shen Yanzhou and the young Duke to clash right at the gate.
    

    

    
      Many of the capital’s noble youths looked on eagerly, as if watching a show.
    

    

    
      “Exactly what I said.” Shen Yanzhou kept smiling.
    

    

    
      “Brother Zi’an, why lower yourself to his level?”
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran quickly grabbed his friend’s arm, trying to keep him calm.
    

    

    
      “Brother Qi, don’t stop me today. I must teach this playboy a lesson. Rude, arrogant, thinking he can do whatever he wants just because he has the Demon Suppression King backing him?”
    

    

    
      Heat rushed to Liu Zi’an’s face, especially with all the watching eyes of the noble youths. 
    

    

    
      He felt humiliated, his cheeks burning.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s words had stabbed straight into his heart.
    

    

    
      The decline of the Duke’s Residence was real. 
    

    

    
      The duty of reviving its glory weighed on his shoulders, which was why he trained so hard.
    

    

    
      And yet Shen Yanzhou, a useless drunkard who lived off his father’s achievements, dared to mock him?
    

    

    
      “Chunchao, can you beat him?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou asked casually over his shoulder.
    

    

    
      Chunchao glanced at the young son of the Duke’s Residence, saw through his realm—it was the Seventh Rank, Blood-burning Realm.
    

    

    
      “I can beat him.” She nodded.
    

    

    
      “Brother Zi’an, don’t be reckless. You’re no match for that girl in red. She’s very strong.” Qi Haoran hurried to hold his friend back.
    

    

    
      With his Heaven-bestowed Literary Heart, he could sense the strength of the red-dressed girl. 
    

    

    
      If Liu Zi’an charged recklessly, he would surely suffer.
    

    

    
      “So you have a backer. Consider yourself lucky today.”
    

    

    
      Liu Zi’an clenched his fists in frustration but stopped himself.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Liu Zi’an +11+12+14+15.
    

    

    
      Seeing Liu Zi’an restrain himself, Shen Yanzhou felt a bit disappointed, but his thoughts also became clearer.
    

    

    
      Though Liu Zi’an’s talent and strength were inferior to Chunchao, as a member of the protagonist’s faction, even slightly provoking his mindset could yield large amounts of negative emotions.
    

    

    
      It seemed that being part of the protagonist’s camp gave one an invisible blessing of fate. 
    

    

    
      Their strength might be lacking now, but that didn’t mean it would remain so in the future.
    

    

    
      As Liu Zi’an held back his anger, many noble youths watching nearby sighed in regret.
    

    

    
      Though they disliked Shen Yanzhou as well, they weren’t about to confront him directly.
    

    

    
      “Qi Haoran, do you like Zhao Qingchan of the Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou didn’t keep plucking from the same sheep.
    

    

    
      He shifted his attention to Qi Haoran and asked with a smile.
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran was stunned. 
    

    

    
      He never expected Shen Yanzhou to suddenly ask him that, and froze on the spot.
    

    

    
      As a scholar, he cultivated his Literary Heart daily, observing proper conduct and etiquette.
    

    

    
      Even if he truly had feelings for Zhao Qingchan, he kept them hidden, never daring to express them—not even to his friend Liu Zi’an.
    

    

    
      Now that Shen Yanzhou asked him outright in public, his first instinct was to deny it. 
    

    

    
      But then he realized that failing to face his true feelings might damage his Literary Heart. 
    

    

    
      The words stuck in his throat.
    

    

    
      Very soon, with countless surprised and curious gazes falling on him, Qi Haoran’s face flushed red, tinged with shame.
    

    

    
      “Zhao Qingchan of the Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence? The first of the younger generation to be granted the title of Princess with a different surname by His Majesty, and allowed to enter the Dragon Transformation Pool of the Dragon-Tiger Institute?”
    

    

    
      “This Qi Haoran, though a hostage prince of Qi, with decent talent—how could he not realize her future? Even the Crown Prince is said to have shown favor, wishing to take her as his consort…”
    

    

    
      At the Institute gates, Shen Yanzhou’s words caused an uproar among the young scholars, whispering and discussing.
    

    

    
      After all, Zhao Qingchan’s name was widely known in the capital. 
    

    

    
      She was even counted among the Three Absolutes of the Imperial Capital.
    

    

    
      Her “absolute” was absolute beauty. 
    

    

    
      Stunningly beautiful, with extraordinary talent.
    

    

    
      She cultivated both Confucianism and Martial Arts. 
    

    

    
      Years ago, she had already broken into the Sixth Rank in both paths and entered the inner Institute.
    

    

    
      She was a role model whom many respectfully addressed as Senior Sister.
    

    

    
      “A fair lady is a gentleman’s desire. Senior Sister Qingchan is the model for all students of the Dragon-Tiger Institute. If I admire her, what of it?”
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran, though shaken, quickly steadied himself, took a deep breath, and answered Shen Yanzhou head-on.
    

    

    
      “I only want you to let go of your delusions. Don’t dream of being a toad lusting after a swan.”
    

    

    
      “The Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion and the Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence are preparing for a marriage alliance. If nothing unexpected happens, I will be marrying Zhao Qingchan.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou said with a smile, not at all concerned about Qi Haoran’s rapidly changing expression.
    

    

    
      In the original plot, the Demon Suppression King had indeed intended to form a marriage alliance with the Marquis of Divine Might.
    

    

    
      But the alliance was only for show—to wring the last bit of value from him, the fake heir. 
    

    

    
      On the wedding day, the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion would purge all the spies of enemy factions hidden within the capital.
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      “The Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion is marrying the Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence?”
    

    

    
      “When did this happen?”
    

    

    
      As Shen Yanzhou dropped this explosive news, the gate of the Dragon-Tiger Institute fell into dead silence.
    

    

    
      The noble youths of the capital looked shocked, hardly able to believe their ears.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan was the secretly chosen consort of the Crown Prince!
    

    

    
      Some even wondered if this was just another rumor Shen Yanzhou the playboy had overheard.
    

    

    
      If such a marriage alliance were truly happening, there was no way the court would remain silent.
    

    

    
      The Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence was also a family of heroes who had followed Emperor Zulong in his conquests, granted the title of Tiance Martial Marquis. 
    

    

    
      Its foundation was deep and illustrious.
    

    

    
      Would the one in the Hall of Virtuous Enlightenment really allow the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion and the Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence to form such an alliance?
    

    

  Chapter 19: Having a Good Father

    
      Chapter 19: Having a Good Father
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran was also hearing this news for the first time. 
    

    

    
      Even though he usually maintained a calm mindset, at this moment he could not restrain himself, his fists clenched unconsciously, and his breathing grew rapid.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan—such a woman, bright and flawless like the moon in the heavens, aloof and independent of the world—how could she possibly marry a wastrel like Shen Yanzhou?
    

    

    
      If she became the Crown Princess, perhaps he could still console himself and accept it.
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou, what nonsense are you spouting?”
    

    

    
      “Senior Sister Zhao’s reputation is not something you can slander.”
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran spoke coldly, his scholarly aura surging, faint ink fragrance drifting about his body, and above his head, a canopy-like cloud faintly appeared.
    

    

    
      As a Confucian cultivator who had just stepped into the sixth rank, the initial stage of the Literary Heart Realm, though he had yet to reach the level of words becoming law, if he truly wished to teach Shen Yanzhou a lesson, it would be effortless.
    

    

    
      “Brother Qi, don’t be impulsive. With your identity, you cannot make a move against him.”
    

    

    
      Liu Zian, who had been fuming with anger just now, hurriedly interjected upon seeing this.
    

    

    
      Now it was his turn to hold back Qi Haoran, lest he lose control.
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran was merely a hostage prince of a vassal state. 
    

    

    
      Even as a royal prince, before Shen Yanzhou, the legitimate heir of a first-rank title, he was still as lowly as a servant.
    

    

    
      If conflict broke out between the two, and Shen Yanzhou sent his retainers to beat him to death, the state of Qi behind him might even have to step forward to apologize.
    

    

    
      “Heh, so much for a man of letters cultivating self-restraint. How can you be so easily provoked?”
    

    

    
      “Chunchao, if he dares so much as to harm a single hair of this young master, what should you do?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou shook his head lightly, still with that look of adding fuel to the fire.
    

    

    
      Chunchao replied crisply, “Cut him down.”
    

    

    
      As soon as her words fell, the long sword in her arms rang as it unsheathed. 
    

    

    
      A biting gleam burst forth like a silver bottle shattering, and an invisible chill swept over them.
    

    

    
      Many of the onlooking students suddenly felt a cold shiver down their backs.
    

    

    
      Those with keener vision narrowed their eyes, inwardly astonished.
    

    

    
      This red-clothed young girl, at such a young age, possessed such profound swordsmanship, yet she had not entered the Sword Court within the Dragon-Tiger Institute to cultivate.
    

    

    
      Could it be that she hailed from the Ten-Thousand-Mile Sword Court of the North Sea, or perhaps the Sword Lodge in Qilin City?
    

    

    
      Yes. 
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression Princess Consort was the daughter of the City Lord of Qilin City. 
    

    

    
      With how much she doted on Shen Yanzhou, arranging such a beautiful and powerful maid by his side was no surprise.
    

    

    
      For a moment, many noble heirs felt envy and jealousy stirring in their hearts.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Xia Song +5 +7 +8 +9…
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Qi Haoran +20 +21 +24…
    

    

    
      “You…”
    

    

    
      In the end, Qi Haoran did not act rashly. 
    

    

    
      He only clenched his fists tighter.
    

    

    
      A wave of helplessness rose in his heart. 
    

    

    
      If he had not been sent as a hostage prince, could he have boldly pursued Zhao Qingchan, instead of watching helplessly as she was forced into a political marriage, given away to a wastrel like Shen Yanzhou?
    

    

    
      “As if you even had the courage to act.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou still smiled leisurely, while inwardly tallying the stream of negative emotions pouring in.
    

    

    
      At present, neither the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion nor the Divine Martial Marquis’ Residence had leaked even the slightest word. 
    

    

    
      His decision to expose this matter early was intentional.
    

    

    
      Not only was it to rattle the mindset of these so-called prodigies before the Dragon-Tiger Institute, but more importantly, it was to let the noble clans and great houses of the capital know of this, triggering subsequent chain reactions.
    

    

    
      How many people would be unable to sleep tonight was none of his concern.
    

    

    
      After all, he was merely a wastrel heir, loose-tongued and boastful, who happened to hear this news by chance from the Demon Suppression King and could not wait to spread it everywhere. 
    

    

    
      Wasn’t that perfectly reasonable?
    

    

    
      After all, it was Zhao Qingchan he was to marry—the moonlight in the hearts of countless young men in the capital.
    

    

    
      Before the Dragon-Tiger Institute, the emotions of many young students were in turmoil.
    

    

    
      Many secretly scoffed. 
    

    

    
      If what Shen Yanzhou said was true, then this was most likely a matter agreed upon between the Divine Martial Marquis and the Demon Suppression King, perhaps not even finalized yet. 
    

    

    
      But in his excitement, he rushed to brag about it…
    

    

    
      Afterwards, whether the marriage alliance would still go through was uncertain.
    

    

    
      “It’s Senior Sister Zhao…”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a voice of surprise rang out.
    

    

    
      The previously noisy entrance of the Dragon-Tiger Institute instantly fell silent, and all gazes turned.
    

    

    
      Even the indignant Qi Haoran was stunned. 
    

    

    
      Looking towards the gate, he saw a young woman approaching slowly.
    

    

    
      Her black hair cascaded like a waterfall, falling freely. 
    

    

    
      Without any makeup, her bare face was flawless like a perfect piece of jade. 
    

    

    
      Clad in a plain long robe, with no adornments or weapons upon her, she carried nothing.
    

    

    
      Of course, she needed no embellishment.
    

    

    
      Just standing there gracefully, her slender and elegant figure naturally exuded an aura of detachment, serene and pure, holy and cold.
    

    

    
      Like a bright moon breaking through the clouds, shining upon all.
    

    

    
      “Greetings, Senior Sister Zhao.”
    

    

    
      Many students bowed in greeting. 
    

    

    
      Within the Dragon-Tiger Institute, the rules were strict and hierarchy rigid.
    

    

    
      As one of the outstanding figures of the inner court, Zhao Qingchan’s status and position were not even inferior to many of the teachers.
    

    

    
      Many were surprised. 
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan was rarely seen even within the inner court, yet today she actually appeared here.
    

    

    
      What shocked them even more was that after stepping out of the gate, Zhao Qingchan walked straight towards Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      “Could it be that Senior Sister Zhao came out especially to see that wastrel?”
    

    

    
      Many young students’ emotions surged, feeling a stifling discomfort.
    

    

    
      Could it be that the marriage alliance between the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion and the Divine Martial Marquis’ Residence was true?
    

    

    
      “Senior Sister Zhao…”
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran wanted to greet Zhao Qingchan, but to his dismay, she, cold and aloof, seemed not to notice him, and walked straight past.
    

    

    
      The words he wanted to say froze in his throat, and his fists clenched tighter.
    

    

    
      Even Shen Yanzhou was a little surprised. 
    

    

    
      He had not come to the Dragon-Tiger Institute to see Zhao Qingchan.
    

    

    
      But at this moment, he quickly gathered his composure, put on a smile, and greeted, “Zhao Qingchan…”
    

    

    
      “Uncle Jingxiao has already told you about the marriage alliance?”
    

    

    
      But Zhao Qingchan cut him off first, her tone calm and elegant, her eyes, clear as the moon, scrutinizing him.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled. 
    

    

    
      “Of course, Mother told me.”
    

    

    
      In truth, the Demon Suppression Consort herself might not have been very clear about this matter.
    

    

    
      The marriage alliance had been decided by the Demon Suppression King and the Divine Martial Marquis.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan did not doubt him. 
    

    

    
      She nodded lightly. 
    

    

    
      “Father has already informed me. Since it is a family alliance, a decision of our elders, I will not refuse.”
    

    

    
      “Only, I hope you will change some of your former temperament and habits.”
    

    

    
      As soon as she said this, the front of the Dragon-Tiger Institute fell into dead silence again.
    

    

    
      Many students and noble youths had their mouths agape, as if hearing something unbelievable.
    

    

    
      Even Zhao Qingchan herself admitted to the marriage alliance, without resistance?
    

    

    
      And her attitude towards this wastrel was far too good.
    

    

    
      “How could this be…”
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran felt a lump in his chest, his throat tight. 
    

    

    
      The stack of books in his arms was nearly crushed in his grip.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou felt the envious, jealous gazes all around him, while another wave of negative emotions flowed into his account. 
    

    

    
      He smiled calmly. 
    

    

    
      “No problem. Since you are my future wife, whatever you want me to change, I will change.”
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan was slightly surprised. 
    

    

    
      She had not expected Shen Yanzhou to agree so easily this time.
    

    

    
      Still, his calling her “future wife” so brazenly made her feel somewhat uncomfortable.
    

    

    
      She quickly composed herself, nodded slightly, and asked, “Did you come here for me?”
    

    

    
      Of course Shen Yanzhou would not admit he came to leech benefits. 
    

    

    
      With a smile, he replied, “I was thinking, you probably wouldn’t come out to see me.”
    

    

    
      He deliberately stressed the words “wife.”
    

    

    
      Although they both lived in the capital, they had rarely met before.
    

    

    
      With the original Shen Yanzhou’s temperament, he only dared to tease some timid noblewomen.
    

    

    
      As for a prodigy like Zhao Qingchan, if he ever dared set his sights on her, never mind the Crown Prince—even countless young nobles in the capital would secretly teach him a lesson.
    

    

    
      In a sense, this was the first time the two had truly spoken.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan stared intently at Shen Yanzhou, her eyes as clear as a lake reflecting his handsome face.
    

    

    
      Regarding the family-arranged marriage, though she felt some resistance in her heart, she also knew it was her fate.
    

    

    
      As Shen Yanzhou so bluntly took advantage of her, she could only endure it.
    

    

    
      “Are you worried I will resist this marriage?” she asked.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou thought of the descriptions of Zhao Qingchan in the original plot: outwardly cold and detached, but inwardly ambitious.
    

    

    
      Yet in the end, because the Divine Martial Marquis colluded with the Demon Suppression King, when the Demon Suppression King’s coup failed and the Divine Martial Marquis’ residence was raided, she refused to be sent to the Court of Entertainments and ended her life with a slender string in her chamber.
    

    

    
      “That’s part of the reason.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou still replied with a smile.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan, whether in talent or cultivation, was among the foremost of the younger generation in the capital.
    

    

    
      If she could be of use to him, the role she could play in the future would be beyond imagination.
    

    

    
      “Wife, will you walk with me?”
    

    

    
      Sensing Zhao Qingchan was not very resistant to him, Shen Yanzhou simply took the initiative, unwilling to waste this encounter.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan seemed to hesitate for a moment, then nodded lightly. 
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      Before the Dragon-Tiger Institute, the gathered noble students looked on in shock and disbelief.
    

    

    
      The Senior Sister Zhao they held in such esteem was actually willing to accompany that wastrel for a stroll along Vermilion Bird Street?
    

    

    
      Even the Crown Prince had once invited Zhao Qingchan to admire the Lantern Festival, yet she had declined, saying cultivation was her priority.
    

    

    
      What virtue or ability did this wastrel have? Shamelessly calling her “wife” over and over.
    

    

    
      For a moment, many hearts soured with jealousy.
    

    

    
      In the end, they could only chalk it up to the fact that Shen Yanzhou had a good father, and the Divine Martial Marquis’ Residence was close with the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      “Senior Sister Zhao…”
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran stared blankly at their retreating figures for a long while before coming to his senses.
    

    

    
      Though he was not skilled in martial arts, his clenched fists bulged with veins, showing how much strength he used.
    

    

    
      “Bah…”
    

    

    
      “That wastrel only has a good face and a good father.”
    

    

    
      Liu Zian spat bitterly. 
    

    

    
      Even though he hated to admit it, looking at their backs disappearing down Vermilion Bird Street, he had to admit they looked oddly matched, like a pair of jade companions.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “Why did you deliberately provoke the students of the Dragon-Tiger Institute? What good does it do you?”
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan did not walk side by side with Shen Yanzhou, but slightly behind him.
    

    

    
      Although she had only come out after receiving the news, she was already aware of everything that had happened at the gate.
    

    

    
      From her perspective, Shen Yanzhou’s actions seemed baseless.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, why would he speak such words to deliberately anger everyone? This only accumulated hatred against him, with no tangible benefit.
    

    

    
      The tip of Shen Yanzhou’s nose was filled with a faint, pleasant fragrance. 
    

    

    
      At her words, he casually retorted, “I did nothing at all. Just by standing there, they despised me. That Liu Zian even threatened to beat me. Could it be I’m not even allowed to stroll by the Dragon-Tiger Institute’s gate?”
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan thought: If not for your vile past behavior, hated by all, this would never have happened.
    

    

    
      “You know full well why they dislike you.” She shook her head lightly.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou chuckled. 
    

    

    
      “Of course I know. They all envy me. Envy me for having a good father.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan could not tell if he was being serious.
    

    

    
      She recalled her father, the Divine Martial Marquis, saying:
    

    

    
      How could a man like the Demon Suppression King allow his son to be nothing but a wastrel?
    

    

    
      Perhaps Shen Yanzhou was not as simple as he appeared. 
    

    

    
      In the swirling vortex of power that was the capital, surviving was no easy matter.
    

    

    
      But upon meeting him now, aside from an attractive face and the habit of constantly mentioning his “father,” she saw nothing remarkable.
    

    

    
      Carrying the thought that perhaps she should observe him further, Zhao Qingchan continued to follow behind him as they walked down Vermilion Bird Street.
    

    

    
      “Candied hawthorn, sweet and delicious candied hawthorn, made with honey dates from the ancient red trees of the Southern Frontier, blended with the Myriad Blossom Honey brewed by the Hundred Flower Palace. Tasty and affordable!”
    

    

    
      As they passed a candied haw vendor, Shen Yanzhou casually picked up a skewer and asked offhandedly, “Wife, do you want some candied haw?”
    

    

    
      “Do not call me ‘wife.’ Though the elders have discussed the marriage, it has not been finalized. You and I have not yet wed.” Zhao Qingchan’s brows furrowed slightly.
    

    

    
      “Alright, understood. Wife, do you want some candied haw?”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan was momentarily at a loss for words.
    

    

    
      “If you don’t want it, never mind.” Shen Yanzhou shoved the candied haw into his mouth.
    

    

    
      Watching him swagger off, Zhao Qingchan frowned, glanced at the conflicted vendor, and retrieved a few copper coins from her Sumeru pouch to pay.
    

    

    
      Soon after, she saw Shen Yanzhou at a honey date stall, picking and tasting freely.
    

    

    
      After a few bites, he seemed dissatisfied, spitting them out with a few “ptui” sounds, then sauntering away nonchalantly.
    

    

    
      “Truly a wastrel?”
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan walked over and paid for him again, her steps reluctant.
    

    

    
      If Shen Yanzhou truly was a wastrel inside and out, utterly without merit, then there would be no need to keep observing him.
    

    

    
      After marriage, she naturally would have no great expectations.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had no awareness of paying. 
    

    

    
      The original Shen Yanzhou also lacked such habits—whenever he went out, it was always his lackeys who paid.
    

    

    
      Often, small vendors who recognized him would greet him cheerfully, even offering small gifts proactively.
    

    

    
      Though, in his memories, the original Shen Yanzhou never made things difficult for such vendors. 
    

    

    
      Whenever he took something, he would instruct his lackeys to pay afterwards.
    

    

  Chapter 20: Minor Accomplishment in One Day

    
      Chapter 20: Minor Accomplishment in One Day
    

    

    
      “You idle away your days like this, wandering aimlessly without doing anything of worth. Even if you suffer from a hidden ailment and cannot cultivate martial arts, you could still devote some effort to Confucian learning. Read more books, cultivate your literary heart…”
    

    

    
      Seeing Shen Yanzhou stop once again at a stall filled with all kinds of pendants, hairpins, and ornaments, even Zhao Qingchan, who had always been calm and even-tempered, could not help but step forward to gently admonish him.
    

    

    
      At her words, Shen Yanzhou set down the vermilion hairpin he had been examining, smiled, and said: “How can you tell that I am idling about, doing nothing?”
    

    

    
      Ambition for career and achievement hidden beneath this cold exterior—this was indeed in line with his impression of Zhao Qingchan.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan frowned and said: “Among the sons of the capital’s noble clans, even the most useless of them still learn some craft—be it commerce, officialdom, or the military. At the very least, they manage networks and cultivate connections. You, as the son of the Demon Suppression King, born into such privilege, with Uncle Jingxiao paving the way for you, yet you make no effort to advance…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou always got a headache hearing such words.
    

    

    
      However, no trace of displeasure showed on his face. 
    

    

    
      He only smiled faintly and said: “If I were that diligent, I fear the skies over the capital would not remain so calm.”
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan froze at those words. 
    

    

    
      Watching Shen Yanzhou, who had withdrawn his smile and was once again picking through the hairpins, she had intended to continue advising him, but his words… seemed to awaken her suddenly.
    

    

    
      “You are worried about arousing suspicion in the palace?”
    

    

    
      She glanced around at their surroundings and lowered her voice to ask.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, however, did not answer her question. 
    

    

    
      Instead, he continued examining the trinkets and asked with a smile: “Wife, do you like this one?”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he picked up a jade pendant and a jade hairpin, comparing them against each other.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan deliberately ignored his use of “wife.” Yet regarding the words he had uttered earlier, she could not let go. 
    

    

    
      Her curiosity pressed her to ask: “Can you answer the question I just asked?”
    

    

    
      “Which one do you prefer?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou continued choosing as if he had not heard her question.
    

    

    
      He understood Zhao Qingchan’s temperament—some things were best left unsaid. 
    

    

    
      If one wished to attract her attention, one had to first pique her curiosity.
    

    

    
      Just as cutting off a topic midway could leave behind a sense of anticipation.
    

    

    
      With anticipation, she would naturally develop the interest to probe deeper.
    

    

    
      Before the matter of the false and true heir was exposed, he needed to establish certain personas—“self-deprecation and concealment,” “hiding his light and biding his time,” “the dormant dragon in the deep abyss.”
    

    

    
      In the coming battles upon the chessboard, such an identity would be far more useful.
    

    

    
      As for Zhao Qingchan’s little schemes and thoughts, he saw through them as clearly as a mirror.
    

    

    
      If he were truly a worthless wastrel, then she would never bother wasting her time on him.
    

    

    
      Even if she married him, it would only be to secure the resources and background of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      For reasons she could not explain, Zhao Qingchan suddenly felt a surge of irritation.
    

    

    
      She disliked Shen Yanzhou’s way of evading her questions. 
    

    

    
      He clearly could have answered, yet he chose to ignore them.
    

    

    
      Even so, this confirmed some of her suspicions—Shen Yanzhou was most likely not as shallow as he appeared.
    

    

    
      Those prodigies who once pursued her would, upon learning she was interested in a topic, immediately talk at length without stopping.
    

    

    
      “The skies of the capital would not remain so calm.”
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan silently chewed on that sentence.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, seeing her fall into silence, knew that she was already pondering over his earlier words.
    

    

    
      Things were developing just as he had anticipated. 
    

    

    
      However, at present, since the Divine Martial Marquis and the Demon Suppression King were close allies, he could not afford to reveal too much before Zhao Qingchan as he did in front of Wu Ruyue.
    

    

    
      The card of the Divine Martial Marquis, if played well, could deliver the Demon Suppression King a fatal strike at the crucial moment.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      While Zhao Qingchan accompanied Shen Yanzhou strolling through Vermilion Bird Street, the events that had occurred earlier at the Dragon-Tiger Institute gate quickly spread among the noble families of the capital.
    

    

    
      Without a doubt, the intention of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion to ally by marriage with the Divine Martial Marquis’s household provoked much speculation.
    

    

    
      The current emperor rarely interfered in governance. 
    

    

    
      Almost all state affairs were entrusted to the Grand Chancellor, Sikong Fenghua, who assisted the Crown Prince in making decisions.
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion was powerful and at its peak—even the Grand Chancellor treated them with courtesy.
    

    

    
      The Divine Martial Marquis’s house, on the other hand, was an ancient noble clan established since the founding of the dynasty, with profound heritage.
    

    

    
      If these two houses were to unite, it would be strength upon strength. 
    

    

    
      But would this not provoke suspicion from the palace?
    

    

    
      After all, the Demon Suppression King was already at the point where there was no higher title to confer. 
    

    

    
      If he were backed by an old aristocratic clan, he might truly dare to set himself as king above kings.
    

    

    
      The only good news was that the heir of the Demon Suppression King, Shen Yanzhou, was a wastrel. 
    

    

    
      And now, such an important secret had somehow been leaked beforehand.
    

    

    
      Would the Demon Suppression King flog him with a whip upon learning of this?
    

    

    
      Rumors swirled across the capital, even reaching the mouths of commoners in the alleys.
    

    

    
      In the misty courtyard of the Duke’s Mansion—
    

    

    
      An elderly man with snow-white hair sipped tea unhurriedly while attended by maids.
    

    

    
      Across from him sat a middle-aged man with a high crown and broad robes, engaged in a game of chess with him.
    

    

    
      “Teacher, could this be the Demon Suppression King deliberately using his son’s mouth to release this news?”
    

    

    
      “He knows Shen Yanzhou so well—why would he reveal such an important secret to him beforehand?”
    

    

    
      This middle-aged man was none other than the current Assistant Minister of Revenue, much valued by Emperor Mingde. 
    

    

    
      He was of humble birth, but had risen to prominence as a top-ranked scholar.
    

    

    
      “The Demon Suppression King is meticulous. He would not make such an error. I believe he is testing the waters in advance.”
    

    

    
      “He wants to gauge His Majesty’s stance. If His Majesty remains silent, he will simply go along with it. If His Majesty expresses disapproval, he can dismiss it as a careless slip of the tongue.” The elder shook his head gently and placed a stone on the board.
    

    

    
      “The Demon Suppression King has been far too aggressive in recent years. His violent suppression in the southern frontier has already stirred dissatisfaction among many hidden sects. His ambition is becoming far too blatant.” The middle-aged man sighed.
    

    

    
      The elder furrowed his brows, then looked eastward, toward the capital: “Shen Jingxiao is no fool. But it feels as though he still lacks a certain opportunity. His conduct so far has always reassured His Majesty.”
    

    

    
      “This time—has he perhaps overstepped?”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “The Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion and the Divine Martial Marquis’s household, an alliance by marriage?”
    

    

    
      “What a delightful surprise for this palace.”
    

    

    
      In the Eastern Palace, within a quiet chamber—
    

    

    
      Blue smoke coiled from a beast-horn censer.
    

    

    
      The Crown Prince, Xia Chongming, leaned on a desk, holding a bronze wine goblet in one hand, gently swirling the liquor within. 
    

    

    
      His cheeks were slightly flushed, as though faintly drunk.
    

    

    
      He was handsome, with long, narrow phoenix eyes. 
    

    

    
      His robes were not luxurious, their patterns plain. 
    

    

    
      Even the collar hung loose, revealing a bit of his chest. 
    

    

    
      Barefoot, he sat casually, yet no one could ignore his innate nobility.
    

    

    
      Across from him, a man in a square cap and feathered robe sat in meditation upon a mat.
    

    

    
      Before him was a clay wine stove into which he occasionally added spiritual ingredients. 
    

    

    
      The aroma of spirit wine soon filled the entire room.
    

    

    
      He seemed deaf to the Crown Prince’s murmurs, focusing solely on refining the medicinal wine.
    

    

    
      “This Drunken Immortal Brew grows weaker with each dose…”
    

    

    
      “Leave.”
    

    

    
      After a moment, Xia Chongming drew a deep breath and drained his goblet in one swallow. 
    

    

    
      His aura instantly steadied, and no trace of drunkenness remained.
    

    

    
      His narrow phoenix eyes gleamed with a sharp, intimidating light.
    

    

    
      The man in feathered robes rose respectfully, then silently withdrew.
    

    

    
      “Shen Jingxiao, what are you plotting? Zhao Qingchan is the one I desire. Your useless son cannot win her over.”
    

    

    
      Stepping outside, Xia Chongming found one of his retainers already kneeling there in broad robes.
    

    

    
      “Your Highness, should we give that wastrel a lesson? It may also remind the Demon Suppression King that some people are not his to covet at will.”
    

    

    
      The retainer spoke with deference.
    

    

    
      Xia Chongming narrowed his eyes, waved his hand, and smiled: “The entire Dragon-Tiger Institute knows Zhao Qingchan is mine. If I send people to rough up that wastrel now, the court ministers will only say I am petty.”
    

    

    
      The retainer bowed his head: “Your Highness is benevolent.”
    

    

    
      “When Father was young, he was virtuous and generous, gathering many scholars around him. Even when he lived in poverty, he would share his wealth and food with his retainers. It was precisely because he won people’s hearts that the ministers later supported him.”
    

    

    
      “As Crown Prince, I must not tarnish Father’s name for benevolence. I know that Shen Yanzhou loves cricket fights, so tomorrow send him the Black Cloud General cricket gifted by the envoy of the Uye Kingdom.”
    

    

    
      “Excellent, this subordinate shall arrange it at once.”
    

    

    
      The retainer quickly rose and departed.
    

    

    
      Xia Chongming smirked faintly. 
    

    

    
      He did not take such a wastrel to heart. 
    

    

    
      If the Demon Suppression King sought to test him through this, it would only backfire.
    

    

    
      Did they think such tricks could vex him?
    

    

    
      In his eyes, that son of Shen Jingxiao was only fit to play with crickets in a corner.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      From Shen Tian, negative emotions +15 +16 +21 +22…
    

    

    
      By the time Shen Yanzhou returned to the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, it was already night. 
    

    

    
      Although he had strolled around Vermilion Bird Street with Zhao Qingchan, they had not truly conversed deeply.
    

    

    
      Later, with Chunchao, he had lingered around the Dragon-Tiger Institute gate, harvesting another few dozen points of negative emotions, before heading back.
    

    

    
      Still, Shen Yanzhou found it puzzling—why did Shen Tian’s resentment toward him never seem to cease?
    

    

    
      In the afternoon it had nearly subsided, yet after he returned to the mansion, it suddenly surged again.
    

    

    
      Could it be jealousy over the possibility that he might marry Zhao Qingchan?
    

    

    
      “Could it be that he naively believes it should be him, the true heir, who weds Zhao Qingchan?”
    

    

    
      “Heh… precisely because I am a wastrel that the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion and the Divine Martial Marquis’s household can even consider marriage.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou stopped overthinking and began tallying his harvest.
    

    

    
      His attention shifted to the panel.
    

    

    
      【Name: Shen Yanzhou】
    

    
      【Techniques: None】
    

    
      【Secret Arts: Selfless Heart Sword (Incomplete, Entry 1/4)】
    

    
      【Realm: None】
    

    
      【Available Basic Points: 0 (425.21/100)】
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Not bad, I can redeem four basic points now. As expected, harvesting from the protagonist’s faction is the most efficient.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was in a very good mood, quite satisfied with today’s harvest.
    

    

    
      The negative emotions collected today were converted into four attribute points, which he immediately invested into the Selfless Heart Sword.
    

    

    
      【Selfless Heart Sword (Incomplete, Entry 1/4)】
    

    

    
      He began adding points.
    

    

    
      In the next instant, overwhelming waves of comprehension about the Heart Sword surged into his mind—vast, immense, nearly overwhelming him.
    

    

    
      Entry 2/4.
    

    

    
      He continued adding.
    

    

    
      Entry 3/4.
    

    

    
      Entry 4/4.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou faintly sensed a bottleneck. 
    

    

    
      His mastery of the Selfless Heart Sword had reached a certain threshold.
    

    

    
      With a mere flick of his finger, he could now unleash a strike equal to his full-strength sword from earlier that day. 
    

    

    
      Yet before him lay an invisible barrier, like a threshold blocking his step.
    

    

    
      If he missed the step, a bottomless abyss awaited.
    

    

    
      “According to the cultivation memories, I have already reached the peak of the Entry stage. To enter Minor Accomplishment, one would normally need at least ten years of arduous cultivation, comprehending various truths of the mind and spirit.”
    

    

    
      “But… add points.”
    

    

    
      Pop—
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou distinctly heard the sound of a flower blooming—or as though that invisible barrier had been pierced.
    

    

    
      In that moment, he seemed to witness the entire lives of countless swordsmen—their cultivation, their struggles, their understanding of sword and heart. 
    

    

    
      Then streams of luminous awareness gathered in his mind like swimming fish, illuminating the silent darkness of his Mud Pill Palace.
    

    

    
      There, within, a sword orb rolled and floated, surrounded by sword-light so fierce it stabbed at the spirit.
    

    

    
      【Selfless Heart Sword (Incomplete, Minor Accomplishment 1/4)】
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou felt his consciousness clear immensely in that instant. 
    

    

    
      Even the day’s fatigue was swept away. 
    

    

    
      His spirit-sea shone bright and tranquil.
    

    

    
      “So, the Selfless Heart Sword also tempers the soul, strengthening the spirit. In other words, it also boosts spiritual power.”
    

    

    
      “If I reach Great Attainment, it could even reflect back to nourish my spirit.”
    

    

    
      His eyes shone brilliantly. 
    

    

    
      Even at night, he could see the courtyards without lanterns as though it were broad daylight.
    

    

    
      In a pile of grass and stones, crickets fought viciously for mates—he saw it all clearly.
    

    

    
      Without moving, he only glanced. 
    

    

    
      His gaze seemed to release two celestial swords. 
    

    

    
      A breeze swept invisibly through the courtyard.
    

    

    
      A nearby rockery was suddenly, silently cut in two. 
    

    

    
      The cut was smooth as a mirror, as though sliced by a heavenly blade.
    

    

    
      Another breeze swept by—another formless sword intent descended. 
    

    

    
      The already-halved rockery split once again.
    

    

    
      “My spiritual power shows no sign of depletion. I can still unleash several such strikes. This invisible power—unless the opponent’s spiritual senses are razor-sharp, they could never evade it.”
    

    

    
      “Against martial artists below the seventh-rank Blood-burning Realm, a single glance would suffice to kill.”
    

    

    
      “The Princess Consort’s mastery of the Selfless Heart Sword is already beneath mine. In the original story, when she slew that great scholar with one sword, it was only due to her high cultivation realm and the element of surprise.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled. 
    

    

    
      Although the Selfless Heart Sword had reached Minor Accomplishment, he still had no cultivation.
    

    

    
      Further raising his mastery alone would not greatly increase the art’s power.
    

    

    
      “I still need to obtain that inheritance somehow. But with my current identity, I cannot leave the capital.”
    

    

    
      Absentmindedly tapping the desk, Shen Yanzhou began pondering his next steps. 
    

    

    
      Before long, a plan began to form.
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      Meanwhile, deep into the night, when all was silent.
    

    

    
      The Wu Residence was far from peaceful. 
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue sat before her bronze mirror, grooming herself. 
    

    

    
      Reflected in the mirror was her peerlessly beautiful face—without any powder, her shoulders sharp as if carved by a blade, her black hair loosely draped over them.
    

    

    
      Compared to her usual self, her eyes and brows carried less sharpness and more softness.
    

    

    
      “If what Shen Yanzhou said was true, then Shen Tian’s trip to the Imperial Capital must have another purpose.”
    

    

    
      “On the way, he told me that he came to the capital to find an old acquaintance, though they had never met. He could only rely on a token in his hand to search.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue pondered as scenes from the day replayed in her mind.
    

    

    
      She had known Shen Tian for nearly a year—their bond was deep. 
    

    

    
      If not for the shocking information Shen Yanzhou had revealed today, she might never have suspected Shen Tian so easily.
    

    

    
      Moreover, the most crucial point was that Shen Yanzhou had produced a personal decree from the Demon Suppression King, even revealing many secrets never known to the world.
    

    

    
      Such honesty—did he not realize that if those secrets were made public, the Demon Suppression King’s glory could be overturned in an instant?
    

    

    
      “It’s this late already. Shen Tian should have gone to rest.”
    

    

    
      Thinking so, Wu Ruyue lightly put on her outer robe, stood up, and gazed out the window.
    

    

    
      The courtyard room where Shen Tian stayed was not far from hers.
    

    

    
      After a brief moment of hesitation, Wu Ruyue softly blew out the candle in her room, pushed open the door, and prepared to walk in that direction.
    

    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    

    
      But just as she left her courtyard, a faint sound reached her ears. 
    

    

    
      She froze briefly, then her eyes flashed sharply. 
    

    

    
      Quickly restraining her breath, she hid herself behind a nearby rockery.
    

    

    
      By the faint moonlight, Wu Ruyue soon saw clearly the figure who had just closed a door and leapt lightly onto the courtyard wall—it was none other than Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      She was all too familiar with Shen Tian’s aura. 
    

    

    
      Yet now he wore a scarf that concealed his face and seemed to have altered his height and form slightly using some cultivation art.
    

    

    
      “This late at night, Shen Tian is sneaking out of the Wu Residence—what is he planning to do?”
    

    

    
      “Moreover, when he moved just now, the flow of inner energy around him surged like waves. That’s clearly the power of someone in the Sixth Rank, Sea-Cleaving Realm.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s heart trembled.
    

    

    
      She had always thought Shen Tian was only in the Seventh Rank, Blood-burning Realm. 
    

    

    
      She never imagined he had already broken through to the Sixth Rank—it had just never been revealed.
    

    

    
      If she had not seen it with her own eyes tonight, she would never have known.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Wu Ruyue recalled the words Shen Yanzhou had spoken during the day: Shen Tian’s return to the capital with her was just a pretense; in truth, his stay at the Wu Residence had another motive.
    

    

    
      All those words he had said along the journey—how much of them were true, and how much false?
    

    

    
      What else was he hiding from her?
    

    

    
      “Shen Tian, if you truly are a hidden agent of Beiyu’s Ancestral Spirit Underworld Path, don’t blame me for disregarding our past friendship.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue took a deep breath, her gaze turning cold.
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, she gathered her aura and leapt lightly onto the eaves like an agile cat, silently following after Shen Tian from afar.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Never would I have thought—the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion plans to form a marriage alliance with the Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence. That Zhao Qingchan would fall into the hands of that wastrel Shen Yanzhou?”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian, having altered his physique and bone structure, easily vaulted over the walls of the Wu Residence. 
    

    

    
      With a special scarf covering his face, only his eyes were visible, cold light flickering within them.
    

    

    
      He had never met Zhao Qingchan, but he had heard of this proud daughter of heaven.
    

    

    
      Not that he had any desire to possess her—but a worthless fop like Shen Yanzhou being allowed to wed her? Wasn’t that only because of the Demon Suppression Prince’s backing?
    

    

    
      In Shen Tian’s mind, everything that man had—should have belonged to him.
    

    

    
      That wastrel had stolen far too much from him. 
    

    

    
      It was time that stain be wiped clean from the world.
    

    

    
      “That day won’t be far. Once I reclaim everything that was mine, those who caused me to suffer and wander shall drown in rivers of blood.”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian took a deep breath and quickly steadied his mind. 
    

    

    
      Over the past two days, he had already investigated the Wu Residence’s patrol routes thoroughly.
    

    

    
      By this hour, Wu Ruyue should have been asleep. 
    

    

    
      With his cultivation level, he could leave unnoticed.
    

    

    
      “This jade token… they said it could reveal the truth of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion incident from twenty years ago.”
    

    

    
      “That night, when the Princess Consort gave birth, the mansion was attacked by an unknown enemy. A great fire almost burned a hundred acres of courtyards and pavilions to ashes…”
    

    

    
      In Shen Tian’s hand was a slightly damaged jade token. 
    

    

    
      A faint chill emanated from within, seeping into his organs and meridians—into his very soul.
    

    

    
      He needed to uncover the truth of that year. 
    

    

    
      In that great fire—had the Demon Suppression King’s heir been switched?
    

    

    
      How had he been found by his master along the way, saved, and then raised within the Pure Tranquility Pavilion to cultivate and grow?
    

    

    
      All these mysteries—he had to uncover them himself in the Imperial Capital.
    

    

    
      “That mysterious person who gave me this jade token in the Southern Border—could he have been the Demon Suppression King himself?”
    

    

    
      “If it was him, then he must know the truth of that night better than anyone.”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian’s mind churned with thoughts, completely unaware that a figure was silently shadowing him from the dark alleyway at a distance.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      On the western side of the Imperial Capital, within a quiet courtyard, Fu Yuying, the Saintess of Luofu Cloud Cavern, was reading the secret report sent from her sect.
    

    

    
      Her slender fingers crumpled the specially-made letters. 
    

    

    
      “Shen Tian’s past is indeed suspicious. Although he carries a sword case, in the Southern Border he never once drew his blade.”
    

    

    
      “Furthermore, before his training there, no one knew where he came from. His past seems shrouded in mist.”
    

    

    
      Beside her, Chu Xiuer couldn’t help but ask, “Elder Sister, do you truly believe the words of that wastrel?”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying shook her head. 
    

    

    
      “It’s not belief—it’s deduction based on countless traces and clues. He didn’t lie to me.”
    

    

    
      Chu Xiuer fell silent. 
    

    

    
      With her mind, it was difficult to grasp all the hidden intricacies.
    

    

    
      Yet to think that Shen Yanzhou, the Demon Suppression King’s heir known to all of the capital, was merely a stand-in—it was too unbelievable.
    

    

    
      “Saintess, the watchers outside the Wu Residence report that a figure secretly left the estate at midnight.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, a masked shadow silently leapt into the courtyard, kneeling to report.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying nodded, a trace of expected calmness in her beautiful eyes.
    

    

    
      The day she had learned from Shen Yanzhou’s own lips that the true heir was Shen Tian, she had immediately ordered people to keep surveillance over the Wu Residence.
    

    

    
      “Where did he go?” Fu Yuying asked.
    

    

    
      After midnight, the city was under curfew. 
    

    

    
      Patrol squads and watchmen roamed every street and alley.
    

    

    
      For someone to move at such an hour—it was undoubtedly suspicious.
    

    

    
      “‘Our people only dared to tail him from the shadows, for fear of alerting the patrols or the night watchmen. 
    

    

    
      From the looks of it, that figure seems to be heading toward Wufan Market,’” the kneeling man reported.
    

    

    
      “‘Wufan Market has always been a place of chaos and mingled crowds within the Imperial Capital. If that figure truly was Shen Tian, as the real heir, what business could he have there?’”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying fell into thought.
    

    

    
      After a moment, she turned to Chu Xiuer beside her, giving a brief order, before deciding to go there personally.
    

    

    
      The Imperial Capital was filled with crouching tigers and hidden dragons—among the night watchmen were martial cultivators skilled in both the physical and spiritual paths. 
    

    

    
      If she were to send Chu Xiuer or others to follow, she could not feel at ease.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Heard there’ve been rats sighted in the Eastern Palace Martial Treasury a few days ago?”
    

    

    
      “That’s under the jurisdiction of the Chilin Guards. Has nothing to do with us. I’d wager some official’s pockets ran dry—just doing a little “side business.”
    

    

    
      “‘Hah, less talking, more patrolling.’”
    

    

    
      At the entrance of Black-Clad Alley, several soldiers dressed in dark armor followed behind a night watchman with a bronze gong at his waist, lanterns in hand, chatting idly as they made their rounds through the streets.
    

    

    
      As the Imperial Capital of the Great Qian Dynasty, Yujing City naturally had excellent security. 
    

    

    
      Even the pleasure quarters filled with music and laughter would close promptly at curfew.
    

    

    
      Aside from a few noble scions relying on their ancestral privileges to wander about, the patrol guards rarely encountered any real trouble.
    

    

    
      Notably, one of those troublemakers was often none other than the Demon Suppression King’s heir, Shen Yanzhou...
    

    

    
      Other than that, the guards simply patrolled nightly, clocked out on time, and collected their monthly wages of a few taels of silver and a couple of stones of rice—an enviable post by any measure in the capital.
    

    

    
      In other cities, disturbances by sect disciples or demonic cultivators at night were common, and patrol casualties were frequent.
    

    

    
      If one managed to advance and become a night watchman, however, the salary and treatment were altogether different.
    

    

    
      Yet to qualify as a night watchman, one not only needed a spotless background but also cultivation at the Eighth Rank, Bone-tempering Realm.
    

    

    
      That threshold blocked many, for even reaching that realm meant one could serve as a private guard to noble families in other cities—living well, eating richly, and treated as an honored guest.
    

    

    
      Hidden in the shadows, Wu Ruyue suppressed her aura, listening absentmindedly to the idle chatter of the patrol guards. 
    

    

    
      “Rats in the Eastern Palace Martial Treasury…” Could they have meant her father?
    

    

    
      Still, the evidence had already been destroyed. 
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou would not deliberately deceive her on such a matter.
    

    

    
      Her father, after all, was an official. 
    

    

    
      Handling a few minor aftereffects shouldn’t pose a problem.
    

    

    
      Suppressing the flicker of guilt in her heart, Wu Ruyue realized she was no longer as filled with righteous zeal as before—she had knowingly broken the law.
    

    

    
      “‘The direction Shen Tian is heading in… seems to be toward Wufan Market.’”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue lifted her gaze to the deep night sky, thinking silently.
    

    

    
      Wufan Market, the largest trading district in the western Imperial Capital, housed the headquarters of countless trade guilds. 
    

    

    
      Anything circulating in the city—from cultivation manuals and rare herbs to ores and precious treasures—could be bought there.
    

    

    
      Even items strictly forbidden by imperial decree could be found in its black markets.
    

    

    
      Thus, the place was a den of dragons and snakes, filled with hidden experts. 
    

    

    
      Even the Chilin Guards were wary of investigating too deeply, as sect disciples, martial wanderers, and envoys from vassal states all gathered there.
    

    

    
      If she were to go, with her cultivation level, it would be difficult to remain concealed.
    

    

    
      Why would Shen Tian go to such a place at this hour?
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s brows furrowed tightly.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      As night deepened, the outskirts of Wufan Market were cloaked in darkness. 
    

    

    
      But beyond its inner walls, faint lights flickered from courtyards, buildings, and alleys.
    

    

    
      Though the Great Qian Dynasty enforced a curfew, many palace procurement agents still came to the major markets at night. 
    

    

    
      Even the families of high ministers, bearing special tokens, could roam freely to shop in the grand merchant pavilions.
    

    

    
      Avoiding patrols and night watchmen along the way, Shen Tian finally reached Wufan Market. 
    

    

    
      Removing the scarf from his face, he now appeared with a slightly sallow complexion, an ordinary visage, and a more robust build.
    

    

    
      The inner market was bustling with people—palace maids and eunuchs with purchase lists in hand, chatting as they walked.
    

    

    
      Here, no one cared who Shen Tian was. 
    

    

    
      Whether he had slipped past the patrols or held a hidden identity, no one dared pry.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian knew well that revealing his face here made him less suspicious.
    

    

    
      Earlier that day, under the pretext of familiarizing himself with Yujing City, he had done some scouting and realized that the pattern carved on his jade token resembled the insignia of a particular establishment.
    

    

    
      That was why he had come straight to Wufan Market.
    

    

    
      “‘Tianji Studio—knows Heaven above, understands the Underworld below.’”
    

    

    
      “‘Interprets Yin and Yang, discerns the Five Elements; sees the sun and moon within one’s palm, holds Heaven and Earth within one’s sleeve.’”
    

    

    
      “‘Such bold claims—can they truly possess such abilities?’”
    

    

    
      Before long, Shen Tian arrived at Tianji Studio, located on the western side of Wufan Market. 
    

    

    
      Even at night, dim lights glowed within, and a slightly yellowed banner hung by the door.
    

    

    
      Taking a deep breath, Shen Tian studied the faint patterns on the banner, then compared them to those on his jade token. 
    

    

    
      Finally, his suspicions were confirmed.
    

    

    
      He entered through the main gate, passed through a modest courtyard, and lifted the curtain of the inner hall. 
    

    

    
      Behind the counter sat a young girl with twin buns, dressed in coarse linen robes. 
    

    

    
      Her dark eyes shone brightly as she read a book aloud, the nearby candlelight reflecting beautifully in her gaze.
    

    

    
      “‘Huh? How did Master know someone would come tonight?’”
    

    

    
      “‘Master, Master! The person you were waiting for has arrived!’”
    

    

    
      The girl looked up and, seeing Shen Tian enter, gasped in surprise. 
    

    

    
      Quickly putting down her book, she skipped toward the inner room.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian quietly observed the famed “Tianji Studio” of the Imperial Capital, said to be connected to the Heavenly Secrets Daoist of the True Martial Temple—known for reading the secrets of fate itself. 
    

    

    
      Others, however, dismissed it as a fraudulent front exploiting the Daoist’s name.
    

    

    
      Yet, for such a place to stand firm for years in a city teeming with hidden powers, it clearly had some substance.
    

    

    
      And for them to have foreseen his arrival tonight? It seemed Tianji Studio truly possessed some skill.
    

    

    
      “‘Keep your voice down, keep your voice down. I’m not deaf… though one day, you’ll certainly deafen me, girl…’”
    

    

    
      Just then, a lazy voice accompanied by a yawn echoed from within.
    

    

    
      An old man emerged, half-asleep, donning his outer robe as he came out. 
    

    

    
      His hair bun was slightly undone, as though freshly roused from bed.
    

    

    
      Speaking, he retrieved a pair of round ivory spectacles from a small box and put them on, which lent him a hint of scholarly grace.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian watched him with a doubtful gaze.
    

    

    
      Once the old man had put on his glasses, he studied Shen Tian carefully. 
    

    

    
      The faint smile at his lips quickly vanished as his eyes flicked toward the young girl, before he slowly said, “‘Young friend, visiting so late—what brings you here? Seeking fortune, destiny, opportunity… or perhaps, your origins?’”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian instinctively wanted to say “origins,” but before the words left his lips, he changed his mind. 
    

    

    
      Extending the jade token, he said, “I’m here to find someone.’\”
    

    

    
      At first, the old man had paid Shen Tian little mind, judging from his plain appearance. 
    

    

    
      But the instant his eyes fell upon the jade token, his expression changed drastically.
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      When he received it, he examined it carefully, rubbing it several times before hastily ordering, “Ying’er, close the door. We won’t be entertaining guests tonight.”
    

    

    
      The little girl obediently went over to shut the door, even sliding the latch into place.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian watched this scene with mild surprise. 
    

    

    
      He was just about to ask when the old man suddenly bent at the waist toward him, speaking respectfully, “Wu Yong from the Wufan Branch of the Holy Cult’s Jade Capital City pays respects to the Emissary.”
    

    

    
      Holy Cult?
    

    

    
      Shen Tian was startled. 
    

    

    
      In this world, there were very few forces that dared to call themselves the Holy Cult — the most infamous among them being the Nether Cult.
    

    

    
      Before the Great Qian Dynasty had even been founded, before the first emperor had established laws and abolished depraved rites, this cult had already been active across the land. 
    

    

    
      Its followers numbered in the countless, frequently holding sinister sacrificial ceremonies.
    

    

    
      Even now, they still hid like poisonous maggots within the shadows, seeking to shake the foundations of the state.
    

    

    
      If the Ancestor Spirit’s Nether Path of Beiyu was considered the righteous line of the witchcraft system, then the Nether Cult was its twisted offshoot — a path of heretical sorcery. 
    

    

    
      Though both shared the same origin, they were incompatible.
    

    

    
      A torrent of thoughts surged through his mind. How could this jade token possibly be related to the Nether Cult? And how could it so easily connect him to the cult’s branch within the imperial capital?
    

    

    
      Could this Celestial Secrets Hall appear allied with the True Martial Temple on the surface, but in truth be a Nether Cult stronghold in secret?
    

    

    
      “Is the Emissary concerned that revealing our identities so casually may risk exposure? Since you have come bearing this jade token, you must surely be a trusted confidant of that esteemed lord. Otherwise, none could have obtained it from his hands,” the old man explained with a sycophantic smile, seemingly aware of Shen Tian’s doubts.
    

    

    
      Those who could possess a Nether Token were all true high-ranking authorities within the Nether Cult.
    

    

    
      Even setting aside identity, their status alone was something ordinary people could never imagine.
    

    

    
      From what he knew, the true owner of this jade token was a great figure within the imperial capital — someone far beyond his reach.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian remained expressionless, though his mind grew clear. He let out a faint “Oh,” before asking, “Then do you know why I have come?”
    

    

    
      The old man’s eyes lit up. “Of course I do. The imperial capital has been calm for far too long — it’s finally time for the tides to stir again.”
    

    

    
      “I have waited so very long for this day.”
    

    

    
      Although Shen Tian did not fully understand, he nodded approvingly. “Indeed. I came to find you for the very matter the lord instructed.”
    

    

    
      “Then does the Emissary know when the lord wishes us to release the rumors and expose that event from twenty years ago, to shake the entire imperial capital?”
    

    

    
      The old man asked eagerly, eyes gleaming with excitement.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian’s heart stirred — wasn’t this exactly what he had come for, to learn of his true parentage?
    

    

    
      Suppressing his impatience, he pieced together the information he already had and said, “The time is now ripe—”
    

    

    
      “There’s someone outside.”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, the old man seemed to sense something. His brows furrowed.
    

    

    
      From within the inner hall, a bronze bell resting on the counter quivered lightly, as if ripples of invisible energy spread outward, enveloping the entire Celestial Secrets Hall.
    

    

    
      Moments later, a thin mist began to rise, surging up from beneath the courtyard and swiftly spreading all around.
    

    

    
      It was the warning formation set up nearby — once someone approached, it would immediately give an alert.
    

    

    
      In the past, it had mostly been used to dupe customers or prepare conversational scripts. But now the shop was closed — who would still linger outside in the courtyard?
    

    

    
      “Heh… Since you’re here, don’t even think of leaving.”
    

    

    
      The old man’s gaze turned cold and menacing.
    

    

    
      The first formation was for detection, the second for entrapment — unless the intruder was a Fourth or Fifth Rank expert, escape was impossible.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian froze, his expression darkening slightly. Had he been followed?
    

    

    
      At the same moment, the little girl who had been yawning moments ago suddenly snapped her eyes open — within them flickered a faint dark-green light. Her delicate figure moved like a nimble cat as she leapt out the window.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian was shocked. 
    

    

    
      He hadn’t expected this seemingly demure girl to be a hidden expert.
    

    

    
      He hesitated no further, pushing aside the latch and stepping out of the inner room alongside the old man.
    

    

    
      The night was deep and quiet beneath a sparse sky of stars and moonlight. In the distance, faint lanterns glimmered, accompanied by the rhythmic sound of the night watchman’s gong.
    

    

    
      The entire courtyard and its pavilion were shrouded in a thin, heavy mist, dense as fog, within which mysterious auras coiled and drifted, sending chills down one’s spine.
    

    

    
      The delicate girl’s eyes glimmered like ghostfire as she searched for traces within the fog.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian’s gaze swept the surroundings, intent on finding the intruder.
    

    

    
      The mist thickened, and from the tall birch tree within the courtyard came a rustling sound.
    

    

    
      Hidden amid the dense leaves, Wu Ruyue held her breath, her heart tightening. 
    

    

    
      She had taken every precaution to conceal her presence, yet she had still been discovered. Her brows furrowed, and she was about to step out.
    

    

    
      “‘The Three-Spirit Nether Entrapment Formation’? To think that the famed Celestial Secrets Hall of the imperial capital is actually a Nether Cult stronghold.”
    

    

    
      A voice rang out. Then, from within the mist, a vague silhouette slowly emerged from behind the rockery, shrouded in thick fog, its form indistinct.
    

    

    
      The voice was hoarse and tinged with age, impossible to tell whether it belonged to a man or a woman.
    

    

    
      The old man’s heart thudded violently as he stared at the figure, every nerve on edge. 
    

    

    
      For the other to recognize the formation at a single glance — that was alarming.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue, still hidden in the dark, was also taken aback.
    

    

    
      Even she hadn’t realized someone else had been following in the shadows — and without her noticing.
    

    

    
      At that instant, she could have sworn the figure’s eyes flicked toward her direction when it appeared.
    

    

    
      “So this place is a Nether Cult stronghold? Why would Shen Tian come here? Could he truly be an infiltrator of the Ancestor Spirit’s Nether Path?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s heart trembled, her brows knitting tightly. 
    

    

    
      Seeing it with her own eyes, she found it difficult to accept.
    

    

    
      “Who are you, coming here in the dead of night? For what purpose?”
    

    

    
      The old man stared at the figure emerging from the mist, his voice cold.
    

    

    
      This place was one of the Nether Cult’s secret bases — known to almost no one. 
    

    

    
      If exposed, the Chilin Guards and Immortal Inspection Bureau would descend in no time, leaving them no chance to escape.
    

    

    
      “I bear no ill will.”
    

    

    
      That same hoarse, aged voice spoke again, calm and steady.
    

    

    
      As the words fell, the air rippled faintly — black mist coiled and twisted like venomous serpents, entwining upon themselves until they formed three terrifying skulls brimming with Yin energy.
    

    

    
      Each skull’s hollow eyes gleamed with eerie light, exuding murderous cold — almost alive.
    

    

    
      Behind the figure loomed a vague, towering mountain, shrouded in a haze of demonic energy.
    

    

    
      The old man’s vigilance spiked. His pupils contracted sharply, a chill running down his spine as he blurted out instinctively, “People of the Primordial Demon Sect? We of the Nether Cult have never interfered with one another. Coming here in the dead of night — you’ve overstepped.”
    

    

    
      “What boundary is there to overstep?” the hoarse voice replied. “Whatever the Nether Cult is plotting, why not share it with me? Wouldn’t it be far more amusing if we were to throw the Great Qian’s imperial capital into utter chaos together?”
    

    

    
      The old man’s vigilance eased slightly. 
    

    

    
      A smile appeared on his face as he said, “You should have said so earlier, my friend. There was no need for such tension. Our Holy Cult is indeed plotting a world-shaking event — when the time comes, it will surely cause a great earthquake throughout the capital…”
    

    

    
      Just as he was about to elaborate, the smile on his face suddenly froze over.
    

    

    
      “Ying’er, do it.”
    

    

    
      At the same time, the green-eyed girl launched herself forward like an arrow loosed from its string — perfectly synchronized.
    

    

    
      The blurred figure seemed to have anticipated this. 
    

    

    
      With a flick of the wrist, a jade-green spiritual umbrella appeared, humming softly as radiant light rippled outward, forming a barrier that blocked their attack.
    

    

    
      The old man began chanting under his breath, ancient incantations echoing faintly between his lips.
    

    

    
      Then, a terrifying azure-blue true flame bloomed in his palms — like a dim sun of the underworld, it flared higher and higher, devouring the surrounding spiritual energy and rapidly expanding until it shrouded the entire space.
    

    

    
      “Let’s talk this through — no need to draw blades or shed blood…”
    

    

    
      The shadowy figure sighed, clearly unwilling to escalate the situation. 
    

    

    
      With a graceful twist of the wrist, the jade-green umbrella spun, sending a torrent of blazing radiance cutting directly toward the formation’s core.
    

    

    
      At the same time, a moth-like insect emerged from the other palm, its wings fluttering and scattering a faint bioluminescent glow mixed with an exotic fragrance that blended into the air.
    

    

    
      “Not good! Hold your breath and shut off your five senses — it’s Heart-Seizing Poison!”
    

    

    
      The old man, clearly familiar with the technique, blanched and dared not strike again.
    

    

    
      This poison could infiltrate one’s organs through the breath, and the more one circulated spiritual energy, the faster it spread.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian hadn’t intended to interfere. 
    

    

    
      The commotion just now had already made him fear attracting the attention of the patrols and night watchmen — he was already thinking about how to retreat, and at this moment he hurriedly held his breath.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue, perched atop the tree canopy, also quickly suppressed her breathing.
    

    

    
      While everyone hesitated, the blurred figure had already located the formation’s core and swung the umbrella down, destroying it completely.
    

    

    
      As the fog gradually dispersed, the courtyard’s scenery became clear once more.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Shen Tian wasted no time — his figure shot out of the courtyard like an arrow.
    

    

    
      “Ying’er, destroy everything important. Before the night watch arrives, burn the courtyard to the ground!”
    

    

    
      Though the old man’s heart ached, he had no choice. 
    

    

    
      He rushed back inside to issue orders — the stronghold he had maintained for years had now been exposed and could no longer be kept.
    

    

    
      Amid the chaos, Wu Ruyue, still hidden in the canopy, finally exhaled softly, suppressed her aura, and quickly retreated.
    

    

    
      Before long, the clattering of armored soldiers echoed from outside Wufan Market, shattering the night’s silence. A powerful voice rang out, “Zhou Yang, Centurion of the Chilin Guards, is here! Who dares cause trouble in this place?”
    

    

    
      Instantly, shouts and confusion erupted all around.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, inside the Celestial Secrets Hall, the old man and the green-eyed girl hastily packed their belongings, destroyed incriminating evidence, and escaped through a secret tunnel.
    

    

    
      Moments later, a burst of flame exploded from the roof beams, and thick smoke rolled upward as the entire place was consumed by fire.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “What a pity — that disguised true heir was slippery as an eel. He escaped before I could catch him.”
    

    

    
      Back in her tranquil courtyard, Fu Yuying answered her maid Chu Xiuer’s inquiry with a shake of her head, brushing away the faint mist that veiled her face.
    

    

    
      Tonight had been the perfect opportunity to capture the so-called true heir, Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      But that old shopkeeper from the Celestial Secrets Hall had acted ruthlessly, destroying the entire stronghold without hesitation. 
    

    

    
      Such a commotion naturally drew the attention of both the night watch and the Chilin Guards.
    

    

    
      Even though Fu Yuying was confident in her own strength, she still dared not act recklessly within the Great Qian’s imperial capital — she could only watch as Shen Tian escaped into the distance.
    

    

    
      “Elder Sister, why would that true heir be consorting with people from the Nether Cult?” Chu Xiuer asked curiously.
    

    

    
      “I don’t understand it either.”
    

    

    
      “This incident tonight — the Nether Cult will likely blame it on the Primordial Demon Sect.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying raised a slender hand and massaged her brow, puzzled by many of the details. 
    

    

    
      Soon, however, her tone lightened.
    

    

    
      Of course, she hadn’t actually used any true technique from the Primordial Demon Sect — merely a Phantom Heart Gu illusion to deceive the others.
    

    

    
      And one more thing — if she wasn’t mistaken, the woman hidden deep within the tree canopy earlier had been none other than the famed Martial Champion Wu Ruyue of the imperial capital.
    

    

    
      She had been tailing Shen Tian all along?
    

    

    
      “Xiuer, find an opportunity tomorrow to see if you can make contact with Shen Yanzhou.”
    

    

    
      After a moment’s thought, Fu Yuying decided that cooperation between her and Shen Yanzhou might still be possible.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At dawn, Shen Yanzhou rose early. 
    

    

    
      After a brief wash, he skipped breakfast and first went to pay respects to Yu Chenyu.
    

    

    
      Though he knew this routine would hardly win much favor, once such gestures became a habit, Yu Chenyu would also grow accustomed to his presence.
    

    

    
      And once she grew used to having him around, even if something unexpected happened later — say, the Demon Suppression King returned to the capital with Shen Tian — Yu Chenyu would likely still stand on his side.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou always thought in the long term.
    

    

    
      “Stay. Join me for breakfast.”
    

    

    
      Just as he was about to leave the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard, Yu Chenyu, lounging lazily on her soft couch, glanced at him and gestured for him to stay.
    

    

    
      “Yes, Mother.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s face carried his usual gentle, obedient smile as he pulled up a stool to sit opposite her.
    

    

    
      See? Progress. 
    

    

    
      Previously, Yu Chenyu would never have invited him to share breakfast.
    

    

    
      She gave him a light glance and nodded, increasingly satisfied with his composure and manners. 
    

    

    
      Truly, she thought, he was worthy of being raised by her own hand — the more she looked, the more pleasing he seemed.
    

    

    
      Soon, a maid entered carrying the morning meal, setting it upon a lacquered table: silver-thread bird’s nest soup, roasted duck, slow-braised vegetable porridge, white steamed buns, and a few sweet preserves.
    

    

    
      Compared to other noble residences that laid out extravagant feasts, the meals of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion were quite modest.
    

    

    
      For an expert like Yu Chenyu, who had long since transcended the need for mortal sustenance, eating was merely to satisfy the palate.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, however, was unreserved — having no cultivation, and having stayed up late the previous night after achieving Minor Accomplishment in the Selfless Sword Heart, he was truly hungry.
    

    

    
      Watching Shen Yanzhou wolf down buns and porridge, Yu Chenyu’s gaze softened inexplicably.
    

    

    
      Gracefully straightening her posture, she lifted the bowl of bird’s nest soup, sipping slowly from her spoon. “How did you learn that your father intends to form a marriage alliance with the Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence?”
    

    

    
      This news had already spread throughout the capital yesterday, so naturally she had heard as well.
    

    

    
      The elders of the household had come to ask if it was she who had told Shen Yanzhou — but in truth, even she hadn’t known that the Demon Suppression King had secretly discussed such a matter with the Divine Martial Marquis.
    

    

    
      When questioned, she had simply brushed them off with a few casual words.
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      “Just from the traces and hints, I pieced it together. A couple of months ago, the Divine Martial Marquis left the capital for a while and went to the Southern Border to have a private meeting with Father. Not long after that, several people began keeping an eye on my daily whereabouts. A little attention revealed that those were servants from the Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence.”
    

    

    
      “So I deduced that Father must be planning a marriage alliance with the Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou calmly put down his bowl of white porridge and replied.
    

    

    
      Of course, this was all nonsense he made up on the spot—after all, two months ago, he had not even crossed over yet.
    

    

    
      “Oh? You managed to guess that much in advance?”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu was quite surprised; she had not expected Shen Yanzhou’s mind to be so meticulous.
    

    

    
      Just from those subtle details, he could infer so much.
    

    

    
      Now that such news had spread, the entire imperial capital was full of speculation and gossip. 
    

    

    
      Many had begun to suspect that perhaps the Demon Suppression King had deeper intentions behind it all.
    

    

    
      “Only by examining every minute detail can one hope to find a thread of survival.” Shen Yanzhou spoke faintly.
    

    

    
      “You’re not afraid that when your father returns to the capital, he’ll take a whip to you?” Yu Chenyu smiled, her moist lips curving upward.
    

    

    
      “Of course not. Because Father will only think it was at Mother’s suggestion.” Shen Yanzhou stated bluntly.
    

    

    
      To outsiders, the Demon Suppression King and his consort appeared loving and harmonious, an exemplary couple. Yet everyone in the mansion knew that the two shared only a cold, distant relationship.
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression King had not set foot in the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard for many years.
    

    

    
      “Then why should I take the blame for you?” Yu Chenyu asked, intrigued.
    

    

    
      “Does Mother not wish to?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou lifted his eyes and asked in return.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu froze for a moment.
    

    

    
      She did not care how the Demon Suppression King might later interpret her thoughts or intentions, nor did she mind taking the so-called blame.
    

    

    
      Still, she felt something strange in her heart. 
    

    

    
      Logically, she should have been angry that such an unfounded matter was pinned on her… yet she could not find a reason to be angry.
    

    

    
      Besides, from a certain point of view, the situation might even benefit her future plans.
    

    

    
      “Hehe, what are you saying, Zhou’er? What mother in this world doesn’t love her own child?”
    

    

    
      “How could Mother possibly be unwilling?” Yu Chenyu smiled softly, lips lifting with gentle grace.
    

    

    
      Naturally, Shen Yanzhou did not believe her words.
    

    

    
      He was certain that Yu Chenyu would willingly take this blame precisely because he understood her true purpose hidden behind the scenes.
    

    

    
      If the Great Qian capital fell into chaos, only then would Beiyu’s dynasty have the chance to rise. 
    

    

    
      And within the Great Qian territory, aside from the major noble clans, the most unstable element was none other than the Demon Suppression King.
    

    

    
      His seemingly reckless actions actually fit Yu Chenyu’s intent perfectly.
    

    

    
      For a moment, neither spoke.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou continued eating his steamed bun unhurriedly.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu, graceful and leisurely, sipped her bird’s nest soup. Her flawless jade-like face framed by soft black hair that flowed freely down her back; a light gauzy robe embroidered with bamboo leaves and drifting clouds wrapped her slender figure. Her long legs crossed slightly to the side, leaving no trace of age upon her at all.
    

    

    
      After a short while, a maid came to Yu Chenyu’s side and whispered a report in her ear.
    

    

    
      Thanks to the Selfless Sword Heart reaching the stage of Minor Accomplishment the night before, Shen Yanzhou’s spiritual power had greatly strengthened, so he clearly heard the maid’s words.
    

    

    
      The Wufan Market had an incident last night? The well-known Tianji Studio was destroyed in a great fire?
    

    

    
      At dawn, both the Chilin Guards and the Bureau of Immortal Inspection had gone to investigate. 
    

    

    
      The entire capital was in an uproar, everyone speculating on what could have happened.
    

    

    
      “Tianji Studio… In the original story, it was a stronghold set up by the Nether Sect in the capital.”
    

    

    
      “To be destroyed so suddenly—looks like Shen Tian couldn’t hold back his curiosity last night and went there on his own.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou silently chuckled. 
    

    
      Everything had unfolded exactly as he expected, though it had happened sooner than he anticipated.
    

    

    
      For the Tianji Studio to destroy itself, there had clearly been a third party involved. 
    

    

    
      A conflict must have broken out, leaving no other choice.
    

    

    
      Was it Wu Ruyue, who after hearing his words, began to harbor seeds of suspicion toward Shen Tian?
    

    

    
      Or was it Fu Yuying, the Saintess of the Luofu Cloud Cavern, hidden within the capital?
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu, however, was indifferent to the news. 
    

    

    
      Too many things happened daily in the capital—very few could still pique her interest.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After finishing breakfast, Shen Yanzhou, as usual, left the mansion and strolled leisurely through the long streets—visiting taverns, listening to songs, and teasing Chunchao along the way to harvest some negative emotions.
    

    

    
      At the same time, he waited.
    

    

    
      After what happened last night, whether it involved Wu Ruyue or Fu Yuying, one of them would surely reach out to him.
    

    

    
      Yet not long after he left the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard, an unexpected visitor arrived outside.
    

    

    
      The old man was tall and broad-shouldered, dressed in a coarse gray robe. His brows were sharp, temples slightly bulging, hair at his sides just beginning to whiten. 
    

    

    
      Despite his age, his spirit remained vigorous, his hands clasped behind his back—clearly a martial master.
    

    

    
      Behind him stood several household servants and maids of the mansion.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu sat quietly in the bamboo pavilion, holding a book delicately in her hands as she read in peace.
    

    

    
      “Third Uncle, what brings you here?” she asked, glancing up before setting her book down unhurriedly.
    

    

    
      The old man was Shen Zhigao, the clan elder of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion and Shen Jingxiao’s paternal uncle.
    

    

    
      He remained outside the courtyard and did not step inside. 
    

    

    
      Consort Yu Chenyu had her own rules—no one was allowed to enter without her permission.
    

    

    
      Even the Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao, was no exception.
    

    

    
      After all, with her family’s power backed by the Sword Lodge of Qilin City, she had every right and confidence to uphold such rules.
    

    

    
      “Jingxiao sent word from the Southern Border. He wants to know why you revealed the matter of the marriage alliance to Yanzhou.” Shen Zhigao frowned, clearly displeased.
    

    

    
      As the Demon Suppression King’s uncle, he held a high position in the mansion and real authority at court.
    

    

    
      Yet even he was forbidden to step into this courtyard.
    

    

    
      Though Yu Chenyu was married to Shen Jingxiao, she had never truly been one of the Shen family. Her demeanor remained aloof and detached.
    

    

    
      Now, such an important matter as the marriage alliance had been easily leaked to Shen Yanzhou, causing endless speculation in the capital.
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion was now under public scrutiny, criticized and suspected by the court, and its long-standing reputation had suffered.
    

    

    
      This had angered not only the clan elders but also Shen Jingxiao himself, who had sent a secret letter to inquire.
    

    

    
      “I let it slip by accident and he found out. What, is Third Uncle here to blame me for it?”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu spoke slowly, her tone mild.
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao’s frown deepened, his discontent plain on his face. He snorted coldly. “You spoil Yanzhou far too much. A marriage alliance is not something to take lightly.”
    

    

    
      “I do spoil him. After all, since childhood he has been unloved by both father and grandfather. It’s hard for him even to see his own father’s face. If Shen Jingxiao is displeased, then let him return to the capital and meet me—I’ll explain it to him myself.” Yu Chenyu’s posture remained poised, her tone serene.
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao could barely suppress the anger rising in his chest. “A doting mother ruins her son! It’s all because you’ve spoiled that boy rotten that he’s become so unruly! Look at the messes he’s caused in the capital over the years—how do you think outsiders see our Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion now?”
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      Chapter 24: Time to Take It Back
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu’s gaze swept across the room. 
    

    

    
      Toward this elder of the residence, there was not the slightest trace of respect. Her eyes grew sharp at that moment.
    

    

    
      “Zhou’er is a piece of flesh that fell from my body. The reason he turned out like this over the years—you and everyone else in this residence know it perfectly well in your hearts.”
    

    

    
      “And now, all of you want to play the good people? You think it was because I spoiled him that he became what he is?” she said coldly.
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao was momentarily at a loss for words.
    

    

    
      Why Shen Yanzhou had turned into such a wastrel was something every elder in the mansion knew deep down. Yet many truths could not be spoken aloud—for the matter of that year must be made to look like an “accident.”
    

    

    
      Otherwise, it would never pass before the one sitting in the imperial hall.
    

    

    
      “You can speak with Jingxiao about this.”
    

    

    
      He gave a cold snort and said no more, then took out from his robe a palm-sized jade talisman shaped like a crystalline prism.
    

    

    
      The surface of the jade talisman shimmered with light, faint runes rippling and flowing across it.
    

    

    
      With a low hum, a hazy radiance projected outward, casting an image in midair.
    

    

    
      Within that indistinct glow, a scene gradually became clear.
    

    

    
      “Chenyu, there’s no need to take your anger out on Third Uncle.”
    

    

    
      A warm voice came from the other side of the light curtain.
    

    

    
      That voice carried an inexplicable power—capable of soothing agitation, calming the heart, and settling everything into peace.
    

    

    
      Within the light and shadow appeared a middle-aged man dressed in elegant brocade robes. His face wore a gentle smile; his bearing was scholarly and refined—nothing like a battle-hardened general, but more like a learned scholar of great erudition.
    

    

    
      Only his temples showed a hint of gray. He held a cup of fragrant tea, sipping it leisurely.
    

    

    
      His hands were peculiar—each finger white and flawless like jade, unstained by dust, as though they possessed boundless strength, capable of overturning heaven and earth with ease.
    

    

    
      “Shen Jingxiao, are you going to play the good man as well?”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu glanced lightly at the light curtain and asked indifferently.
    

    

    
      “Chenyu, you are exceptionally perceptive. There’s no need for me to say much; you must already understand many things. As for this marriage alliance—since you could guess it, why use it to provoke me?”
    

    

    
      Standing beyond the southern borders, the Demon Suppression King Shen Jingxiao smiled faintly through the projection.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu replied neither agreeing nor denying, “So you’re blaming me?”
    

    

    
      “How could I blame you? This matter, though not great, is not trivial either. The Divine Martial Marquis is my dear friend; his daughter, Zhao Qingchan, is a rare talent of both grace and ability—an extraordinary woman in all under heaven. Her marriage to Yanzhou is a fine match.”
    

    

    
      “I know you think I rarely stayed by Yanzhou’s side, neglecting his upbringing and letting his temperament grow arrogant and unrestrained—but my love for him is no less than yours.”
    

    

    
      “Zhao Qingchan is a woman even the Crown Prince covets. Without my discussion with the Marquis of Divine Might, how else could Yanzhou have such a fine wife?”
    

    

    
      “This marriage is, in truth, a compensation for what I owe him over the years,” Shen Jingxiao sighed softly.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu sneered inwardly. 
    

    

    
      How could she not see through the hidden meaning in Shen Jingxiao’s words?
    

    

    
      “Those words—you can say them to Zhou’er yourself.” Her tone remained calm.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao did not pursue the topic further. 
    

    

    
      Although the news of the betrothal had spread early, stirring up waves in the imperial capital, to him it was nothing worth mentioning, and it would not affect his plans.
    

    

    
      “Chenyu, I believe the elders of the residence have told you—take some time to meet Shen Tian.”
    

    

    
      “I think you’ll like this child more. He’s steady, outstanding, kind and well-mannered; in both talent and temperament, he far surpasses ordinary men.” Shen Jingxiao smiled, a trace of warmth in his eyes.
    

    

    
      He knew Yu Chenyu was sharp as ice and snow, driven by affection and intuition, and that she had already deduced many truths from the scattered clues.
    

    

    
      That was why, lately, she had arranged for her personal maid Chunchao to stay beside Shen Yanzhou—to secretly protect him.
    

    

    
      But in the end, Shen Yanzhou was not her true-born son. 
    

    

    
      There was no blood relation between them.
    

    

    
      When her real, blood-related child stood before her, she would naturally understand that true feeling of blood kinship.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou… was merely the son of some unknown courtesan who should have drowned at the corner of Smoke Willow Alley.
    

    

    
      How could such a one be fit to call himself the son of the Demon Suppression King?
    

    

    
      All the wealth, glory, fine food, and lavish honors he had enjoyed over these years—it was time to take them all back.
    

    

    
      At the Yuxian Pavilion, in the riverside upper chamber as before, the inner hall beyond the lifted curtain held a table full of food and wine, bamboo mats spread across the floor.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou sat with women on both sides, the scent of cosmetics thick around him.
    

    

    
      The ones attending him were the same two from that night—one voluptuous and graceful, called Qiutang; the other cool and alluring, stage-named Ruanyu.
    

    

    
      Several other young maidens of spring-like charm stood nearby.
    

    

    
      Some peeled fruit for him, some poured wine, others kneaded his shoulders or beat his legs.
    

    

    
      The bolder ones even tugged down their collars, exposing smooth pale skin and the swell of their chests—shimmering like polished jade under candlelight.
    

    

    
      Outside, Chunchao stood quietly with her sword, leaning lightly against the pavilion’s railing. 
    

    

    
      From inside came Shen Yanzhou’s laughter and the girls’ coquettish giggles, making her face flush faintly red.
    

    

    
      “Indulging in lust in broad daylight… shameless…”
    

    

    
      Her small face grew hotter as she scolded softly in her heart.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Chunchao +3 +3 +3 +3…
    

    

    
      “Is the Young Lord Shen inside?”
    

    

    
      Just as Chunchao was lost in thought, a slightly hoarse voice spoke up. Looking up, she saw the plain-robed ugly woman from that night approaching with a tray of tea, her head bowed.
    

    

    
      Knowing the woman’s true identity, Chunchao did not dare slight her. Her brows knitted slightly as she prepared to answer.
    

    

    
      But at that moment, the laughter inside stopped, and Shen Yanzhou’s smooth, magnetic voice called out, “Chunchao, let her in.”
    

    

    
      “How did he know Miss Xiuer was coming?”
    

    

    
      Chunchao was slightly startled, instinctively stepping aside to open the door.
    

    

    
      The plain-robed woman, Chu Xiuer, lowered her head and entered. Shen Yanzhou waved a hand, signaling the courtesans to leave. 
    

    

    
      Only then did he slowly tidy his slightly disheveled hair and robe, his manner composed and noble, a faint smile on his refined face.
    

    

    
      “Miss Xiuer, please sit. Did your lady send you to find me?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had long guessed her purpose and asked bluntly.
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Chu Xiuer was taken aback, feeling that Shen Yanzhou’s smiling eyes seemed to see right through her.
    

    

    
      It made her unconsciously tighten her plain robe, feeling a little uneasy.
    

    

    
      “The fire at Tianji Studio in Wufan Market last night—was it related to your lady?” Shen Yanzhou asked again, his tone utterly certain.
    

    

    
      Chu Xiuer instinctively nodded, secretly marveling—how could he be so perceptive? 
    

    

    
      No wonder her mistress always spoke of him with an odd trace of admiration.
    

    

    
      “So, you came because your lady wishes to discuss continuing our cooperation?” Shen Yanzhou smiled. Everything was exactly as he expected.
    

    

    
      And conveniently, he also needed to make use of Fu Yuying, that particular chess piece.
    

    

    
      “Clever men are so annoying.”
    

    

    
      Chu Xiuer pouted slightly.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Chu Xiuer +4 +5 +5 +5.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      These inexplicable negative emotions—were they because of envy… or jealousy?
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou didn’t care. 
    

    

    
      He only wished everyone in the world would provide him with negative emotions.
    

    

    
      “My lady asks Young Lord Shen to meet at the old place tonight at midnight. She knows you surely have the same thought and sent me here to pass the message,” said Chu Xiuer.
    

    

    
      “That’s perfectly fine.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled. 
    

    

    
      He had always liked dealing with smart people.
    

  Chapter 25: Acknowledging the Ancestry

    
      Chapter 25: Acknowledging the Ancestry
    

    

    
      “Who exactly was that mysterious person who made a move last night? Judging from the looks of it, he came specifically for me. After leaving the Tianji Studio, he even deliberately followed me?”
    

    

    
      “Unfortunately, Tianji Studio was destroyed, and all my clues were severed.”
    

    

    
      “It seems what the Nether Sect was plotting must be related to the truth behind the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion back then. But now that this opportunity is lost, there will be no further progress.”
    

    

    
      “Moreover, with the Chilin Guards and the Bureau of Immortal Inspection investigating the capital so thoroughly, it’s no longer convenient for me to pry further.”
    

    

    
      Outside the Wu Residence in the inner city of the capital, the long street was bustling with noise and activity.
    

    

    
      Vendors were shouting and hawking their goods, while merchant caravans and pedestrians came and went in an endless stream.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian walked alone along the street, looking somewhat dejected, his mind a swirl of thoughts.
    

    

    
      He had thought everything would go smoothly, yet unexpectedly, at the most crucial moment, an accident occurred.
    

    

    
      Moreover, he wasn’t sure if it was just his imagination, but when he greeted Wu Ruyue this morning, her expression seemed a little unnatural—no longer as gentle and kind as usual.
    

    

    
      “Could I be overthinking it? Or has Ruyue been harassed by that profligate these past few days and become too troubled and weary?”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian’s heart grew inexplicably irritable, and he could only blame everything on that wastrel, Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Negative emotion from Shen Tian +11 +14 +17 +21...
    

    

    
      “Ouch! Do you walk without eyes? Can’t you see where you’re going?”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, someone bumped into his shoulder. Though Shen Tian had been distracted, his physique was incredibly strong and steady; he didn’t move an inch. Instead, the man who had collided with him fell backward, cursing under his breath.
    

    

    
      “You’re the one who wasn’t looking where you were going and ran into me. What, are you trying to extort me?”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian had already been in a foul mood, and now, just walking properly down the street, someone had come to provoke him. His gaze instantly turned cold.
    

    

    
      The man who bumped into him was a small, thin fellow in a dark robe, with a pair of mustaches that gave him a slick appearance.
    

    

    
      Behind him were several followers.
    

    

    
      “Hey, you brat—judging from your accent, you’re not from around here! Don’t you know where you are? You hit someone and don’t even apologize. What, you plan to start a fight?”
    

    

    
      The thin man was immediately enraged, rolling up his sleeves to step forward, while his followers surrounded Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      The surrounding pedestrians quickly stepped aside, afraid of getting involved. Only a few onlookers lingered nearby, eager for some drama.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian frowned. 
    

    

    
      He didn’t want trouble, but he wasn’t afraid of it either. However, if a fight broke out here, would it draw the attention of the capital’s patrol guards?
    

    

    
      “You, boy—what are you staring at? If you know what’s good for you, get down and apologize!”
    

    

    
      Seeing Shen Tian hesitate, the thin man with the mustache grew bolder, his tone becoming even more arrogant.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian clenched his fists and took a deep breath, almost unable to suppress the anger rising within him.
    

    

    
      “What’s all this commotion on the street?”
    

    

    
      Just then, a slightly hoarse voice sounded.
    

    

    
      A middle-aged man in fine brocade robes, with a slightly plump build and a friendly smile, walked out from the crowd.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian was a little surprised—he hadn’t expected anyone to step in for him.
    

    

    
      “The manager of Prosperity Pavilion?”
    

    

    
      Apparently, the onlookers all recognized the man, and even the mustached thin man’s face turned pale as he fell silent.
    

    

    
      “Get lost. If I see you trying to scam people again, you won’t be let off.” The brocade-robed man cast a casual glance at them, his tone calm but firm.
    

    

    
      The thin man nodded repeatedly and hurried off with his lackeys, tails between their legs.
    

    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian cupped his hands gratefully toward the man.
    

    

    
      “Young hero, you carry yourself with steady composure and a sharp, iron-blooded aura. You must have retired from the army, yes?” The brocade-robed man sized Shen Tian up with an appreciative look.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian rubbed his nose and gave no direct answer.
    

    

    
      “I feel a certain kinship with you at first sight. Would you do me the honor of sharing a drink?” The man asked with a warm smile.
    

    

    
      Though Shen Tian felt somewhat uneasy, it would have been impolite to refuse the man’s goodwill.
    

    

    
      The surrounding crowd looked on with envy. The manager of Prosperity Pavilion was a renowned figure in the neighborhood—and the pavilion itself was said to be owned by a certain great figure in the capital.
    

    

    
      Soon, Shen Tian followed the man toward Prosperity Pavilion. 
    

    

    
      The two exchanged few words along the way, which made Shen Tian feel all the more unsettled, as if something about the situation wasn’t right.
    

    

    
      Wasn’t it a bit too much of a coincidence that this manager happened to appear just in time to help him?
    

    

    
      Before long, a magnificently built restaurant stood before them. The brocade-robed man smiled faintly and said nothing more, leading Shen Tian straight to a private room on the top floor.
    

    

    
      “A smart man like you must have already guessed—someone wishes to meet you.”
    

    

    
      “But we can’t make it too obvious.” The man smiled as he pushed open the door.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian nodded slightly and looked inside, where an old man sat quietly, sipping tea.
    

    

    
      The elder had a sturdy frame and wore a plain gray robe. His brows were sharp, temples raised, and though his hair was graying at the sides, his bearing remained dignified. 
    

    

    
      The once-stern gaze in his eyes softened the moment he saw Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      “May I ask who senior might be?” Shen Tian asked instinctively.
    

    

    
      The old man’s face grew excited as he quickly stood up. “Child, my name is Shen Zhigao. I am the clan elder of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion—and the third uncle of the Demon Suppression King himself.”
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian was stunned, then overjoyed. 
    

    

    
      The people from the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion had come to find him?
    

    

    
      Did this mean that the Princess Consort was finally willing to meet him?
    

    

    
      “At last, I’ve met you, child.”
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao extended a broad, fan-like hand and patted Shen Tian’s shoulder, his eyes filled with the fondness of an elder meeting a descendant.
    

    

    
      Suppressing the joy and excitement surging in his heart, Shen Tian felt a deep sense of recognition—as though he had finally found his roots.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At noon.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue stood beneath the eaves of a pavilion corridor, quietly watching Shen Tian return to the residence.
    

    

    
      She had noticed that ever since last night, something about Shen Tian’s demeanor had been off.
    

    

    
      She suspected it might be because the Nether Sect’s stronghold had been destroyed, which disrupted his plans.
    

    

    
      Yet after he went out during the day and came back, his expression seemed subtly lighter—almost pleased.
    

    

    
      What could have happened?
    

    

    
      Whom had he met?
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, it had been impossible to follow him during the day. If she had found some excuse to accompany him, he would likely have been on guard.
    

    

    
      “For now, I mustn’t alert the enemy.”
    

    

    
      She rubbed her temples, thinking for a moment, before taking a jade talisman from her sleeve.
    

    

    
      It was the one Shen Yanzhou had given her the day they met, meant for private communication between the two of them.
    

    

    
      At first, Wu Ruyue had been unwilling to accept it—she had felt that spying on Shen Tian betrayed their friendship.
    

    

    
      But given the current situation, if Shen Tian truly colluded with the Nether Sect and intended to bring chaos to the Great Qian Dynasty, then he was the one betraying their friendship.
    

    

    
      With that thought, Wu Ruyue decided to use the talisman to report everything that had happened last night and today to Shen Yanzhou.
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      Chapter 26: Drawing Out the Imperial Capital
    

    

    
      “Send a cricket to me?”
    

    

    
      “Could it be that Crown Prince Xia Chongming would think this was the Demon Suppression King deliberately provoking him?”
    

    

    
      When Shen Yanzhou returned to the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion and looked at the cricket the Crown Prince’s house retainer had brought over — a specimen whose body was pitch-black, even shimmering slightly with an eerie, plated sheen — he was somewhat surprised.
    

    

    
      In the original story, the Crown Prince Xia Chongming was not shallow-minded.
    

    

    
      But because Emperor Mingde had remained on the throne for so long, even though the prince had devoted himself to cultivating immortality and pursuing longevity, the emperor had never ceded the throne to him. 
    

    

    
      That had gradually fostered a malignancy in his heart, and in the end he had nearly colluded with an ancient heretical ritual to usurp the throne.
    

    

    
      “Does the Crown Prince think I stole the woman he had his eye on?”
    

    

    
      “Is he resentful and deliberately sending this thing to humiliate me?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou blocked the Crown Prince’s retainer, who had prepared to leave after delivering the gift, his face displeased.
    

    

    
      With such an opportunity to harvest negative emotions right before him, he naturally did not want to let it pass.
    

    

    
      The retainer, though long aware of Shen Yanzhou’s blunt tongue, had not expected him to be so direct, and his expression immediately darkened.
    

    

    
      Still, he kept up a courteous, friendly front and smiled, “Young lord, you flatter me. This was sent by His Highness the Crown Prince, who learned you liked fighting crickets. He specially sent the ‘Black Cloud General’ that the envoy from Wuye Kingdom brought — do not underestimate this cricket. It might contain the blood essence of a strange beast; if cultivated long enough, it could become sentient and gain wisdom.”
    

    

    
      “Does he really think I am like the Crown Prince, fond of toying with childish playthings? These sorts of distractions that ruin one’s ambition are better left for the Crown Prince to keep.”
    

    

    
      “He was already old enough to be meddling in such petty tricks; no wonder His Majesty refused to pass the throne to him.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had no intention of holding back; the words slipped out. If anyone else had said such things, they would have committed a capital crime.
    

    

    
      But he wore a face of nonchalance.
    

    

    
      The Crown Prince’s retainer’s expression changed at once; cold sweat broke out on his brow and he glanced around in fright, fearing someone else had overheard.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Liu Wen: +1+2+3+4…
    

    

    
      “Young lord, be careful with your words.” He wiped his brow and hurriedly said.
    

    

    
      “What was there to be careful about? Go tell the Crown Prince to spend more time on his studies and cultivating virtue, and less on scheming — he might fool others, but can he fool His Majesty…” Shen Yanzhou continued.
    

    

    
      The retainer named Liu Wen no longer dared to listen; he was so frightened his face went pale, he grabbed the jar containing the cricket, and bolted.
    

    

    
      He could not imagine what other impious remarks he might hear if he stayed a moment longer.
    

    

    
      If those words reached the prince’s ears, they would surely enrage him. 
    

    

    
      That the current emperor had not passed the throne to him had long been a sore spot in the prince’s heart.
    

    

    
      One had to understand that in the vast Great Qian Dynasty there was only one Crown Prince, and there were no other imperial sons — there was no struggle for succession.
    

    

    
      Although Shen Yanzhou had been dissipated in the past, he had never dared to casually point fingers at state affairs.
    

    

    
      For him to speak so openly today, perhaps there was behind it the Demon Suppression King’s prompting.
    

    

    
      “The Demon Suppression King’s audacity grew bolder by the day. That dissipated scamp had no filter; Your Highness must not take it to heart…”
    

    

    
      Back at the Crown Prince’s residence, Liu Wen, faced with the prince’s questioning, did not dare to conceal why he had failed to deliver the cricket; he could only stammer out the account.
    

    

    
      “Did he really say those words?”
    

    

    
      The Crown Prince Xia Chongming was cultivating a technique in his meditation chamber, where clouds of light steamed like an immortal realm.
    

    

    
      Even his composure faltered; he could barely believe his ears.
    

    

    
      Who in the court would dare speak such impious words?
    

    

    
      “Very well, very well…”
    

    

    
      “The Demon Suppression King treats me with such contempt.”
    

    

    
      Xia Chongming’s face darkened. 
    

    

    
      His father had long ceased to interfere in court affairs yet still refused to hand over real power — this was a wound in his heart.
    

    

    
      “Liu Wen, your work was negligent. Take him away and punish him according to the rules of the residence.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Xia Chongming: +21+23+27…
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Liu Wen: +4+5+6…
    

    

    
      In the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, Shen Yanzhou tallied his incoming negative-emotion gains with satisfaction; altogether it added up to roughly a hundred points.
    

    

    
      Although it did not match the haul he could gather outside the Dragon-Tiger Institute, doing that every day would quickly breed immunity in those scholars; the later returns would diminish.
    

    

    
      Leeks, after all, needed to be allowed to grow lush before harvesting.
    

    

    
      “As expected, Wu Ruyue no longer trusted Shen Tian. I had to act fast. With Tianji Studio destroyed, the Demon Suppression King would likely have to activate another plan.”
    

    

    
      “He must cause rumours to surface in the capital, to spread the so-called truth of the attack on the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion twenty years ago…”
    

    

    
      “During the day, the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion’s people must have contacted Shen Tian.”
    

    

    
      “He had to arrange for the prince’s consort to meet Shen Tian within the next day or two.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou read the dispatches from Wu Ruyue and tapped the table lightly, lost in thought.
    

    

    
      He knew his convenient foster father’s ruthless mind well — he would not stop until his goal was achieved.
    

    

    
      At present, however, everything remained under his control.
    

    

    
      After a moment’s thought, Shen Yanzhou began to send a reply to Wu Ruyue, arranging the next steps.
    

    

    
      Before long it was deep into the night, the first watch.
    

    

    
      As a regular at Yuxian Pavilion, Shen Yanzhou had not missed his usual evening. 
    

    

    
      He took a carriage on the way back to the mansion and quietly went to the place he had arranged with Fu Yuying.
    

    

    
      In the secluded courtyard, lights were faint.
    

    

    
      Chu Xiuer had long been waiting outside to give notice.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had Spring Tide wait outside, and followed Chu Xiuer into the inner room.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying wore a simple dress embroidered with peach blossoms, a gauzy veil over it, her hair piled like cloud-knot, her poise languid as she sat on the couch. Her graceful neck was delicate, her immortal face flawless, almost without a single blemish. 
    

    

    
      Under the translucent veil, a pair of long, rounded jade legs gleamed so white in the lamplight they were nearly blinding.
    

    

    
      At the first moment he entered the inner room, Shen Yanzhou was naturally drawn to the scene; he made no pretense of modesty and openly admired it.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying lifted her brows slightly, showing no shyness. “How long does Young Master Shen plan to look?”
    

    

    
      “That depends on how long the Saintess intends to let me look.” Shen Yanzhou smiled lightly.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying drew her legs together, covering them with gauze, and straightened her waist. “If this were the southern frontier, Young Master Shen’s eyes would already have been ordered gouged out.”
    

    

    
      “Fortunately, this was the capital.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou shrugged.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying smiled, “No more joking. Young Master Shen should know why I sought you out.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou looked at her and said, “There were hidden talents in the capital, and with last night’s incident, the Chilin Guards and the Bureau of Immortal Inspection were searching everywhere. You should not make a move on Shen Tian again.”
    

    

    
      “That is correct.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying nodded, her eyes showing approval; speaking with a clever person was simple.
    

    

    
      “My plan was much the same as yours. If Shen Tian could be drawn out of the capital, with the power of your Luofu Cloud Cavern you could easily capture him, and thereby negotiate terms with the Demon Suppression King.” Shen Yanzhou said casually.
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      Chapter 27: A Meticulous Mind
    

    

    
      “But that’s exactly the problem—how can we lure Shen Tian out of the Imperial Capital?” Fu Yuying asked, pretending to ponder deeply.
    

    

    
      “In fact, it’s not difficult at all. That’s the reason I came to see you tonight,” Shen Yanzhou said calmly.
    

    

    
      “Oh? I’d like to hear the details.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying’s eyes glimmered with a hint of intrigue.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou narrowed his eyes slightly. “It’s simple—so long as I leave the Imperial Capital.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying froze for a moment. 
    

    

    
      Even with her quick mind, she didn’t immediately grasp the connection between Shen Yanzhou leaving the capital and drawing Shen Tian out of it.
    

    

    
      One must know, Shen Yanzhou’s identity was a special one. 
    

    

    
      Without the permission of the imperial court, he had no right to leave the city.
    

    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying’s beautiful eyes narrowed as well, as though she had just thought of another possibility.
    

    

    
      “Exactly that. With the forces your Luofu Cloud Cavern has embedded within the capital, if you were to catch me off guard and abduct me from the city, it wouldn’t be difficult at all.”
    

    

    
      “Especially now, when the situation in the capital is chaotic. Tianji Studio, the key stronghold of the Nether Cult, has been destroyed. If, in retaliation, they were to abduct me, the Demon Suppression Prince’s heir, wouldn’t that seem perfectly natural?” Shen Yanzhou said with a faint smile.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying didn’t respond immediately, but silently considered the feasibility of this plan.
    

    

    
      Abducting Shen Yanzhou was no easy matter—especially when he had experts guarding him.
    

    

    
      However, if he cooperated willingly... things would indeed become simple.
    

    

    
      But afterward, what then?
    

    

    
      Why would Shen Tian leave the capital in response?
    

    

    
      If anything went awry, they would surely be hunted by the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, and their situation in the southern frontier would become even more precarious.
    

    

    
      The risk was immense, yet if Shen Tian did leave the capital, the potential gains were equally great. 
    

    

    
      The Luofu Cloud Cavern would gain a powerful bargaining chip—something that could restrain the Demon Suppression King himself.
    

    

    
      Noticing Fu Yuying’s hesitation, Shen Yanzhou spoke in a leisurely tone: “You need not worry about the risks, Saintess, or think of this as a dangerous gamble. You should know—no one in this world wants me dead more than Shen Tian.”
    

    

    
      “From what I know of his temperament, once he learns that I’ve been captured by the Nether Cult and taken from the capital, he’ll surely find a way to ensure I never return.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying’s eyes flashed. “If you use yourself as bait, how can you guarantee your own safety afterward? You must realize—aside from Shen Tian, there are plenty of other forces in the shadows who wish for your death.”
    

    

    
      “That brings me to my second condition. I’ll need you, Saintess, to guarantee my safety,” Shen Yanzhou said with a calm smile.
    

    

    
      Naturally, he wasn’t foolish enough to risk his life recklessly. 
    

    

    
      He had already accounted for every possibility.
    

    

    
      As for whether Fu Yuying would merely agree in words while abandoning him in secret—he had considered that as well.
    

    

    
      “If you trust me enough to cooperate, I’ll naturally do everything I can to protect you,” Fu Yuying replied after a short pause, agreeing without much hesitation.
    

    

    
      “The Luofu Cloud Cavern possesses a Gu called the Shewu Gu, also known as the Life-sharing Gu. I need you to use that to ensure my safety, rather than a mere verbal promise.”
    

    

    
      “I trust no one.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou shook his head, his tone frank and unyielding.
    

    

    
      The world was driven by profit. 
    

    

    
      Though Fu Yuying’s character seemed trustworthy, his death within the Imperial Capital would only serve to ease the situation in the southern frontier.
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression King would then be distracted by such matters, easing the pressure he placed on the hidden sects of the south.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying frowned slightly. 
    

    

    
      She prided herself on being shrewd and calculating, yet from the very beginning, she realized she had been led by the nose by Shen Yanzhou—all as if everything had already been within his grasp.
    

    

    
      He even knew of the Shewu Gu.
    

    

    
      This Gu, also called the Life-sharing Gu, as its name suggested, bound the fates of two people together—sharing both life and death.
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn’t permanent; it had a time limit. A Seventh-rank Shewu Gu could only last for three days.
    

    

    
      If it were nurtured to the Third or Fourth rank, it could last for several months.
    

    

    
      “You truly are meticulous—every angle considered, every risk accounted for.”
    

    

    
      Though slightly irritated by his mistrust, Fu Yuying couldn’t help but feel a trace of admiration.
    

    

    
      No wonder he had been able to bide his time and conceal his strength for so many years—even the Demon Suppression King hadn’t noticed a thing.
    

    

    
      “You flatter me, Saintess.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled in satisfaction. Though the plan appeared to proceed smoothly, this wasn’t his true goal.
    

    

    
      Knowing Shen Tian’s cards as well as he did, he was fully aware that relying solely on the Luofu Cloud Cavern’s strength within the capital would hardly suffice to subdue him.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying and the others were nothing more than pieces on his board.
    

    

    
      Only by leaving the capital—and using the Shewu Gu—could he reach that place of inheritance safely.
    

    

    
      And the most crucial factor lay with Wu Ruyue.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Late at night, at the Wu Residence.
    

    

    
      The city lay silent under the blanket of darkness, yet a certain courtyard’s lights still burned.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian sat quietly before his bed, holding a communication jade talisman in his hand, his emotions surging.
    

    

    
      “Elder Zhigao, this... this is my foster father’s will?”
    

    

    
      He tried to suppress his excitement, forcing his breathing to remain steady before he could ask.
    

    

    
      Earlier that day, he had met with Shen Zhigao and learned about the inner workings of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      At the same time, Shen Zhigao had handed him a communication jade talisman to stay in touch for the time being.
    

    

    
      “My boy, why are you still calling me Elder? Of course, this is all your foster father’s arrangement. Tomorrow morning, you should prepare yourself well—bring some specialties from the southern frontier as a meeting gift and head to the Prince’s Mansion.”
    

    

    
      “It’s time you met your mo—your foster mother. I’m sure she’ll be pleased with you.”
    

    

    
      A gentle, aged voice came from the other side of the jade talisman.
    

    

    
      It was Shen Zhigao, the third uncle of the Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao.
    

    

    
      “Mo... Mother...”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian’s emotions trembled uncontrollably, his whole body quivering as his eyes reddened.
    

    

    
      He had waited for this day for so many years—twenty long years.
    

    

    
      Finally, he would meet his birth mother.
    

    

    
      It was said that though she hailed from the Sword Lodge of Tianshui’s Qilin City, she bore none of the edge of a sword cultivator—refined, gentle, elegant, learned, and tender as water.
    

    

    
      For Shen Tian, this night was destined to be sleepless.
    

    

    
      To share his joy, he even sought out Wu Ruyue, who had not yet gone to bed, and told her he would visit the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion the next day.
    

    

    
      However, Wu Ruyue’s response was indifferent, as though she didn’t care at all.
    

    

    
      Lost in his emotions, Shen Tian continued to speak at length, reminiscing about his childhood.
    

    

    
      Eventually, Wu Ruyue grew impatient and drove him out.
    

    

    
      Ever since learning that Shen Tian was the hidden agent of Beiyu’s ancestral spirit, her former admiration for him had completely shattered. 
    

    

    
      Now, she only felt annoyance at his presence.
    

    

    
      As for Shen Yanzhou, he slept soundly through the night. 
    

    

    
      The next morning, after washing up briefly, he headed straight to the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard to greet Princess Consort Yu Chenyu.
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      Chapter 28: “Mother and Son” Reunion?
    

    

    
      After the two finished a simple meal, Yu Chenyu seemingly mentioned, unintentionally or otherwise, the conversation she had yesterday with the Demon Suppression King.
    

    

    
      “It seems your father has already sensed that something is amiss.”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu said this casually.
    

    

    
      “These past few days have indeed been a little too lively.” Shen Yanzhou replied with a smile.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu reclined sideways against the couch, her gaze cast toward the bamboo courtyard not far away. Her tone carried a faint trace of complexity. “Today, your father will likely have Shen Tian come to the residence.”
    

    

    
      Though her expression appeared complicated, her heart was calm and without ripples—she even felt an urge to laugh.
    

    

    
      Whether Shen Tian was her biological son, she knew perfectly well.
    

    

    
      However, at present… including the Demon Suppression King, many of the clan elders in the mansion firmly believed that Shen Tian was the true child between the two of them.
    

    

    
      Of course, such a matter could not be easily revealed. Thus, even if a meeting was to take place, it could only happen in secret.
    

    

    
      Looking at Yu Chenyu’s expression of troubled hesitation, Shen Yanzhou sneered inwardly. If he had not been thoroughly familiar with her true nature, even he might have been deceived by her performance.
    

    

    
      Women truly were born actors.
    

    

    
      “This day was bound to come. Deep down, Mother must also wish to see him, right? After all, blood is thicker than water.”
    

    

    
      “In the end, I am not your biological child.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou sighed softly, his tone carrying faint melancholy and bitterness.
    

    

    
      He had long known that the Demon Suppression King would arrange a meeting between Shen Tian and Yu Chenyu, so none of this came as a surprise to him.
    

    

    
      Upon hearing those words, Yu Chenyu slightly turned her eyes to him. 
    

    

    
      Seeing the sorrow on Shen Yanzhou’s handsome face, it did not seem feigned.
    

    

    
      However, given the intelligence and sharpness Shen Yanzhou had shown lately, she found it difficult to tell whether his emotions were genuine or not.
    

    

    
      The smarter a person was, the harder they were to control—because oftentimes, even their affection and trust could be part of an act.
    

    

    
      “Zhou’er, are you afraid that Mother will abandon you?”
    

    

    
      “No matter what, you are the child Mother raised from infancy—you will always be my son.”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu smiled gently, extending her delicate hand to softly caress Shen Yanzhou’s face.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s eyes revealed a look of gratitude, as though he felt a trace of warmth.
    

    

    
      Just as the two were performing this tender scene of mother and son, the sound of footsteps echoed from the corridor outside the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard.
    

    

    
      The clan elder of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, Shen Zhigao, led Shen Tian—who was dressed in his finest, every strand of hair neatly combed—toward them, accompanied by a group of servants and maids.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian wore a clean blue robe and carried a sword case on his back. His figure was tall and straight like bamboo, his features delicate yet resolute.
    

    

    
      Though he tried hard to remain composed, his quickened breathing betrayed his turbulent emotions.
    

    

    
      Today, he would finally meet his biological mother…
    

    

    
      “Relax a little, child. Why so nervous? It’s not like you’re entering the palace to meet the Emperor.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Shen Tian’s tense demeanor, Shen Zhigao couldn’t help but shake his head with a smile.
    

    

    
      “Yes, Th—Third Granduncle.”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian took a deep breath as he gazed at the grand residence before him, its pavilions rising magnificently. 
    

    

    
      The title still felt somewhat foreign on his tongue.
    

    

    
      Originally, he should have been the rightful heir to this splendid mansion.
    

    

    
      “That bamboo grove ahead—quiet and serene—is where your mother… your foster mother usually rests. The Emerald Bamboo Courtyard.”
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao explained as he led the way.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian nodded.
    

    

    
      Soon, the two passed through several corridors and archways before finally reaching a lush courtyard.
    

    

    
      The rustling of bamboo leaves sounded like gentle waves, carrying a tranquil fragrance that seemed to calm the heart.
    

    

    
      “The Consort’s order stands—no one may enter the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard without her permission.”
    

    

    
      Just as Shen Zhigao was about to lead Shen Tian through the arched gate, a red-clad girl standing with her sword before the courtyard stopped them, her tone far from polite.
    

    

    
      She had dark, glossy hair tied at the ends with a crimson cord. Her figure was slender like a reed, her eyes bright and clear, her complexion fair as snow—exquisite like a porcelain doll.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian, whose emotions had surged moments ago, suddenly froze at her words.
    

    

    
      He stiffened, his foot—already lifted to step forward—halted in place.
    

    

    
      “This…”
    

    

    
      For a moment, Shen Tian felt lost and awkward. 
    

    

    
      Glancing at Shen Zhigao’s darkened face beside him, he realized he hadn’t known of such a rule.
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao’s sleeve flicked as his temper flared; he felt humiliated. “What, is it so difficult now to meet Yu Chenyu?”
    

    

    
      Chunchao had blocked the courtyard on Shen Yanzhou’s orders.
    

    

    
      Frowning slightly, she glanced at Shen Tian. “He’s a stranger I’ve never seen before. I can’t allow him inside. What if he has ill intentions?”
    

    

    
      “You little girl…”
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao’s expression turned gloomy.
    

    

    
      He knew that Chunchao was someone Yu Chenyu had brought back from Qilin City’s Sword Lodge, so he dared not act against her.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian’s mood instantly soured.
    

    

    
      This was clearly meant to humiliate him! 
    

    

    
      She was his biological mother—how could she refuse to see her own son?
    

    

    
      “Chunchao, there’s no need to trouble your Third Granduncle. Let them come in.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, a gentle yet cool voice came from within the bamboo grove.
    

    

    
      Hearing it, Shen Tian’s body trembled. 
    

    

    
      Instinctively, he followed the sound with his eyes.
    

    

    
      Amid the layers of bamboo leaves, a graceful figure slowly descended the stone steps.
    

    

    
      Though separated by distance, his martial cultivation allowed him to see her clearly—an extraordinarily beautiful woman with hair cascading like ink, draped in a slightly loose robe embroidered with cloud patterns. Her bearing was noble and refined.
    

    

    
      Just one glance—and she was engraved into his heart. 
    

    

    
      The figure overlapped with the one he had long yearned for in his dreams, and his emotions surged uncontrollably.
    

    

    
      “Mother…”
    

    

    
      The word almost escaped his lips, but he forcibly swallowed it back.
    

    

    
      Then, his eyes widened, and his fists clenched so tightly that anger nearly set him ablaze.
    

    

    
      “That wastrel…”
    

    

    
      Beside that elegant figure, another person followed—one step behind her.
    

    

    
      That handsome face bore a faint, polite smile, yet it lacked any warmth. 
    

    

    
      And upon seeing him, that expression instantly darkened with irritation and resentment.
    

    

    
      Who else could it be but that good-for-nothing, Shen Yanzhou?
    

    

    
      “So it really was that wastrel trying to make things difficult for me—to humiliate me!”
    

    

    
      “I won’t let him have his way.”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian took several deep breaths, forcing himself to calm down.
    

    

    
      Years of life-and-death tempering in the southern borderlands had already forged his unyielding will.
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao also sensed Shen Tian’s shifting emotions, which only deepened his appreciation.
    

    

    
      As expected of the Shen bloodline—unlike that idle fop Shen Yanzhou, who knew nothing beyond abusing his privilege.
    

    

    
      “Why must you be so petty? Can’t you two just get along…”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu gave Shen Yanzhou a light, reproachful glance. 
    

    

    
      She naturally knew that Shen Yanzhou had ordered Chunchao to block the courtyard, yet she made no move to stop it—pretending not to notice.
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      Chapter 29: Illegitimate Son
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Shen Tian +27+28+31+33……
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Shen Zhigao +4+5+7+8……
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou said innocently, “But Mother, this was your own order. I never told Chunchao to do this. If you don’t believe me, you can ask her.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he deliberately stressed the word “Mother” and even glanced at Chunchao.
    

    

    
      However, Chunchao merely lowered her head while holding her sword, pretending not to hear. 
    

    

    
      When the Princess Consort was no longer looking at her, she secretly glared at Shen Yanzhou with a look as if to remind him not to forget their agreement.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou likewise pretended not to see it.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Chunchao +6+6+6……
    

    

    
      This girl clearly wanted him to instruct her in the “Selfless Sword Heart.” 
    

    

    
      Naturally, he had verbally agreed—otherwise Chunchao would not have helped him make things difficult for Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      Seeing Shen Yanzhou speaking so casually and comfortably with Yu Chenyu, Shen Tian’s fists under his sleeves clenched even tighter, wishing he could smash that hateful face with one punch.
    

    

    
      “Mother” — was that a title he could call her? Who was his mother? Didn’t he feel disgusted himself?
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Shen Tian +33+37+41……
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu pretended not to notice the small gestures between Shen Yanzhou and Chunchao.
    

    

    
      She stepped forward, examining Shen Tian before her. Her gaze was like flowing water, her expression gentle.
    

    

    
      “You must be Shen Tian? I’ve heard Jingxiao mention you before. You do look like a steady and outstanding child.” She smiled as she spoke, her tone filled with admiration.
    

    

    
      Of course, in her eyes, he was merely a little above average in martial cultivation. His appearance was ordinary, slightly delicate, and aside from that, nothing particularly striking.
    

    

    
      In any case… certainly not as pleasing to the eye as Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      “Deputy Commander of the Firearms Battalion Shen Tian, pays respects to the Princess Consort.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Yu Chenyu looking at him, Shen Tian straightened his back, acting calm and composed.
    

    

    
      Even though there were many things he wanted to say at this moment, he could only suppress them in his heart and cupped his hands in salute.
    

    

    
      “Good child, training and serving in the southern border must have been hard…” Yu Chenyu responded with a smile.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian felt an indescribable warmth in her concern, his heart softening. He quickly shook his head and smiled. “To fight for the rivers and mountains, for the people of this land, to resist the demon race — how could that be called hardship? As long as I can see the people living in peace and prosperity, the four seas tranquil, I am content.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he deliberately glanced at Shen Yanzhou, as if wanting Yu Chenyu to see the great difference between the two.
    

    

    
      He fought for the country and the people, broad-minded and filled with righteousness.
    

    

    
      Whereas Shen Yanzhou was a petty villain, bullying others with power and doing all manner of evil — how could he compare with himself?
    

    

    
      “You are so ambitious and broad-minded; you are truly like Jingxiao.”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Yu Chenyu’s smile became even softer. 
    

    

    
      The look she gave Shen Tian seemed full of appreciation and satisfaction.
    

    

    
      “Princess Consort flatters me.”
    

    

    
      Receiving such praise, all the grievances Shen Tian had felt moments ago were instantly swept away.
    

    

    
      Saying he resembled the Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao — wasn’t that an indirect acknowledgment of his identity?
    

    

    
      At the side, Shen Zhigao, who had been somewhat displeased with Yu Chenyu’s cold attitude earlier, now showed a gratified smile. He patted Shen Tian on the shoulder and said, “Child, didn’t you bring some gifts from the southern border especially?”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Shen Tian came back to his senses and hurriedly presented the gifts he had brought in his other hand — rare specialties from the southern border: Thousand-Flower Jade Brew, Frost-Marrow Honey Dates, and Preserved Dragon-Blood Snow Rabbits…
    

    

    
      However, before Yu Chenyu could reach to take them—
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had already stepped forward from behind, frowning in disgust. “What are these shabby things? The Prince’s Mansion doesn’t lack such things. This rabbit meat is all black — can it even be eaten? I think you’re up to no good, probably poisoned it.”
    

    

    
      “You…”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian’s smile froze, his expression darkening. If not for propriety, he would almost have lashed out and taught Shen Yanzhou a lesson on the spot.
    

    

    
      These specialties, though they seemed simple, were actually rare even in the southern border.
    

    

    
      “What nonsense are you spouting? These are rare specialties Shen Tian specially selected from the southern border. Shen Yanzhou, if you keep fooling around, don’t blame me for punishing you by family law.” Shen Zhigao’s face hardened.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu gave Shen Yanzhou a brief glance, then withdrew her gaze. Her lips still carried a gentle smile as she said to Shen Tian, “You are truly thoughtful, even bringing gifts. I accept your good intentions.”
    

    

    
      “Zhou’er, stop fooling around. Shen Tian is someone your father values highly. How could he possibly poison such things?”
    

    

    
      This last sentence was clearly directed at Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Shen Tian’s expression relaxed. He secretly cast a mocking glance at Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      The more unruly and difficult Shen Yanzhou acted, the more the Princess Consort would dislike him — especially when contrasted with his own maturity and steadiness.
    

    

    
      “How am I fooling around? Clearly it’s Mother who is favoring him…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s face slowly flushed red, as if greatly displeased. 
    

    

    
      At this moment, he was like a stubborn child pestering his mother.
    

    

    
      He first swept the gifts Shen Tian had brought to the ground, then with reddened eyes said, “He’s just a deputy commander of the Firearms Battalion, not even Seventh Rank. On what grounds can he freely come and go from the Prince’s Mansion? Not only does Father value him, but even the clan elders favor him, and now even you, Mother, admire him like this…”
    

    

    
      “Are you hiding something from me? Is he Father’s illegitimate son, returning to the capital from afar to acknowledge his ancestry?”
    

    

    
      That last sentence he nearly shouted in a furious roar.
    

    

    
      With Shen Yanzhou’s brazen words spoken aloud—
    

    

    
      Emerald Bamboo Courtyard instantly fell silent. 
    

    

    
      Whether Shen Tian or Shen Zhigao, both of their expressions changed.
    

    

    
      The household servants and maids who had followed all turned pale with fright and knelt to the ground.
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou, what nonsense are you saying?”
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao, who had just recovered, looked grim and hurriedly rebuked him.
    

    

    
      “You mustn’t speak such reckless words.” Shen Tian quickly added.
    

    

    
      Having almost confirmed his own parentage, he knew well how grave the implications were. 
    

    

    
      Otherwise, why would the Demon Suppression King have not yet acknowledged him?
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao, on the other hand, was worried that if this matter spread, it would trigger enormous consequences. 
    

    

    
      The timing was not yet right.
    

    

    
      A trace of astonishment also flashed across Yu Chenyu’s face. 
    

    

    
      In her heart she was quite surprised — Shen Yanzhou was sharp and intelligent, and his current display of unruly behavior was obviously just an act.
    

    

    
      She did not believe Shen Yanzhou was merely jealous and vying for favor.
    

    

    
      He had deliberately spoken aloud a truth that no one in the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion dared to voice… likely intending to use this as leverage to once again push the Mansion into the public spotlight.
    

    

    
      And wasn’t this exactly what she wished for?
    

    

    
      A trace of amusement flitted across her heart, and she decided simply to play along.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu’s gentle smile quickly faded. Her expression grew more severe than ever as she scolded angrily, “Zhou’er, what nonsense are you talking about? How could your father have an illegitimate son outside? Have I spoiled you too much usually? How can such words be spoken so lightly? If you keep this up, don’t blame me for confining you to your room, not letting you take even half a step outside.”
    

    

    
      The usually gentle and graceful Princess Consort was so furious that even Shen Zhigao was startled. Then, he glanced at Shen Yanzhou with a look of schadenfreude.
    

    

    
      Normally, Shen Yanzhou relied on the Princess Consort’s affection to act recklessly and do whatever he pleased, and now, before Shen Tian’s eyes, he was still causing such a scene.
    

    

    
      No matter how much the Princess Consort doted on him, there was a limit. 
    

    

    
      Once disappointment accumulated to a certain degree, she would certainly give up on him.
    

    

    
      There was also hidden schadenfreude in Shen Tian’s eyes as he watched from the side. 
    

    

    
      That foppish Shen Yanzhou was truly foolish beyond saving, unable even to tell when and where to restrain himself…
    

    

    
      “What…”
    

    

    
      “Mother, you’re going to confine me… because of this Shen Tian?”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Shen Yanzhou seemed as though he had heard something unbelievable.
    

    

    
      His reddened eyes widened, and he stared fixedly at Yu Chenyu, his gaze flickering repeatedly between her and Shen Tian, as if trying to confirm something.
    

    

    
      “Heh, I see…”
    

    

    
      “I see, I understand now. I understand everything…”
    

    

    
      Moments later, Shen Yanzhou suddenly let out a bitter laugh. 
    

    

    
      It was as if he had figured something out—light in his eyes dimmed and went out, leaving only despair.
    

    

    
      Then, regardless of anything else, he shoved aside the servants and maids before him and ran straight out of Emerald Bamboo Courtyard.
    

    

    
      His sudden action startled everyone, even Yu Chenyu, who had mentally prepared herself, was taken aback.
    

    

    
      “Zhou’er…”
    

    

    
      She subconsciously called out, but soon her brows furrowed.
    

    

    
      She could tell Shen Yanzhou must have been acting, yet his expression and words just now—especially that despairing glance when he turned back—had somehow tugged faintly at her heart.
    

    

    
      Could it be that after raising him for twenty years, she truly had developed feelings for him?
    

    

    
      “Chunchao, go stop Zhou’er. Don’t let him do anything foolish.”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu frowned and gave the order to Chunchao.
    

    

    
      Even she herself wasn’t sure what Shen Yanzhou intended to do, and her tone unconsciously carried a trace of concern that she didn’t even notice.
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Chunchao acknowledged the command and hurried off in pursuit.
    

    

    
      “This fellow really doesn’t know what’s important,” Shen Zhigao cursed under his breath, filled with dissatisfaction.
    

    

    
      Today was supposed to be the day Shen Tian reunited with the Princess Consort. 
    

    

    
      As her biological son, Shen Tian should have been able to converse and bond properly with her, but Shen Yanzhou’s meddling had ruined everything.
    

    

    
      Although Shen Tian’s face remained composed, he was inwardly displeased. His fists clenched slightly, filled with unexplainable jealousy and bitterness.
    

    

    
      He could tell that the Princess Consort was worried and concerned about Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Even though he knew it was because she was kind-hearted and sentimental, such emotions should not be wasted on that wastrel.
    

    

    
      After such a disruption, no matter what Shen Tian said afterward, Yu Chenyu appeared distracted.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian sighed softly in his heart and did not linger. 
    

    

    
      After a polite farewell, he left with Shen Zhigao, planning to visit again another day.
    

    

    
      Since the Demon Suppression King had not acknowledged him, he naturally could not presumptuously address Yu Chenyu as “Mother.”
    

    

    
      “Deal with these servants and women present today. Some words aren’t meant for their ears.”
    

    

    
      “I’m only worried that wastrel will talk nonsense after leaving the mansion, drawing unwanted attention.”
    

    

    
      “Shen San, go check on him. If he keeps causing trouble, bring him straight back to the mansion and confine him.”
    

    

    
      “At such a critical time, we cannot afford his mischief.”
    

    

    
      Back in his study, Shen Zhigao stood cold-faced and gave these orders.
    

    

    
      “Yes, Third Master.”
    

    

    
      A shadowed figure hidden in the darkness responded quietly.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, Shen Tian, having left the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, couldn’t help but let his thoughts churn.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou might be foolish, but not utterly hopeless. 
    

    

    
      From his words earlier, it was clear he had guessed something.
    

    

    
      “If only this fellow could disappear quietly.”
    

    

    
      A murderous glint flashed in Shen Tian’s eyes.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “How did you go from so furious and heartbroken just now to suddenly fine again?”
    

    

    
      Chunchao followed closely behind Shen Yanzhou as the two walked out of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, heading down the long street toward Yuxian Pavilion.
    

    

    
      There was no trace of sadness left on Shen Yanzhou’s face — instead, he looked calm and at ease.
    

    

    
      “Sad, yes, but once I realized it’s all a fact I can’t change, it’s better to just enjoy life while I can — drink and be merry.” He sighed as he spoke.
    

    

    
      “You really weren’t pretending just now?”
    

    

    
      Chunchao, though not very clever, vaguely sensed that Shen Yanzhou was probably deceiving her.
    

    

    
      “Of course not. But there are some things that can only be said at a time like that.”
    

    

    
      “Of course, you wouldn’t understand that.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou stopped walking, turned around, and looked at Chunchao with his usual smile.
    

    

    
      Chunchao froze for a moment. 
    

    

    
      She felt that there was something hidden in that smile — could it be that his seemingly petulant words earlier were actually from the heart?
    

    

    
      Did the Heir truly fear being abandoned by the Princess Consort?
    

    

    
      Shaking her head, Chunchao felt that the relationships within the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion were far too complicated. 
    

    

    
      Could that Shen Tian really be the Princess Consort’s biological son?
    

    

    
      The smile on Shen Yanzhou’s lips faded. 
    

    

    
      Of course, he knew Chunchao was a pawn planted by Yu Chenyu at his side. 
    

    

    
      Everything that passed between them would certainly be reported to her afterward.
    

    

    
      Lies were easy to detect — but lies mixed with truth?
    

    

    
      Given Yu Chenyu’s cunning and depth, truly earning her trust wouldn’t be easy. But Shen Yanzhou had patience — enough to slowly erode her guard.
    

    

    
      “Today, this young master is in a bad mood. Call out all the girls in Yuxian Pavilion for me.”
    

    

    
      “Chunchao, you’ll drink with me too.”
    

    

    
      As soon as they arrived at Yuxian Pavilion, Shen Yanzhou directly reserved the entire place. 
    

    

    
      With his infamous reputation in the capital, even if some patrons were displeased, they could only curse their bad luck and leave quietly, unwilling to offend him.
    

    

    
      “I’m not drinking. I don’t know how to drink.”
    

    

    
      “Master won’t allow me to drink.”
    

    

    
      Chunchao straightened her small face and firmly refused.
    

    

    
      “If you drink a little, I’ll teach you that nameless sword art.” Shen Yanzhou smiled, coaxing her gently.
    

    

    
      “You promised me — I helped you trouble Shen Tian, and you said you’d teach me.” Chunchao felt tricked, her porcelain-doll face showing anger.
    

    

    
      “I lied to you. You’re too stupid — you’d never learn it anyway.” Shen Yanzhou laughed heartily.
    

    

    
      “……” Chunchao almost wanted to draw the sword from her chest and stab a few holes in him.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Chunchao +6+6+6+6……
    

    

    
      Before long, word spread that the Heir of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, Shen Yanzhou, had booked the entire Yuxian Pavilion.
    

    

    
      Ordinarily, this wasn’t much of a noteworthy event — especially since it involved Shen Yanzhou, the notorious wastrel heir. Few paid it any mind.
    

    

    
      However, as several serving girls poured wine for him, they heard from Shen Yanzhou’s incessant chatter some secrets concerning the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      That news quickly exploded — drawing the attention of spies and informants from many noble families across the capital.
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      Chapter 30: Pretending to Be Husband and Wife
    

    

    
      “Booking the whole place in broad daylight — they say that wastrel’s in a foul mood. I heard he stormed out of the Prince of Demon Suppression’s Mansion, wanting to drown his sorrows in wine…”
    

    

    
      “What happened? Could it be that this wastrel is about to be punished for leaking the news of the marriage alliance between the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion and the Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence ahead of time?”
    

    

    
      “No idea. But from the whispers coming from Yuxian Pavilion, it seems they’re saying the Demon Suppression King has an illegitimate child?”
    

    

    
      “What?!”
    

    

    
      “Is that true or false? The Demon Suppression King and the Princess Consort have always been a model couple — respectful and harmonious. How could he possibly have a bastard child outside?”
    

    

    
      “Well, men, you know… He’s been stationed in the southern border for years, living a soldier’s life. It’s not impossible to imagine that loneliness might get the better of him.”
    

    

    
      “Tsk, who would’ve thought?”
    

    

    
      For a time, countless rumors spread across the streets and alleys of the imperial capital.
    

    

    
      The pleasure quarters, always fond of gossip, naturally rejoiced — especially since this rumor involved someone standing at the very peak of Great Qian’s power: the Demon Suppression King himself.
    

    

    
      Many great clans and noble families were equally shocked. 
    

    

    
      One after another, they quietly sent their spies to investigate, hoping to discern the truth.
    

    

    
      “The Demon Suppression King has an illegitimate child?”
    

    

    
      Inside the Eastern Palace, Crown Prince Xia Chongming was equally stunned and shaken. His expression darkened and shifted unpredictably. 
    

    

    
      Possessing a deep and calculating mind, he instantly connected the dots to many things.
    

    

    
      If the rumor were true, it would indeed be explosive.
    

    

    
      If the Demon Suppression King truly had an illegitimate child outside, then knowing the temperament of the old City Lord of Qilin City’s Sword Lodge, he might just draw his sword and rush to the southern border to confront him.
    

    

    
      “Did that wastrel mention who the child is?”
    

    

    
      Xia Chongming, intrigued by the gossip, ordered his retainers to go and inquire.
    

    

    
      An illegitimate child of questionable birth would only tarnish the Demon Suppression King’s reputation in court — which, of course, was to the Crown Prince’s benefit.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, in the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, the elders of the clan — including Shen Zhigao — all turned livid, their faces as dark as charcoal.
    

    

    
      They wished they could storm straight into Yuxian Pavilion and stuff something into Shen Yanzhou’s mouth. 
    

    

    
      That man really couldn’t keep any scandal to himself.
    

    

    
      Had he never heard the saying, “Family shame must not be spread outside”?
    

    

    
      Fortunately, the so-called “illegitimate child” was entirely fabricated. 
    

    

    
      A little clarification later would suffice. 
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou hadn’t mentioned anything about the real heir or the stand-in.
    

    

    
      “With that man’s brain, I doubt he could even figure it out.”
    

    

    
      “But perhaps it’s for the best. Using the ‘illegitimate child’ rumor to confuse the truth ahead of time — later, we can release the real information we prepared.”
    

    

    
      “Now we just need Jingxiao’s side to finish the arrangements.”
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao and several elders huddled together, discussing in low tones. 
    

    

    
      They believed everything was still within their control.
    

    

    
      In their original plan, they had intended to use an undercover agent planted within the Nether Sect to leak certain information, thereby stirring unrest in the capital and revealing the truth of the “swapped heir” incident that happened twenty years ago.
    

    

    
      However, the unexpected destruction of Tianji Studio had delayed those plans.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In the Wu Residence, Wu Ruyue, who had been waiting for news from Shen Yanzhou, knitted her brows tightly.
    

    

    
      She had naturally heard the rumors spreading outside.
    

    

    
      “As expected, just as Shen Yanzhou said — all of this is targeted at the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion. And now there are even rumors claiming that the Demon Suppression King has an illegitimate child…”
    

    

    
      “This morning, Shen Tian went to pay a visit to the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion. The timing of this rumor’s appearance is far too convenient.”
    

    

    
      “So this is the true goal of the Nether Sect — to throw the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion into the eye of the storm, causing chaos throughout the capital?”
    

    

    
      At that moment, countless thoughts ran through her mind. 
    

    

    
      The chill in her eyes was nearly impossible to contain.
    

    

    
      Were it not for fear of alarming the enemy, she would have already made a move — to seize Shen Tian, who was temporarily residing in the Wu Residence, and interrogate him directly.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Night fell. 
    

    

    
      The hour of the ox.
    

    

    
      Inside Yuxian Pavilion — still the same riverside room — the air was filled with laughter and the fragrance of powder and rouge.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, reeking of wine, sat sprawled upon a bamboo mat, his expression dazed from intoxication.
    

    

    
      Chunchao, who had originally stood outside the door with her sword, had been “coaxed” by Shen Yanzhou into coming inside. Her ever-present sword now rested in a corner.
    

    

    
      Several courtesans in daring dresses, baring large swathes of pale skin, took great delight in teasing the innocent, pure-hearted Chunchao — brushing against her and feeding her wine.
    

    

    
      Under Shen Yanzhou’s deliberate arrangement, a few cups of fruit wine later, her fair cheeks were flushed red. She felt dizzy and lightheaded, eventually leaning right into Shen Yanzhou’s arms.
    

    

    
      The faint fragrance that belonged only to Chunchao kept drifting into his nose.
    

    

    
      It was a scent distinct from that of rouge — like an orchid blooming quietly in a secluded valley at night: cool, clean, and intoxicatingly refreshing.
    

    

    
      “Chunchao, you’re drunk,” Shen Yanzhou said with a smile.
    

    

    
      The outside world’s rumors and gossip had nothing to do with him. 
    

    

    
      The entire day, he had been lost in this haze of drunken pleasure and indulgence.
    

    

    
      After all, by deliberately pushing the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion into the spotlight, he had reaped quite a few negative emotions.
    

    

    
      【Name: Shen Yanzhou】
    

    
      【Techniques: None】
    

    
      【Secret Arts: Selfless Sword Heart (Fragment, Minor Accomplishment 1/4)】
    

    
      【Realm: None】
    

    
      【Available Basic Points: 0 (421.21/100)】
    

    

    
      Over the past few days, all the accumulated negative emotions had nearly reached over four hundred points.
    

    

    
      “This fruit wine… there’s something wrong with it…”
    

    

    
      Chunchao’s cheeks were rosy, her originally tied black hair now loosened and cascading down. 
    

    

    
      She murmured softly, dazed.
    

    

    
      “You’re not that foolish after all.”
    

    

    
      With a faint smile, Shen Yanzhou lifted her from his lap and laid her gently onto the bed.
    

    

    
      The room was a mess — all the courtesans who had been serving them were lying drunk around the floor, their skirts disheveled and revealing glimpses of pale skin.
    

    

    
      “Are you sure this won’t cause any problems?”
    

    

    
      A sudden cold voice came from behind the screen. 
    

    

    
      Dressed in coarse hemp clothes, Chu Xiuer stood there with arms crossed, watching as Shen Yanzhou rose and tidied his robes.
    

    

    
      “There’ll be traces, of course,” Shen Yanzhou replied casually. “But that’s natural. Later, we’ll pin the blame on the Nether Sect. No one will doubt it.”
    

    

    
      Including Chunchao, all the wine they had drunk had been laced with a kind of drug called Rouge Soul-Dispelling Powder, a narcotic so subtle that even martial experts could be affected without realizing it.
    

    

    
      Afterward, they would remain unconscious for two or three days before waking.
    

    

    
      This kind of drug had always come from the hands of the Nether Sect — something far beyond what Shen Yanzhou could obtain with his current means.
    

    

    
      But… Fu Yuying, as the Saintess of the Southern Border, certainly had her ways to acquire it. 
    

    

    
      Since she had previously appeared at Tianji Studio and successfully framed the Primordial Demon Sect, naturally, she also had ways to shift the blame onto the Nether Sect.
    

    

    
      “Of course, the most important trace is still the Breath of the Netherworld.” Shen Yanzhou glanced at Chu Xiuer, as if to confirm.
    

    

    
      Chu Xiuer gave a light snort and carefully retrieved a white jade vial from her bosom. 
    

    

    
      The moment she uncorked it, a faint, shadowy aura drifted out — like an explosion of silent fireworks — spilling across the room. 
    

    

    
      The temperature dropped instantly, as if they had stepped into a burning inferno of the netherworld.
    

    

    
      “Though the Breath of the Netherworld is difficult to obtain, with the young lady’s methods, it wasn’t too hard to find,” she said, slightly tilting her delicate chin, her tone carrying a hint of pride.
    

    

    
      “With the Nether Sect’s usual style, if they kidnapped the Demon Suppression King’s heir, they would surely leave traces behind to claim the deed. That’s their way, after all…” Shen Yanzhou smiled faintly.
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he pulled from his robe a prepared slip of paper, upon which several vigorous brushstrokes read:
    

    

    
      “Hidden Moon Mountain, Forest of No Return, Shen Jingxiao, come in person.”
    

    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      After finishing his arrangements, Shen Yanzhou was the first to push open the back window, leaping over the courtyard wall beyond the inner room.
    

    

    
      Chu Xiuer followed closely after. 
    

    

    
      By now, it was well past the hour of the ox. Though faint lamplight still glimmered in the surrounding pavilions, the earlier liveliness was long gone.
    

    

    
      A short distance away, at the entrance of a nearby alley, a carriage draped entirely in white mourning cloth awaited them.
    

    

    
      In the Great Qian imperial capital, the city gates always opened early — typically at a quarter past the hour of the tiger.
    

    

    
      Anyone caught breaking curfew before that would be questioned by patrolling guards or night watchmen. Minor offenders would be flogged, while serious ones would be thrown into prison — only illness, childbirth, or death were exceptions.
    

    

    
      To safely avoid such inspections, Shen Yanzhou had long discussed the matter with Fu Yuying. With the many years of influence her Luofu Cloud Cavern held in the capital, arranging a fake “returning home for a funeral” story was hardly difficult.
    

    

    
      Inside the carriage filled with white mourning cloth, Shen Yanzhou saw Fu Yuying, now disguised.
    

    

    
      Unlike her usual alluring elegance, she had adopted a gentler demeanor. 
    

    

    
      Her beauty was toned down to something quietly graceful, her hair covered with white silk, and her clothes those of a mourning widow — giving her an indescribable charm.
    

    

    
      “Throughout the journey out of the capital, you and I shall pretend to be husband and wife. My current identity is that of a merchant’s daughter-in-law from the wealthy Li family of the capital — Lin Qingwan. You are Li Yun, the sickly young master of the Li family — proficient in all the vices of drinking, gambling, and womanizing, thus afflicted with venereal disease. This trip home is to bury your recently deceased grandmother…”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying sat upright, her demeanor calm yet serious, and gave these instructions to Shen Yanzhou as he entered the carriage.
    

    

    
      “Venereal disease…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou tugged slightly at the corner of his mouth — clearly, she had chosen that role for him intentionally, with a bit of hidden meaning.
    

    

    
      But he didn’t mind. 
    

    

    
      Once they left the capital, this false identity would barely matter.
    

    

    
      “Have you remembered it, Young Master Shen? Don’t make any mistakes.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying’s bright eyes fixed on him seriously.
    

    

    
      After all, this was a matter involving the “abduction” of the Demon Suppression King’s heir. A single misstep could bring total disaster upon her Luofu Cloud Cavern.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled lightly and nodded. “Your husband remembers, my dear wife.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying froze slightly — had he gotten into character that quickly, or was he just teasing her?
    

    

    
      “Xiuer, disguise Young Master Shen. As for his mannerisms, there’s no need to overdo it. The guards and night watchmen at the city gates won’t notice much.”
    

    

    
      She dismissed the matter with a calm tone.
    

    

    
      Chu Xiuer’s disguise skills were impeccable. Even the “birthmark” on her own cheek looked completely natural.
    

    

    
      While Chu Xiuer applied the disguise to Shen Yanzhou’s face, Fu Yuying pulled two Gu worms from her sleeve — one large and one small.
    

    

    
      They looked like flower-patterned butterflies, their luminous wings patterned like gnarled branches of an ancient tree, roots sprawling outward.
    

    

    
      “This is the Shewu Gu,” she explained.
    

    

    
      “It’s only of the Seventh Rank — it’ll last no more than three days.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded. 
    

    

    
      He already knew of the thing, having personally requested its use from Fu Yuying to ensure their safety during this mission.
    

    

    
      “Three days will be enough,” he said.
    

    

    
      Without another word, Fu Yuying raised her hand, scattering glimmers of crystalline light. 
    

    

    
      The two Gu worms flew apart — one landing on her palm, biting down gently; the other flew toward Shen Yanzhou and did the same.
    

    

    
      A cool sensation spread instantly as the worms’ essence merged with their bodies.
    

    

    
      Feeling a faint sting, Shen Yanzhou suddenly experienced a strange, indescribable connection — as though he and Fu Yuying shared an invisible bond, even an unspoken closeness.
    

    

    
      It was as if they were lovers bound by fate, sworn to live and die together, to walk the ends of the earth hand in hand.
    

    

    
      “So this is what it feels like to share life and death. Interesting,” Shen Yanzhou said with a soft smile.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying lowered her gaze, suppressing the odd feeling in her chest.
    

    

    
      The Shewu Gu’s “life-and-death link” was only a surface effect. 
    

    

    
      In truth, it caused their souls to harmonize, establishing a form of “spiritual resonance.”
    

    

    
      Originally, the couple who created the Shewu Gu had merely sought to perfect their love through it.
    

    

    
      Though she knew the feeling came from the Gu’s influence — not genuine emotion — she still found herself drawn to Shen Yanzhou, her heart stirring, her body craving closeness.
    

    

    
      Silently, Fu Yuying recited the Clear Heart Sutra, forcing herself to regain composure and dispel the stray emotions.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, watching her subconsciously cross her long, slender legs and brush back the hair from her forehead, also felt something unusual stir within him.
    

    

    
      He was a rational man — pure-minded and clear-headed. Though he had inherited much of the original body’s memories, he was not one to lose himself to desire. Yet as he looked at Fu Yuying now, he couldn’t deny it — she was beautiful, alluring even, and he couldn’t help wanting to move closer, to hold her, to…
    

    

    
      “Young Master Shen, are you thinking of something improper?”
    

    

    
      Feeling Shen Yanzhou’s intense gaze, Fu Yuying cast him a sideways glance — her tone light, but her certainty unmistakable.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou coughed lightly and turned his head away.
    

    

    
      “The Shewu Gu’s side effects are quite something…” he muttered, trying to change the subject.
    

    

    
      When they first met, Fu Yuying had seemed languid and seductive. But after spending more time with her, he found her temperament rather reserved.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying’s tone grew faint. “Since you were so insistent on using the Shewu Gu, I assumed you understood all its effects.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, despite his vast knowledge, only had the memory of the original host to rely on — and that offered limited understanding of this world.
    

    

    
      He had merely known that the Gu could bind two people’s lives together — nothing more.
    

    

    
      He chuckled softly. “Well, perhaps it’s for the best. Otherwise, people might realize we’re only pretending to be husband and wife.”
    

    

    
      “Right, my dear wife?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying ignored him, silently chanting the Clear Heart Sutra again.
    

    

    
      Before long, Chu Xiuer finished Shen Yanzhou’s disguise. 
    

    

    
      His once-handsome features became plain, his brows softer, and with his sickly complexion, he now looked every bit the frail young master bedridden with illness.
    

    

    
      “Still, I preferred the way you looked before…”
    

    

    
      Even Fu Yuying, who had been trying not to pay attention to him, couldn’t help glancing sideways — only to quietly look away again.
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      At the mouth of the alley, the funeral procession had already been arranged. 
    

    

    
      Amidst the fluttering yellow paper, wailing cries echoed, and the carriage slipped into the line, speeding all the way toward the northern gate.
    

    

    
      Along the way, patrol guards and night watchmen took notice and came forward to inspect the carriage, even checking the coffin being carried at the back.
    

    

    
      A few military guards frowned and opened the coffin lid. 
    

    

    
      Seeing only an elderly woman lying peacefully inside, silent and still, they finally waved their hands.
    

    

    
      After that, a man who looked like a steward stepped forward with a flattering smile, pulling a few money pouches from his belt and handing them over.
    

    

    
      Before long, as the fifth watch drums resounded, the heavy northern city gate creaked open. 
    

    

    
      In the faint light of dawn, the distant mountain ridges shimmered indistinctly. 
    

    

    
      According to protocol, the guards stationed at the gate came forward again to question and inspect the procession.
    

    

    
      Since the group had already passed the patrol and watchmen’s scrutiny, these gate guards were more casual, merely lifting the curtain for a quick glance.
    

    

    
      When it came to the carriage where Shen Yanzhou was seated, the guards’ attention immediately fell upon Fu Yuying, who was dressed in mourning white, her expression sorrowful. 
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, frail and sickly beside her, was all but ignored.
    

    

    
      “Truly a beauty, even in mourning clothes.”
    

    

    
      “What a pity—such a lovely woman, married to such a sickly man…”
    

    

    
      A few guards chuckled lewdly, showing no restraint in their regret. 
    

    

    
      Their gazes lingered brazenly on Fu Yuying’s graceful figure, paying no heed at all to the feeble invalid in the corner.
    

    

    
      Even though these men were mere gate sentinels, their position in the Imperial Capital was considered desirable and lucrative—one could not attain it without some connections or background.
    

    

    
      Ordinary merchants entering the capital were hardly worth their attention.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying remained demure and silent, pretending not to notice their stares.
    

    

    
      “What are you looking at? Keep staring and I’ll gouge your eyes out…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou suddenly flared in anger. 
    

    

    
      He rolled up his sleeves and tried to stand, but his frail body failed him—his sudden movement nearly sent him collapsing inside the carriage.
    

    

    
      “Hahaha, this sickly fellow…”
    

    

    
      “With a body like that, can you even satisfy your wife in bed?”
    

    

    
      The guards burst into raucous laughter.
    

    

    
      “You… You’re not allowed to look at my wife!”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s face flushed red with fury. 
    

    

    
      Perhaps due to his consumption, he was seized by a fit of coughing, yet he still protectively shielded Fu Yuying before him, even pulling her tightly into his arms.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying hadn’t expected Shen Yanzhou to act the part so convincingly; a flicker of astonishment crossed her face, and her delicate frame went rigid.
    

    

    
      In all her years, this was the first time she had been so closely embraced by a man. 
    

    

    
      Yet, thinking of their current circumstances, she could only silently recite to herself: “It’s nothing… Don’t fuss over propriety… It couldn’t be helped.” Forcing herself to remain calm, she nonetheless felt a faint flush creep up behind her pale, translucent ears.
    

    

    
      “This sickly man truly has his blessings…”
    

    

    
      The guards were filled with envy. 
    

    

    
      Though the woman before them was merely gentle and refined in countenance, the graceful curves hidden beneath her mourning robes stirred their lecherous thoughts.
    

    

    
      “What are you all doing?”
    

    

    
      A deep, scolding voice rang out. 
    

    

    
      The sound of armor clinking accompanied the approach of a burly man with a long blade at his waist and a thick beard on his face.
    

    

    
      “Gate Captain…”
    

    

    
      The guards immediately saluted and hastily dropped their playful demeanor.
    

    

    
      “Try such insolence again, and don’t blame me for being ruthless.”
    

    

    
      The burly man’s eyes glinted like cold lightning as he swept his gaze over them. 
    

    

    
      He knew these men’s temperaments well—relying on family connections, they often bullied and extorted traveling merchants.
    

    

    
      The guards fell silent.
    

    

    
      The burly man stepped forward himself to inspect the carriage carefully. 
    

    

    
      As a martial cultivator, a single glance told him the state of their qi and blood. 
    

    

    
      The sickly young master defending his wife was even weaker than expected—his vitality was thin, as though he had only a few years left to live.
    

    

    
      “Nothing seems wrong. You may go.”
    

    

    
      He waved them off and led the others away.
    

    

    
      Once the guards had gone far, Fu Yuying cast a sidelong glance at Shen Yanzhou, who was still holding her. 
    

    

    
      “Young Master Shen, how much longer do you plan on holding me?”
    

    

    
      “In times of urgency, such actions were not deliberate. I hope the Saintess will not take offense.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou released her with a faint smile.
    

    

    
      “I think you did it on purpose—trying to take advantage of my lady.”
    

    

    
      Chu Xiuer, who had been silent all along, puffed her cheeks and glared at him.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Chu Xiuer +3 +3 +3 +3…
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying ignored Shen Yanzhou, quietly raising a hand to tuck a few stray strands of hair behind her ear. 
    

    

    
      She could not tell whether it was due to the Shewu Gu, but her legs felt strangely weak, pressing together instinctively.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou glanced at her. 
    

    

    
      Under the flickering candlelight of the carriage, her face seemed far rosier than before—her brows, snowy neck, and the skin behind her ears all tinged with a porcelain blush.
    

    

    
      He truly hadn’t intended to take advantage of her. 
    

    

    
      It was merely the Shewu Gu’s influence that had prompted his impulsive action… Fortunately, Fu Yuying did not seem angry.
    

    

    
      Though there had been a brief mishap, things had gone far more smoothly than Shen Yanzhou had anticipated.
    

    

    
      After they had completely left the Imperial Capital behind, he lifted the carriage curtain and looked back. 
    

    

    
      The magnificent city that had imprisoned his former self for twenty years grew faint in the distance.
    

    

    
      “Now that I’m no longer bound by the Nether Curse… if I were to leave like this, would that not be, in a way, a vast sea where the fish may freely leap?”
    

    

    
      The thought flashed through Shen Yanzhou’s mind.
    

    

    
      But soon, he shook his head and dismissed it. 
    

    

    
      He had never been one to settle for small comfort.
    

    

    
      Since he had come to this world, he would harbor greater ambitions and schemes.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Something’s wrong! Something’s wrong—!”
    

    

    
      As dawn’s first light spilled into the riverside chamber of the Yuxian Pavilion, a panicked voice shattered the morning’s calm.
    

    

    
      Moments later, the manager in charge of the pavilion stood drenched in cold sweat, staring at the drunken courtesans sprawled across the floor. 
    

    

    
      His face turned ashen, lips trembling. 
    

    

    
      “What’s going on—what happened—where is Young Heir Shen? Where did the young heir go?”
    

    

    
      “Hurry, report to the authorities! Call the Chilin Guards and the Bureau of Immortal Inspection!”
    

    

    
      “And send someone to the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion—tell them the young heir has disappeared!”
    

    

    
      The servants behind him were trembling in fright at the sight before them.
    

    

    
      Last night, the Heir of the Demon Suppression King, Shen Yanzhou, had come to drown his sorrows. 
    

    

    
      He had booked the entire venue, drinking and carousing with the courtesans late into the night.
    

    

    
      But this morning, he was gone—and every courtesan in the room lay unconscious.
    

    

    
      “This is bad… That girl in red—wasn’t she the young heir’s maid? How is she unconscious as well?”
    

    

    
      The Yuxian Pavilion’s steward lifted the inner curtain, his whole body quivering as he saw Chunchao lying insensible on the couch.
    

    

    
      Under the very eyes of the Son of Heaven, who would dare abduct the Heir of the Demon Suppression King?
    

    

    
      He couldn’t bear the weight of such a crime. 
    

    

    
      Just the thought of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion coming to demand answers made his vision blur and his knees buckle—he could barely stand.
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      Not long after, the sound of clashing weapons came from outside the Yuxian Pavilion.
    

    

    
      One after another, soldiers in light armor rushed in with swords in hand. 
    

    

    
      Every suit of armor bore the scarlet emblem of a Xuan bird. 
    

    

    
      Their expressions were grim, filled with murderous intent—they were the Chilin Guards, responsible for the security of the capital.
    

    

    
      A burly man with a square face, thick black eyebrows, and a long blade at his waist was frowning as he examined the scene inside the room.
    

    

    
      The unconscious courtesans were all seized, but none had awakened.
    

    

    
      Only the red-robed girl lying on the bed seemed to have considerable cultivation; her eyes fluttered open hazily as she sat up in confusion, her clear pupils unfocused, completely unaware of what had happened before her.
    

    

    
      “Lord Zhou, you are wise and discerning—this matter has nothing to do with us at all…”
    

    

    
      “Everything was perfectly fine after midnight last night. The music was flowing, the laughter was lively—how the Heir went missing, we truly have no idea.”
    

    

    
      The steward of Yuxian Pavilion spoke with a wretched face to the burly man with the square face.
    

    

    
      After all, this was a place of pleasure. 
    

    

    
      He often dealt with the Chilin Guards and was rather familiar with Zhou Baihu before him.
    

    

    
      The burly man was named Zhou Yang. 
    

    

    
      Two nights ago, when Tianji Studio caught fire, he was the first to arrive on scene.
    

    

    
      Within the Chilin Guards of the capital, he held considerable prestige. 
    

    

    
      Over the years, he had captured many spies and infiltrators from demonic sects and the Nether Cult, earning numerous commendations.
    

    

    
      “There’s something strange in this wine.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yang picked up a bottle that had not been touched, brought it to his nose, and sniffed. 
    

    

    
      His brows furrowed deeply.
    

    

    
      “My Lord, this was found on the bamboo mat.” A constable handed over a slip of paper with flamboyant handwriting that carried an air of arrogance.
    

    

    
      “Hidden Moon Mountain, Forest of No Return — Shen Jingxiao, come meet me.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yang’s heart gave a jolt as soon as he saw the words. 
    

    

    
      As a Chilin Guard Captain, he was naturally familiar with both locations—each a perilous place in Yunzhou.
    

    

    
      And to directly call out the Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao, by name—
    

    

    
      The one who kidnapped the Heir was truly audacious beyond measure.
    

    

    
      “This is serious trouble…” Zhou Yang’s frown deepened. 
    

    

    
      He held no fondness for a wastrel like Shen Yanzhou—he only knew him as a troublemaker, bullying men and women alike—but should anything happen to him, for the entire Imperial Capital…
    

    

    
      “My Lord, the people from the Bureau of Immortal Inspection have arrived.”
    

    

    
      A voice announced from outside. 
    

    

    
      Soon after, a man and a woman stepped inside, descending the spiral stairs.
    

    

    
      The woman appeared to be in her early twenties, wearing an embroidered gown and gauze skirt. 
    

    

    
      Her hair was arranged in a cloudlike bun with a jade hairpin, her beauty dazzling, skin pale as snow, her figure graceful and curvaceous. 
    

    

    
      A small peach-blossom mark between her brows lent her an alluring charm.
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man beside her wore a blue robe and carried a black blade slanted at his waist. 
    

    

    
      His beard was unkempt, and a long scar marred his face—he looked nothing like an official, more like a rough martial wanderer.
    

    

    
      Yet both wore at their waists scarlet-gold tokens engraved with the crossed motifs of a blade and sword, from which emanated a faint, extraordinary immortal pressure.
    

    

    
      The Bureau of Immortal Inspection of Great Qian had been established since the founding of the dynasty by the First Emperor Zulong. 
    

    

    
      Its purpose was to oversee all immortal sects across the realm, maintaining order and law. 
    

    

    
      Its authority was immense—at times even independent of imperial power.
    

    

    
      Even the son of a sect leader, should he cause trouble within Great Qian and violate the laws, would be apprehended by the Bureau.
    

    

    
      “Lord Zhou.”
    

    

    
      The flower-robed woman smiled enchantingly, clearly familiar with Zhou Yang.
    

    

    
      “Immortal Officer Gu, Lord Chu…”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yang clasped his fists respectfully. 
    

    

    
      The woman in the flowered dress was named Gu Ruoxi—despite her youth and captivating demeanor, she was a cultivator of the Dao, already at the Seventh Rank, Foundation Establishment Realm, and not far from the Sixth Rank, Core Formation Realm.The scarred man was named Chu Dao, also a member of the Bureau, though not a formal officer—an “Immortal Attendant,” an external martial aide. 
    

    

    
      Because Dao cultivators often had frail bodies, they frequently required martial escorts.
    

    

    
      “Who are you people? Where is my Heir?”
    

    

    
      As Gu Ruoxi and Chu Dao entered the inner room to investigate, Chunchao’s consciousness gradually returned. 
    

    

    
      Her head ached dully, still heavy and clouded, but her strong will as one who had trained in swordsmanship since childhood helped her stay barely awake.
    

    

    
      “Your Heir was most likely kidnapped.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yang looked at the dazed, pretty young girl and sighed inwardly. 
    

    

    
      Why had the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion assigned such a young girl to protect Shen Yanzhou?
    

    

    
      The Heir had gone missing, and yet she was still in a stupor, clueless.
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      At those words, Chunchao suddenly came to full awareness. 
    

    

    
      Her clear, lake-like eyes widened instantly.
    

    

    
      She leapt up, grabbed her Chunchao Sword, and seemed ready to rush out in pursuit.
    

    

    
      “Where exactly are you going to chase him? You don’t even know when your Heir disappeared.” Gu Ruoxi looked at the confused young girl, chuckling softly as she pulled her back down.
    

    

    
      “How could the Heir just go missing…” Chunchao murmured blankly, still struggling to comprehend.
    

    

    
      Hadn’t they just been drinking together last night? She had only felt pity for Shen Yanzhou, and reluctantly drank some fruit wine when he insisted… then her head had begun to spin…
    

    

    
      “This method, and this lingering aura…”
    

    

    
      “It’s difficult not to suspect the handiwork of the Nether Cult.”
    

    

    
      Chu Dao took the slip of paper from Zhou Yang’s hand, sniffed it lightly, and his brows tightened.
    

    

    
      “Take all this wine back to the Bureau of Immortal Inspection. Have someone analyze its contents.” He waved a hand.
    

    

    
      “Whether it’s the Nether Cult or not, we’ll know as soon as we use the Manifestation Spell.”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi lightly waved her hand. 
    

    

    
      Her lips moved, muttering incantations, and then she flicked her slender fingers. 
    

    

    
      A pale-blue talisman shot forth, exploding in midair with a soft boom, scattering into countless points of light that rained down, enveloping the entire room.
    

    

    
      The next instant, under everyone’s astonished gaze, the room was plunged into darkness, as though all light had been devoured. 
    

    

    
      Then faint, eerie flames—like the fires of the underworld—flickered to life in the corners.
    

    

    
      “The Breath of the Netherworld—it really is the work of the Nether Cult.”
    

    

    
      “From the traces I’ve gathered, the Tianji Studio that burned two nights ago was likely one of their strongholds.”
    

    

    
      “Could the kidnapping of the Heir be connected to that incident?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yang, an experienced man, instantly grew grim-faced.
    

    

    
      Chunchao listened in confusion, her expression growing more bewildered—had the Nether Cult really appeared last night?
    

    

    
      Before long, people from the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion arrived as well. 
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao, who managed the household affairs, came in person, followed by many servants and attendants.
    

    

    
      “General Shen.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yang greeted Shen Zhigao respectfully. 
    

    

    
      The old retainers of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion had once fought alongside the Demon Suppression King, campaigning across the lands.
    

    

    
      In the days of His Majesty’s youth, they had accompanied him in battle. 
    

    

    
      Some had been ennobled as Assistant Generals of the Nation, others as Generals Upholding the Nation—their status high, their authority great.
    

    

    
      “How could Zhou’er be kidnapped out of nowhere? This is the Imperial Capital—the very heart of Great Qian! Who dares be so bold?”
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao’s face was grim, his voice laced with anger.
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      When the news reached them, the elders of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion were equally shocked. 
    

    

    
      None of them had expected that Shen Yanzhou would vanish overnight.
    

    

    
      Although this outcome suited their secret wishes, at this moment, they dared not show the slightest trace of it on their faces.
    

    

    
      “We are also investigating the matter. Please, General, quell your anger…” Zhou Yang bowed his head low.
    

    

    
      “At present, it seems that the people from the Nether Sect made their move. If we wish to rescue Heir Shen, the Demon Suppression King himself will have to go. 
    

    

    
      The Hidden Moon Mountain and the Forest of No Return—most likely, the Nether Sect will have already laid their ambushes in advance…” Gu Ruoxi spoke as she handed over a slip of paper.
    

    

    
      “Jingxiao is guarding the southern border, fending off the demon hordes. How could he possibly leave his post so easily?”
    

    

    
      “Zhou’er is the only heir of our mansion. Should anything happen to him, I will never forgive you. This is clearly a dereliction of duty on the part of your Chilin Guards.” Shen Zhigao’s expression grew darker still, his fury almost uncontrollable.
    

    

    
      Zhou Yang gave a bitter smile, unable to refute him. 
    

    

    
      Indeed, such a grave incident occurring during their routine patrol was a failure on their part.
    

    

    
      “First, surround the Yuxian Pavilion and investigate every room one by one. Since the Nether Sect managed to poison the wine, they must have planted spies within the establishment. See if we can trace their whereabouts through those spies…” Gu Ruoxi ordered.
    

    

    
      “If he was abducted last night, then by now he must have already been taken out of the city. Tracking them down will be as difficult as ascending the heavens.”
    

    

    
      Chu Dao sighed, his brows furrowing deeply. 
    

    

    
      A case of such magnitude, if not handled properly, would have dire repercussions. 
    

    

    
      The entire capital’s Chilin Guards, patrol guards, and watchmen would all likely be implicated.
    

    

    
      Today, it was the Heir of the Demon Suppression King who had been taken. 
    

    

    
      Tomorrow, could it be the young master of some other noble house?
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      Soon, the news that Shen Yanzhou, the heir of the Demon Suppression King, had been abducted by the Nether Sect from the Yuxian Pavilion the previous night spread throughout the entire capital, causing an uproar.
    

    

    
      Some clapped their hands in delight, believing that the Nether Sect had rid the world of a scourge—a deed worthy of celebration. 
    

    

    
      Others were shocked and fearful; if even the heir of the Demon Suppression King was unsafe, then the infiltration of the Nether Sect was far too deep. 
    

    

    
      Still more were filled with unease.
    

    

    
      After all, the Demon Suppression King had only this one son. 
    

    

    
      Should anything happen to him, who could say what impulsive actions the king might take?
    

    

    
      That very day, from grand mansions to bustling streets, from tea houses to taverns, all of the capital was abuzz with discussion of the event.
    

    

    
      Even in the depths of the imperial palace, Emperor Mingde—who had long refrained from interfering in state affairs—summoned his chief attendant to inquire about the matter. 
    

    

    
      Soon after, he issued an imperial order: the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion must be given an explanation.
    

    

    
      No matter the cost, the heir of the Demon Suppression King, Shen Yanzhou, must be brought safely back to the capital.
    

    

    
      The Chilin Guards and the patrol forces spent the entire day conducting searches at every market and street corner. 
    

    

    
      The strongholds of various immortal sects and Daoist lineages within the capital were all inspected one by one. 
    

    

    
      Informants and spies of every faction broke into cold sweats in fear.
    

    

    
      For a time, the entire capital was gripped by tension, the air thick with unease.
    

    

    
      “How come I haven’t received any word of this? Which branch did this?”
    

    

    
      “Could it be that after Tianji Studio’s base was destroyed, the headquarters launched this operation as retaliation—to show their strength?”
    

    

    
      “To pull off such a swift, grand move… The Holy Sect’s might remains as formidable as ever.”
    

    

    
      In a riverside courtyard within the capital, an old man in white robes sat in a meditation chamber, shock flashing across his face before it turned into wild delight.
    

    

    
      Across from him, a green-eyed young woman looked doubtful. 
    

    

    
      If this was truly the work of the Holy Sect, why had there been no message sent to their side?
    

    

    
      Something about this matter made her feel as if the blame had been suddenly thrust upon them.
    

    

    
      Still, to see the capital thrown into such a frenzy—soldiers on edge, paranoia spreading everywhere—it was quite satisfying. 
    

    

    
      This was exactly the sort of chaos that fit their style.
    

    

    
      Even if it was a false accusation… so be it.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      At the end of Vermilion Bird Street, within the Dragon-Tiger Institute, the students were in an uproar.
    

    

    
      “Wonderful! That wastrel finally got his retribution! Heaven’s cycle of karma never fails.”
    

    

    
      “The Nether Sect has committed evil for years, but this time they’ve done a good deed!”
    

    

    
      “Careful what you say, careful! Such talk is dangerous—it could be seen as destabilizing the capital…”
    

    

    
      Many students were gossiping, most with glee on their faces, while only a handful of noble-born disciples frowned, troubled by an unease they couldn’t name.
    

    

    
      “Brother Qi! Brother Qi! Great news!”
    

    

    
      On the second floor of the library, Qi Haoran was seated at a desk, reading an ancient text, when he heard his friend Liu Zi’an’s excited voice. 
    

    

    
      Moments later, he saw Liu Zi’an hurrying up the spiral staircase toward him.
    

    

    
      “What is it, Brother Zi’an?” Qi Haoran asked in surprise, gesturing for him to lower his voice.
    

    

    
      “That wastrel finally got what he deserved.”
    

    

    
      Liu Zi’an sat down beside him, his face alight with schadenfreude, and recounted the day’s explosive news that had shaken the capital.
    

    

    
      “Truly unexpected.”
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran was stunned after hearing it. 
    

    

    
      Then, a sudden thought flashed across his mind: if Shen Yanzhou were to die outside the capital, wouldn’t Zhao Qingchan be freed from her engagement to the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion?
    

    

    
      He knew such a thought was improper, contrary to all the teachings of the sages he had studied, yet once it surfaced, it spread uncontrollably.
    

    

    
      Yes—if that infuriating man were to die outside the capital, wouldn’t that be a cause for universal joy?
    

    

    
      In the inner courtyard of the Dragon-Tiger Institute, beneath a hibiscus tree in full bloom, Zhao Qingchan frowned deeply as a maidservant whispered in her ear.
    

    

    
      “Was the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion so lax in protecting their heir?”
    

    

    
      She was filled with doubt.
    

    

    
      After her conversation with Shen Yanzhou that day, she had faintly sensed there was more to him than met the eye. 
    

    

    
      Her intuition told her that his words carried hidden meaning, his mind harboring quiet wisdom.
    

    

    
      Yet only a few days later, he had been abducted by the Nether Sect?
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      At the Wu Residence, Wu Ruyue paced back and forth in the courtyard, her brows knitted. 
    

    

    
      Naturally, she too had heard the news of Shen Yanzhou’s abduction.
    

    

    
      “Master Shen had long foreseen that the Nether Sect would target him. His entry into the game was to use himself as bait.”
    

    

    
      “With the slightest misstep, he would be utterly destroyed—body and soul alike.”
    

    

    
      She gently caressed the jade communication talisman Shen Yanzhou had handed her when they last met.
    

    

    
      The current situation was unfolding exactly as he had predicted. 
    

    

    
      It was as if he had foreseen every step long ago and had even warned her in advance.
    

    

    
      At first, Wu Ruyue had been skeptical, not believing that the Nether Sect would dare to act so boldly.
    

    

    
      “Master Shen not only hid his brilliance and defiled his own name but also foresaw the future like a prophet. Such courage and foresight truly command admiration.”
    

    

    
      A feeling of inexpressible respect arose in her heart.
    

    

    
      She dared not delay. 
    

    

    
      After tidying up briefly, she donned her soft armor, took up her red-tasseled spear, and prepared to ride to the headquarters of the Chilin Guards.
    

    

    
      “Ruyue, why are you in such a hurry? Where are you headed?”
    

    

    
      But just as she was about to leave the residence, she encountered Shen Tian, who was walking out from the neighboring courtyard.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue stopped in her tracks, concealing the trace of coldness in her eyes. 
    

    

    
      Her expression returned to calm as she said naturally, “I am heading to the Chilin Guards. The capital is summoning all capable hands to discuss the rescue of Heir Shen. His Highness the Prince has treated me with kindness during his stay in the southern border. Now that the Heir suffers calamity, I cannot stand idly by. I wish to see if there is any way I can be of help.”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian’s brows furrowed slightly. 
    

    

    
      He knew that Wu Ruyue was one who repaid kindness, but to risk herself for such a wastrel—what was the point?
    

    

    
      “The Chilin Guards and the Bureau of Immortal Inspection are filled with experts. Although your martial cultivation is not weak, Ruyue, even if you involve yourself in this matter, I fear you won’t be of much help.”
    

    

    
      “That kind of wastrel, once falling into the hands of the Nether Sect, likely won’t live for long.” Shen Tian advised.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue glanced at him, her fists quietly tightening. 
    

    

    
      In the past, for the sake of their friendship, she had refrained from saying certain things.
    

    

    
      But now, setting aside her emotional bias, she realized Shen Tian was far less warm-hearted and kind than she had imagined.
    

    

    
      As the adopted son of the Demon Suppression King, who held great favor from him, Shen Tian’s attitude at this time was chilling. 
    

    

    
      Now that the King’s own son had been abducted, instead of thinking of ways to help, he was standing by with indifferent words.
    

    

    
      If it were merely because he still bore a grudge for being slapped by Shen Yanzhou that day, she could have understood.
    

    

    
      But judging from the recent chain of coincidences—Shen Tian had just visited the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion that day, soon after, rumors of the King’s illegitimate child spread, and that very night Shen Yanzhou was abducted by the Nether Sect…
    

    

    
      It was all far too coincidental.
    

    

    
      A bold suspicion began forming in Wu Ruyue’s mind… If Shen Yanzhou were to die, and Shen Tian’s identity as the Demon Suppression King’s illegitimate son were “confirmed,” then the one who stood to gain the most—and who wished for Shen Yanzhou’s death—would undoubtedly be Shen Tian himself.
    

    

    
      The mastermind behind all of this… might very well be the man before her, who appeared harmless and mild.
    

    

    
      Taking a deep breath, Wu Ruyue forced herself to remain calm. 
    

    

    
      Her tone was cold and firm as she said, “So what if my strength is low? As long as I am true to my conscience, that is enough.”
    

    

    
      Without another word, she turned away from Shen Tian and went straight to the stables to ready her horse.
    

    

    
      “Why does it feel like Ruyue’s attitude toward me has changed these past few days? She’s been colder, more distant…”
    

    

    
      “I haven’t done anything, though.”
    

    

    
      “Could it be because I left the residence without telling her these few days, making her think I was hiding something? A woman’s heart—truly as unfathomable as the sea.”
    

    

    
      Watching Wu Ruyue’s departing figure, Shen Tian frowned.
    

    

    
      However, he was not one to linger over matters of affection; there were far more important things at hand.
    

    

    
      Just yesterday, he had been thinking of a way to make that wastrel vanish quietly—how convenient that the Nether Sect had taken action first.
    

    

    
      “Hidden Moon Mountain, Forest of No Return… Yunzhou isn’t far from the capital.”
    

    

    
      “With my speed, I can set off ahead of those going to rescue Shen Yanzhou, then find a way to catch up afterward.”
    

    

    
      “This is truly heaven’s gift—an excellent opportunity to see him die miserably outside the capital.”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian’s eyes turned cold, killing intent surging within them. 
    

    

    
      He lightly brushed the sword case strapped to his back. 
    

    

    
      At a critical moment, he could even make use of a hidden trump card.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      Inside the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, the atmosphere was grave and heavy.
    

    

    
      Several elders gathered within the ancestral hall. 
    

    

    
      In the center stood a Voice-Echo Stone, upon which the projection of the Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao, appeared.
    

    

    
      He wore a faint smile, his bearing refined and composed. 
    

    

    
      Despite Shen Yanzhou’s abduction, there was no trace of worry on his face—he was as calm as if an insignificant ant had been swept away by the wind.
    

    

    
      “How was Tian’er’s interaction with the Princess Consort yesterday?” Shen Jingxiao instead asked about that.
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao replied, “It went fairly well. The Princess Consort seems to think quite highly of Shen Tian. It’s just that, at a crucial moment, Shen Yanzhou suddenly disrupted them, ruining their conversation…”
    

    

    
      “Childish temperament—good only at causing trouble, never at accomplishing anything.” Shen Jingxiao shook his head.
    

    

    
      “Was it truly the Nether Sect that abducted Shen Yanzhou?” an elder asked, frowning.
    

    

    
      “It appears to be their doing, but the Nether Sect isn’t that foolish. This brings them no benefit—on the contrary, it places them under the empire’s scrutiny.”
    

    

    
      “No, this seems more like a deliberate framing.” Shen Jingxiao lifted his teacup and took a slow sip.
    

    

    
      “Then what shall we do? The entire capital is watching. We can’t just ignore it and let him fend for himself, can we? If you don’t show yourself, the court may accuse you of being heartless.” Shen Zhigao’s expression was troubled.
    

    

    
      “I am stationed in the southern border and cannot leave my post. How could the court call me heartless? They will only praise me for putting the greater good above personal feelings—willing to sacrifice my son for the stability of the realm.” Shen Jingxiao smiled faintly.
    

    

    
      He didn’t care which faction had abducted Shen Yanzhou. 
    

    

    
      To him, whoever did it had merely done him a favor, ridding him of a stain—he was grateful, not angry.
    

    

    
      It was a gain both in name and in benefit.
    

    

    
      The gathered elders nodded. 
    

    

    
      They too did not wish for Shen Jingxiao to take risks. 
    

    

    
      Whoever dared use Shen Yanzhou as leverage would gain nothing but failure.
    

    

    
      “Of course, we must still make a show of proper effort. Also, keep an eye on the Princess Consort—make sure she doesn’t do anything foolish. The court will do its best to organize a rescue.”
    

    

    
      “But whether he lives or dies… will depend on his own fate.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao spoke indifferently. 
    

    

    
      He still held the Nether Gu and could, through that faint connection, locate Shen Yanzhou’s position and send experts to rescue him.
    

    

    
      But… there was no need. 
    

    

    
      The value of that chess piece had already been exhausted. 
    

    

    
      To discard it now was only natural.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      At the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard, Chunchao stood quietly with her head bowed beside Princess Consort Yu Chenyu, recounting everything that had happened the previous day—how Shen Yanzhou left the mansion, went to the Yuxian Pavilion, and drank himself into oblivion.
    

    

    
      She even repeated every word Shen Yanzhou had said, for as a sword prodigy, her memory was exceptionally sharp. 
    

    

    
      Nothing was omitted, except for what happened after he lost consciousness.
    

    

    
      Having caused such a serious incident, Chunchao had thought she would be harshly punished by Yu Chenyu. 
    

    

    
      Yet to her surprise, not a single scolding word came.
    

    

    
      After listening to everything that had happened, Yu Chenyu fell silent, lost in thought.
    

    

    
      “Those ridiculous words from yesterday… were they perhaps hiding his true thoughts?”
    

    

    
      “Heh, so his wings have grown hard, and now he wishes to break free of his cage…”
    

    

    
      After a moment, Yu Chenyu rubbed her temples gently and let out a faint, cold smile.
    

    

    
      Chunchao, not understanding, looked puzzled and asked, “Will we go and rescue the Heir?”
    

    

    
      “Rescue?”
    

    

    
      “Rescue him for what? If he refuses to listen, then let him suffer some hardships outside.”
    

    

    
      “He thinks that with a bit of wit, he can stir up the storm in this whirlpool? Let’s see if he truly has the ability. When he’s completely drowned, only then will he know regret.”
    

    

    
      For the first time, the always cool and detached Yu Chenyu showed genuine anger.
    

    

    
      This was different from feigned displeasure—it came from her heart.
    

    

    
      She had believed Shen Yanzhou would quietly stay by her side, where at least she could ensure his safety within the treacherous capital.
    

    

    
      Even if the truth about his identity as the real or false heir were to be exposed later, she could have still protected him all his life.
    

    

    
      But this man—clever, self-willed, and self-righteous—truly thought that leaving the capital and escaping the whirlpool would mean safety?
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      Chunchao still could not understand. 
    

    

    
      Hadn’t the Heir been abducted by the people of the Nether Sect? What did that have to do with him being “too clever for his own good”?
    

    

    
      “Then… should we just let the Heir live or die on his own?” Chunchao could not help but ask.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu gave her a glance and immediately realized that this girl truly had no brains—especially when compared to Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      “He wasn’t abducted by the Nether Sect. This was merely a play he directed and acted in himself. Otherwise, what do you think the reason was that he kept making you drink?”
    

    

    
      “And why did you so easily lower your guard?” she said faintly.
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      “???”
    

    

    
      Chunchao was utterly shaken. 
    

    

    
      She seemed to finally start putting the pieces together—so all of this had been an act staged by the Heir himself?
    

    

    
      Who on earth had helped him perform this ridiculous play? Could it be that ugly woman in hemp clothes they’d seen that day, from the Luofu Cloud Cavern?
    

    

    
      Then what was his purpose in doing all this? To completely flee and never return to the Imperial Capital?
    

    

    
      No wonder the Princess Consort had been so angry.
    

    

    
      Looking at the dazed and foolish Chunchao, Yu Chenyu waved her hand impatiently, signaling for her to leave.
    

    

    
      For so many years, it was the first time her emotions had fluctuated so wildly—there was even a trace of inexplicable irritation.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t that the situation had exceeded her control. 
    

    

    
      Rather, it felt as if the little bird she had raised for twenty years had, in a moment of carelessness, quietly slipped free from its cage and flown far, far away.
    

    

    
      Though this would not affect her in the slightest, she nonetheless felt an unexplainable emptiness.
    

    

    
      “Nothing ever happens without a reason. He never had any thought of leaving the capital before.”
    

    

    
      “Could it be that after meeting Shen Tian yesterday, this thought suddenly took root? Does he really believe that Shen Tian is my child?”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu began reviewing everything again. 
    

    

    
      She was still used to that feeling of having everything under control.
    

    

    
      But as she kept replaying it in her mind, she couldn’t help developing a headache. Because even she couldn’t tell whether Shen Yanzhou’s sudden tantrum yesterday had been deliberate—or if he had simply used it as an excuse to voice what was truly in his heart.
    

    

    
      “To think that I am now letting my emotions be affected by someone…”
    

    

    
      “Forget it. If you believe the world outside the cage is safer, then go.”
    

    

    
      “I return your freedom to you.”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu closed her eyes. If she wished, she had countless means to bring Shen Yanzhou back—no matter if he fled to the ends of the earth, as long as he remained within this land.
    

    

    
      However, since Shen Yanzhou had chosen to conceal the truth from her and leave, she would respect that decision.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      To the north of the Imperial Capital of the Great Qian Dynasty lay Yun Prefecture, a land filled with vast rainforests and miasma.
    

    

    
      For nearly three hundred sixty-five days a year, the skies remained draped in mist and drizzle. 
    

    

    
      Deep within, fog rolled endlessly, and towering trees stretched their branches high into the clouds, making it difficult to ever see a clear sky.
    

    

    
      At that moment, a modestly decorated black-lacquered cloud carriage sped through the air, driven by an old woman in colorful robes. 
    

    

    
      Its speed wasn’t fast, for dense leaves shrouded the way and waves of fog drifted by; even if one looked up, they might not notice it at all.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou sat with his legs hanging off the back of the cloud carriage, resting his chin in his hand as he watched the scenery below.
    

    

    
      The original Shen Yanzhou had never left the Imperial Capital and had no memories of the outside world. 
    

    

    
      He had been like a bird caged all its life—though it might sometimes yearn for the vast skies beyond, in the end its wings would only break and fall in sorrow.
    

    

    
      Such a boundless, primeval rainforest—he had never seen before.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Chunchao +6 +6 +6…
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Yu Chenyu +33 +34 +41…
    

    

    
      “It seems that my leaving the capital without saying a word to Yu Chenyu has put her in quite a foul mood.”
    

    

    
      “She actually provided me with so much negative emotion at once.”
    

    

    
      As the notification echoed in his mind, Shen Yanzhou’s thoughts returned to the present.
    

    

    
      He knew that with Yu Chenyu’s level of scheming, she would see through what had happened in an instant.
    

    

    
      But that was precisely the effect he had wanted.
    

    

    
      It also served to confirm something for him—Yu Chenyu had, indeed, grown accustomed to his presence. 
    

    

    
      Otherwise, she wouldn’t have reacted with such anger.
    

    

    
      “We still need to move faster—try to arrive within a day.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou pulled his body back into the carriage.
    

    

    
      After leaving the Imperial Capital, they had split from the funeral procession, traveling in two groups—one along the official road, the other led by an elder of the Luofu Cloud Cavern, who piloted the cloud carriage through the skies toward Hidden Moon Mountain.
    

    

    
      “Why must we go to Hidden Moon Mountain?”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying sat properly within the carriage, sipping tea in small, delicate sips. Inside were multiple formations set up, so no matter how fierce the wind roared outside, it didn’t affect the tranquility within.
    

    

    
      She disliked the look of mourning attire. Shortly after leaving the capital, she had driven Shen Yanzhou off the carriage, set up a sound-isolating formation, and changed into a pale gauze dress that flattered her slender waist and figure.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou found it hard to understand her obsession with appearance. Were all women, no matter how clever and capable, the same in that regard?
    

    

    
      “Naturally, because the terrain there is treacherous—perfect for an ambush. For your Luofu Cloud Cavern to capture Shen Tian, you can prepare in advance.”
    

    

    
      He replied casually, then unceremoniously took another cup of tea from before her, blew on it, and began to drink.
    

    

    
      “You’re definitely hiding something from me. Yun Prefecture has many perilous lands—the Forest of No Return, Thunderfall Pool, Hidden Flood Cave… all of which are much closer to the capital. Yet you chose the distant Hidden Moon Mountain.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying’s bright eyes fixed on him.
    

    

    
      Naturally, Shen Yanzhou couldn’t tell her the real reason—that he was after the cultivation technique which, in the original plot, even the aged Martial God had exhausted his entire life trying and still failed to comprehend.
    

    

    
      A technique that utterly defied this world’s established logic and limits.
    

    

    
      “Truly, nothing can be hidden from you. I do have a little selfish motive.”
    

    

    
      “I’ve heard that Hidden Moon Mountain is the tallest peak in Yun Prefecture. When the moon hides in the vast sky, the sun rises from the east. I spent the first half of my life trapped in the Imperial Capital. My greatest wish has always been to see the Eastern Sea, or at least to watch with my own eyes how the sun rises and sets in this world…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou spoke with a free and unrestrained smile.
    

    

    
      In truth, he wasn’t lying. 
    

    

    
      The original Shen Yanzhou had appeared to be a frivolous wastrel, but his heart had always been delicate. 
    

    

    
      He simply never dared to express it. 
    

    

    
      Watching the sea, the sunrise, and sunset had been one of the deepest, most hidden wishes within his heart.
    

    

    
      Hearing this, not only Fu Yuying but even Chu Xiuer, who had been yawning at the side, were both stunned.
    

    

    
      The two women looked at Shen Yanzhou’s bright, carefree smile, and a strange feeling quietly welled up within them.
    

    

    
      He probably had never left that grand and bustling city his whole life—no wonder he looked so curious and fascinated by everything along the way…
    

    

    
      “I’m sorry…”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying murmured, a tinge of guilt rising within her heart. 
    

    

    
      At that moment, Shen Yanzhou seemed… more human.
    

    

    
      He appeared calm and confident, as if everything were within his grasp, as though nothing in the world could ever disturb his emotions.
    

    
      But in truth, he too must have had his own joys and sorrows.
    

    

    
      “Saintess, there’s no need to apologize. After all, we’re merely partners in cooperation. Isn’t it only natural that you’d be suspicious of me?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou shrugged his shoulders, still wearing that easy, carefree smile, as if he truly did not care.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying nodded slightly and did not press further on the subject. 
    

    

    
      She lifted the curtain beside her and looked outside. 
    

    

    
      The sky in the distance was heavy and dark; low-hanging clouds seemed ready to spill over at any moment.
    

    

    
      “Once we pass through the Clouded Path ahead and travel another thirty li, we’ll be even closer to Hidden Moon Mountain.”
    

    

    
      “It’s not ideal to travel at night. These areas are teeming with mounted bandits who love nothing more than to spot the glow of campfires after dark and ambush caravans.”
    

    

    
      “However, this cloud carriage is shielded by a Concealment Formation. Unless those bandits have a cultivator of the Daoist path among them, they won’t notice us.” She spoke softly.
    

    

    
      “What kind of bandits would dare to rob us?”
    

    

    
      Chu Xiuer snorted lightly, clearly unconcerned.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou glanced at her and said with a smile, “It’s not a matter of daring or not. The kind of bandits who can take root in Yun Prefecture—so close to the Imperial Capital—are always backed by powers you can’t imagine. The caravans that pass through these parts understand this well, so they often wisely pay a bit of toll money.”
    

    

    
      “By now, the news of my so-called abduction by the Nether Sect must have spread like wildfire throughout the capital. Before the truth about the real Heir is exposed, the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, along with the Chilin Guards and the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, will undoubtedly spare no effort to investigate.”
    

    

    
      “Hidden Moon Mountain lies within Yun Prefecture. Do you think the bandit gangs entrenched in this area haven’t already caught wind of it?”
    

    

    
      Chu Xiuer froze. 
    

    

    
      With her intellect, she naturally could not keep up with such reasoning.
    

    

    
      “So troublesome…” she muttered softly, lowering her head.
    

    

    
      “All the official roads leading to Hidden Moon Mountain are surely already under surveillance. Once anyone resembling Young Master Shen is spotted, word will immediately be passed along.”
    

    

    
      “If there are any casualties along the way, it’ll only draw even more attention. That’s why I’ve already arranged for someone in the other convoy to impersonate you, Young Master Shen—to mislead and confuse the pursuit.”
    

    

    
      “This time, by using you as bait, we’ll draw not only the Demon Suppression Prince’s enemies, but also those with other ulterior motives—those who wish to see the world descend further into chaos,” Fu Yuying said softly.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou hadn’t expected Fu Yuying to make such arrangements. 
    

    

    
      He had considered it before, but found it unnecessary—after all, he intended to eventually expose his own whereabouts anyway.
    

    

    
      However, Fu Yuying’s line of thought clearly came from another perspective.
    

    

    
      “How much strength has your Luofu Cloud Cavern prepared for this ambush against Shen Tian?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou lightly tapped the window frame with his slender fingers, his gaze turning to the scenery outside as his thoughts churned.
    

    

    
      He knew full well what kind of trump cards Shen Tian possessed—it would not be easy to take him down completely.
    

    

    
      His true purpose had only been to use Fu Yuying and her people as a means to escape the capital smoothly.
    

    

    
      As for what kind of revenge the Luofu Cloud Cavern would face afterward once the truth came to light, he truly did not care.
    

    

    
      Yet now, after hearing Fu Yuying’s words, he began to think a little more deeply. This woman, hailed as the unrivaled beauty of Southern Frontier—clever, calculating, and able to plan three steps ahead—might seem trusting, but she certainly had contingencies of her own.
    

    

    
      Perhaps… he could test it.
    

    
      To see if it was possible to kill Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying thought for a moment after hearing his question, but did not conceal anything, despite it being sect intelligence. She answered frankly, “All the experts near the Imperial Capital have already been mobilized. From neighboring Lei Prefecture, elders and disciples are also en route. To ensure nothing goes wrong, our sect’s upper ranks have secretly contacted the other sects in the Southern Frontier—such as the Five Poisons Cult, the Ancient Nanzhao Sect, and the Yunshen Sect—but it’s difficult to gather too many people in a short time…”
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression King’s dominance in the Southern Frontier was too great. 
    

    

    
      Many hidden sects had no choice but to contract their territories and restrain their disciples. But if this continued indefinitely, their lands would eventually be devoured, and they would all become slaves under his rule.
    

    

    
      Thus, none of them would easily pass up this rare opportunity to fight back.
    

    

    
      “These forces…” Shen Yanzhou frowned.
    

    

    
      “The majority of the disciples are in the Seventh Rank, Bone-forging Realm, or Sixth Rank, Shamanic Priest Realm. In secret, several elders of the Fifth Rank, Ghost King Realm, will guard the formation. With the array we’ve set up in advance, it should be enough to take down Shen Tian.”
    

    

    
      “Of course, that’s on the condition that he actually comes,” Fu Yuying continued.
    

    

    
      The hidden sects of the Southern Frontier mostly cultivated in the Shamanic system, rarely practicing Daoist techniques.
    

    

    
      Martial, Daoist, Confucian, Buddhist, and Shamanic paths—all shared the same nine-grade structure, divided into lower, middle, upper, and pinnacle stages.
    

    

    
      “Shen Tian will definitely come. There’s no doubt about that. But with only this much power… it’s still not enough.” Shen Yanzhou rubbed his brow.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying looked at him in surprise. 
    

    

    
      Shen Tian was but a single person. 
    

    

    
      Even if he carried the protective talismans gifted by the Demon Suppression King, or other hidden trump cards, this force was strong enough to deal with a Fourth Rank expert.
    

    

    
      “I’ve long had a suspicion, though I lacked evidence. But now, it seems I must take this possibility into account.”
    

    

    
      “Before his training in the Southern Frontier, Shen Tian cultivated in the Pure Pavilion of the Ten-Thousand-Mile Sword Court—a fact known to very few.”
    

    

    
      “His foster mother in name, and also his master, should be none other than the Sword Immortal who once repelled a hundred thousand troops of Beiyu with nine strikes of her sword.” Shen Yanzhou spoke solemnly as he looked at Fu Yuying.
    

    

    
      “What…”
    

    

    
      At his words, Fu Yuying’s ever-serene and cool expression was, for the first time, replaced by shock and disbelief.
    

    

    
      “The one presiding over the Pure Pavilion of the Ten-Thousand-Mile Sword Court—Tantai Yuxian?”
    

    

    
      Even Chu Xiuer could not help but cry out.
    

    

    
      That Sword Immortal, whose sword light once chilled the entire Northern Desert Prefecture and whose name shook the world—was actually Shen Tian’s master, even his foster mother?
    

    

    
      Wasn’t it said that the Sword Immortal never accepted disciples, devoted solely to the pursuit of the supreme sword path? That she had spent twenty years in seclusion at the Pure Pavilion, meditating on the sword in order to break through the First Rank, never once descending the mountain?
    

    

    
      “Is this information true or false?”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying’s heart trembled violently.
    

    

    
      “Most likely true,” Shen Yanzhou replied.
    

    
      As someone who knew the original plot, he naturally knew this to be fact. Yet since he could not explain it otherwise, he could only make it sound like speculation.
    

    

    
      Within the sword case Shen Tian carried on his back were, aside from the jade sword gifted by Tantai Yuxian when he left the mountain, three strands of natal sword qi.
    

    

    
      One was hidden within his brow’s spiritual sea, fused with his martial soul.
    

    

    
      The other two were sealed within the swords Xiuyun and Huixue.
    

    

    
      Once unleashed, each could slay a typical Third Rank cultivator.
    

    

    
      In other words, though Shen Tian was only at the Sixth Rank, wielding those two swords alone would allow him to slay two Third Rank opponents.
    

    

    
      Such a trump card made Shen Yanzhou’s teeth ache with envy. That was why, back in the capital, he had never once considered how he might kill Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The cloud carriage continued flying above the dense forest.
    

    

    
      Fine rain began to drift from the sky, and the heavens grew darker still.
    

    
      Fu Yuying fell into a long, heavy silence.
    

    

    
      Had it not been for this revelation, the plans she had so carefully laid out might truly have been enough to capture Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      Yet now, with this new knowledge suddenly revealed by Shen Yanzhou—
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      “Did Young Master Shen suddenly think of some way to capture him—or perhaps, to eliminate him?”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying was a clever woman. 
    

    

    
      She did not grow angry over Shen Yanzhou’s earlier concealment of information. 
    

    

    
      The two of them were, after all, merely partners in cooperation. 
    

    

    
      How could anyone expect mutual trust after only a few brief meetings?
    

    

    
      Instead, Shen Yanzhou’s willingness to reveal such vital information now made her feel a trace of gratitude.
    

    

    
      If he had chosen to keep it to himself...
    

    

    
      Then when the many experts of Luofu Cloud Cavern took action, the losses would surely have been disastrous.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded slightly, his expression showing approval as he said, “The Saintess is indeed intelligent as snow. According to my estimation, Shen Tian’s trump card can only be used three times. That means you have three opportunities, and each time you must go all out—force him to use one of them.”
    

    

    
      “When those three chances are exhausted, Shen Tian will naturally become fish on the chopping board, ready for you to carve up as you please.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying looked deeply at Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      He called it an estimation, yet his tone was firm and certain. 
    

    

    
      How exactly did he come by such information?
    

    

    
      When he had still been in the capital, one might have said his insight came from his meticulous mind, from piecing together clues and whispers to form conclusions.
    

    

    
      But this—this kind of information that bordered on personal secrets—how could he possibly know?
    

    

    
      Unless behind him... there existed some unfathomably mysterious power—or perhaps, some hidden being?
    

    

    
      “With the Sword Immortal from the Ten-Thousand-Mile Sword Court of the North Sea as his benefactor, if she truly bestowed such a trump card upon Shen Tian, it might be enough to threaten even a low-level Third Rank expert.”
    

    

    
      “I’ll have to change my plans.” Fu Yuying’s brows drew together slightly as she sank into thought.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, in the capital, within a grand pavilion adorned with soaring eaves and guarded at the gate by two stone qilin—
    

    

    
      Rows of Chilin Guards stood sternly in formation, each with a long blade at their side and armor gleaming under the lantern light. 
    

    

    
      Hundred-household Officer Zhou Yang also stood obediently in the back.
    

    

    
      A middle-aged man dressed in crimson gauze official robes paced back and forth with furrowed brows.
    

    

    
      His outer robe was embroidered with vibrant brocade, his sleeves lined with intricate patterns, and at his waist hung a braided official sash. 
    

    

    
      On his collar and cuffs were embroidered qilin and lions—this was none other than Liu Ci, the Pacification Officer in charge of the recent case of Shen Yanzhou’s abduction.
    

    

    
      Since its founding, the Chilin Guards had served not only as imperial protectors but also as enforcers of law and order throughout the empire. 
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s kidnapping in the capital had caused an uproar—an event that shook the court and unsettled the populace.
    

    

    
      Even Emperor Mingde, who had long abstained from daily governance, personally decreed that the Heir of the Demon Suppression King, Shen Yanzhou, must be brought safely home.
    

    

    
      The Commander himself had issued orders, summoning the thousand-household and hundred-household officers of all divisions to discuss strategies and devise countermeasures.
    

    

    
      It could be said that this incident stirred greater waves than even the attack and fire that struck the Demon Suppression Princess Consort and her newborn son twenty years prior.
    

    

    
      The act of the Nether Cult was not only a blatant affront to imperial authority and law but also a direct challenge to the capital’s security.
    

    

    
      From that day on, the gates of the capital became far more strictly guarded; endless inspections and interrogations made the traveling merchant caravans suffer bitterly.
    

    

    
      The many factions with hidden strongholds within the city were on edge as well, fearful that the Bureau of Immortal Inspection would arrive wielding their Mirror of True Hearts for questioning.
    

    

    
      “Everyone who left the capital before dawn has been strictly inspected,” one officer reported. 
    

    

    
      “The possibility that the Heir is still hidden within the city is minimal.”
    

    

    
      “To smuggle a living person out of the capital is no easy matter. 
    

    

    
      After the city gates were opened, who were the suspicious ones that departed?” asked Liu Ci.
    

    

    
      “Reporting, my lord,” said a thousand-household officer. 
    

    

    
      “According to messages from the gate captains, the only likely suspect would be the wealthy Li Family on Panxi Street. They held a funeral last night, claiming to escort their deceased matron back to her hometown.”
    

    

    
      “Investigators have already gone to the Li Residence. The place is empty now. Aside from a few ignorant maids and servants, the rest of the family has vanished without a trace…”
    

    

    
      Liu Ci rubbed his temples. 
    

    

    
      “The Nether Cult truly is like a lingering ghost—its roots run deep.”
    

    

    
      “For now, the only course is to gather capable experts and coordinate with the Immortal Officers of the Bureau of Immortal Inspection. The Demon Suppression King is also pressing the matter—he personally sent a letter to the Commander. 
    

    

    
      The southern frontier is in peril; the winter frost is melting, spring is coming, and that is precisely when the demon clans grow most restless…”
    

    

    
      “At such a time, the Demon Suppression King cannot possibly leave his post,” the officer said worriedly.
    

    

    
      “The Bureau is already preparing the Moon-Chasing Vessel. At its speed, it should reach Hidden Moon Mountain within a day.”
    

    

    
      “But what if the Nether Cult is only using that as a diversion, and never actually took him there?” Liu Ci frowned.
    

    

    
      As they discussed the matter, several figures arrived at the Chilin Guards’ training ground—it was the retainers and guest experts from the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      Elder Mo, who had often accompanied Shen Yanzhou, was among them.
    

    

    
      Most of these men possessed the strength of Sixth Rank, Mountain-moving Realm martial artists.
    

    

    
      Among them stood a white-robed Daoist with a clear, sharp face and a long beard. 
    

    

    
      His aura was refined and flowing; every breath he took seemed to harmonize with the surrounding breeze. 
    

    

    
      He was clearly a Sixth Rank, Core-condensing Daoist expert.
    

    

    
      Liu Ci stepped out of the building, bowed slightly to the group, though inwardly he was startled.
    

    

    
      Was this… all they had?
    

    

    
      Could it be that the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion in the capital truly had so few experts—that not even a single Fourth Rank stood among them?
    

    

    
      Still, he showed none of his doubts on his face.
    

    

    
      “Lord Liu Ci.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, a crisp and vigorous voice came from outside the training ground. 
    

    

    
      A woman strode in, her long black hair tied back in a high ponytail. 
    

    

    
      She wore a suit of silver soft armor and held a red-tasseled spear in hand. 
    

    

    
      Her whole being resembled an unsheathed sword—sharp and commanding.
    

    

    
      “Miss Wu Ruyue? What brings you here?”
    

    

    
      Liu Ci was taken aback.
    

    

    
      The gathered Chilin Guards also looked on in surprise—why had Wu Ruyue come here?
    

    

    
      As the martial champion once personally honored by Emperor Mingde during the palace examinations, Wu Ruyue had nearly joined the Chilin Guards herself.
    

    

    
      However, longing for the life of a frontier soldier, she had chosen instead to serve in the border armies for experience, never settling in the capital.
    

    

    
      Hundred-household Officer Zhou Yang’s expression grew complicated. 
    

    

    
      He had once sparred with her, and even when using his full strength, he had been unable to shake her in the slightest. 
    

    

    
      The encounter left a deep impression.
    

    

    
      Though he admired Wu Ruyue, he could only keep such feelings buried deep within his heart.
    

    

    
      “I heard that Heir Shen was captured by the Nether Cult and that the Chilin Guards are gathering the city’s experts to plan a rescue. Remembering the Demon Suppression King’s kindness to the southern army, I wish to offer what little aid I can.” Wu Ruyue spoke concisely, her words direct and unadorned.
    

    

    
      “Excellent.”
    

    

    
      Liu Ci was momentarily stunned, then a smile spread across his face.
    

    

    
      This mission might pit them against the countless fiends of the Nether Cult—dangerous beyond measure. 
    

    

    
      Miss Wu was, as always, warm-hearted and upright, filled with righteous indignation toward evil.
    

    

    
      Many of the Chilin Guards looked at her with admiration.
    

    

    
      “Many thanks to Miss Wu for lending her aid,” said the retainers of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion gratefully.
    

    

    
      Though Wu Ruyue was still young and not at the highest realm, she was nonetheless a prodigy who had earned fame early—once the imperial martial champion.
    

    

    
      With her assistance, their chances would surely increase, even if only slightly.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue paid no heed to the thoughts around her. 
    

    

    
      Quietly, she observed the arrangements for the rescue, while her mind turned to the message Shen Yanzhou had left her.
    

    

    
      “This move of using oneself as bait may seem perilous, but in truth, it is to lure out the hidden seeds of the Nether Cult—and wipe them out in one sweep.”
    

    

    
      “The Nether Cult’s infiltration runs far deeper than anyone can imagine. 
    

    

    
      I fear that even within the Chilin Guards and the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, there are inside agents among them. 
    

    

    
      Even within the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, Father suspects that certain elders may be colluding with them. 
    

    

    
      Many of the retainers and guest experts appear loyal, but in truth, harbor treacherous hearts.”
    

    

    
      “In the capital, there are few I can truly trust—only Miss Wu is worthy of my confidence. I hope that when the time comes, Miss Wu can join the rescue party and secretly inform me of their movements and routes.”
    

    

    
      These were Shen Yanzhou’s exact words to her, conveyed through a jade transmission talisman.
    

    

    
      At first, Wu Ruyue had found it hard to believe that the Nether Cult could have infiltrated even the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      But now, seeing that in the effort to rescue Shen Yanzhou, not even a single Fourth Rank Dragon-Elephant Realm grandmaster had been mobilized—
    

    

    
      “I just hope that along the way, these few won’t merely stand by and watch—or worse, intentionally cause trouble. 
    

    

    
      If that happens, things will become very troublesome indeed…”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue thought to herself in silence.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Not long after, the people from the Bureau of Immortal Inspection also arrived.
    

    

    
      A celestial ship that tore through the void descended at great speed, shrouded in faint mist and radiant with flowing light, like a host of immortals traveling across the heavens—its presence awe-inspiring.
    

    

    
      The Great Qian’s Bureau of Immortal Inspection, governed by the current National Preceptor, oversaw the registration and supervision of all cultivators within the realm. 
    

    

    
      Many elders and disciples from immortal sects and Daoist lineages were recorded in their registers as Immortal Officers.
    

    

    
      This very vessel was the Bureau’s specially constructed Moon-Chasing Vessel—renowned for its incredible speed. 
    

    

    
      If nothing went awry, it could reach Yun Prefecture within a single day.
    

    

    
      Standing among the crowd, Wu Ruyue carefully observed the gathered Immortal Officers.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi and Chu Dao, who had previously participated in the search of Yuxian Pavilion, were both present.
    

    

    
      There was also a middle-aged man with a lean face and a long beard. 
    

    

    
      He wore a purple robe, his expression calm and detached, exuding an air of immortal grace. 
    

    

    
      With every motion of his hands, faint purple lightning flickered around him—his cultivation clearly profound.
    

    

    
      “A Fifth Rank expert of the Thunder Law Realm?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue quietly exhaled in relief. 
    

    

    
      With such a powerful individual joining, Shen Yanzhou’s situation should improve greatly.
    

    

    
      But soon after, her brows furrowed slightly—why was she suddenly worrying about him?
    

    

    
      “Given how the Heir Shen defiled his own reputation and ventured into danger for the greater good, my concern is only natural,” she told herself inwardly.
    

    

    
      Shaking her head slightly, she forced the thought aside.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, the news that the Bureau of Immortal Inspection and the Chilin Guards had jointly dispatched many powerful experts toward Yun Prefecture spread rapidly throughout the capital, picked up by the spies and informants of all factions.
    

    

    
      “I should set out as well.”
    

    

    
      “At Chuidian’s speed, I should reach Yun Prefecture within half a day.”
    

    

    
      At the Wu Residence, upon hearing the news, Shen Tian soon took his leave, using the excuse of visiting friends after seeing that Wu Ruyue had departed.
    

    

    
      Though the capital gates were heavily guarded and interrogations strict, Shen Tian—upright and unafraid—chose to leave openly.
    

    

    
      Reaching a dense forest beyond the outskirts, he drew from his robes a finely crafted bone whistle and blew toward the sky.
    

    

    
      With a piercing cry that split the heavens, a powerful gust rose, rustling the forest canopy.
    

    

    
      A vast black shadow spiraled down from above—it was a black roc with wings spanning several zhang, its forehead patterned with golden lightning markings, radiating a majestic and divine aura.
    

    

    
      “Chuidian, it’s been a long time. 
    

    

    
      Luckily, when I left the mountain, I had you follow me.”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian smiled with the joy of reuniting with an old friend, reaching out to stroke the roc’s head.
    

    

    
      The bird’s eyes gleamed with human-like emotion as it folded its wings and affectionately rubbed against him.
    

    

    
      “I need to make a trip to Hidden Moon Mountain in Yun Prefecture…”
    

    

    
      “Hidden Moon Mountain—you probably haven’t heard of it, but I have a map. Just follow me.”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian leapt lightly onto the black roc’s back, smiling as he spoke. 
    

    

    
      Their minds were linked; he could sense the creature’s thoughts clearly.
    

    

    
      “Caw—”
    

    

    
      The black roc nodded once, spreading its wings with a mighty beat. 
    

    

    
      The air roared, and in the blink of an eye, they vanished into the skies as a streak of black.
    

    

    
      As Shen Tian soared through the heavens, a faint melancholy stirred within him. 
    

    

    
      His mind drifted to his childhood—the days when his master had been cold and distant, emotionless atop that desolate peak where no other humans could be seen. 
    

    

    
      In those lonely years, the only companion he’d had to speak to was the very creature now carrying him—the Chuidian.
    

    

    
      Back then, it had been a weak fledgling, abandoned for its congenital defects. 
    

    

    
      Though it possessed the bloodline of the ancient fierce beast, the Golden-winged Great Roc, its lineage was impure—it had nearly perished under that tree.
    

    

    
      Man and beast, depending on each other for survival…
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Shen Tian has already left the capital…”
    

    

    
      “After leaving, he went straight toward the outskirts’ forests. Those tailing him feared alerting their target and did not follow closely—but they did hear a cry, like that of a bird yet not quite a bird…”
    

    

    
      “After that, Shen Tian vanished without a trace.”
    

    

    
      “Could it be that he had some kind of flying mount waiting outside the city?”
    

    

    
      In the vast forest, where wind swept through the trees like waves, Fu Yuying sat within the cloud carriage, clutching a jade transmission talisman, a strange light flickering in her eyes.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou immediately understood upon hearing this—it was Shen Tian’s childhood companion, Chuidian, a black roc bearing the blood of the Golden-winged Great Roc.
    

    

    
      In the original story, this bird had accompanied Shen Tian down the mountain to the southern frontier, always hidden from sight, only revealing itself in times of peril.
    

    

    
      Because of its powerful bloodline, its flight speed far surpassed that of any other demonic beast—it had often saved Shen Tian from mortal danger.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou paid little mind to this, focusing instead on his personal panel.
    

    

    
      【Name: Shen Yanzhou】
    

    

    
      【Techniques: None】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: Selfless Sword Heart (Incomplete, Minor Accomplishment 1/4)】
    

    

    
      【Realm: None】
    

    

    
      【Available Basic Points: 0 (661.21/100)】
    

    

    
      Although he was no longer in the capital, negative emotions still trickled in intermittently.
    

    

    
      “By the time we reach Hidden Moon Mountain, I should have nearly seven hundred points saved.”
    

    

    
      A faint smile appeared on Shen Yanzhou’s face. 
    

    

    
      In the face of absolute strength, all schemes and plots were but illusions.
    

    

    
      He was already looking forward to the moment he obtained that inheritance—and added all his accumulated points to it.
    

    

    
      Seeing that Shen Yanzhou remained silent, Fu Yuying understood that this outcome did not surprise him.
    

    

    
      “If it’s merely a flying mount, it’s not much to worry about.”
    

    

    
      “But to ensure absolute safety, I’ll still make one more precautionary arrangement,” she thought.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The cloud carriage sped through the night, traveling beneath stars and moon without pause.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou rested lightly in the carriage throughout the night.
    

    

    
      When dawn broke, a pale white glow spread from the distant mountains—and from outside came Chu Xiuer’s slightly excited voice: “We’ve reached Hidden Moon Mountain.”
    

    

    
      “We’re here?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou lifted the curtain to look outside. 
    

    

    
      Even though he had been mentally prepared, he still couldn’t help but marvel softly—this was truly nature’s masterpiece.
    

    

    
      The colossal mountain range pierced into the vast sea of clouds, its peak unseen, majestic and boundless. 
    

    

    
      The sun and moon themselves seemed close enough to touch. 
    

    

    
      Even from afar, it inspired awe and humility in the heart.
    

    

    
      “In the original tale, this was the place where the old Martial God spent his final years in seclusion.”
    

    

    
      “But without his inheritance, it would be impossible to activate the restrictions left behind in his cave abode…”
    

    

    
      “Therefore, to safely obtain that cultivation method—Wu Ruyue is the key.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s eyes narrowed slightly.
    

    

    
      The so-called Hidden Moon Mountain should more accurately have been called Concealed Moon Mountain—for from every region of Yun Prefecture, one could faintly see its towering silhouette, rising above all terrain.
    

    

    
      Even on a cloudless, windless night beneath the full moon, the mountain’s height could still block the moonlight.
    

    

    
      The surrounding mountains, though grand in their own right, seemed to bow before it—like humble servants before a king.
    

    

    
      It was no wonder that the old Martial God had chosen this place for his retreat.
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      Before long, the Cloud Carriage turned into a streak of light and descended straight toward that towering mountain range.
    

    

    
      Amidst the swirling mist, occasional roars of mountain spirits and demonic beasts could be heard. 
    

    

    
      The entire landscape gave off an ancient and oppressive aura of primordial wilderness, as though it had existed since the archaic ages.
    

    

    
      Once they landed, Fu Yuying began contacting people from her sect, while Shen Yanzhou left the Cloud Carriage and walked toward a slightly open clearing.
    

    

    
      Steam and mist surged around him, the peaks verdant and valleys lush, carrying the momentum of dragons soaring and tigers leaping. 
    

    

    
      A straight, magnificent waterfall poured down like a silver river from the heavens, splashing up vast sprays of mist and forming a deep pool whose bottom could not be seen.
    

    

    
      Ahead, the mountains grew steeper and more treacherous, resembling a rift torn open across the sky. 
    

    

    
      The narrower the gorge became, the darker it grew. 
    

    

    
      At times, a chill miasma drifted outward, obscuring one’s sight. 
    

    

    
      Scattered bones lay along the ground—some belonging to beasts, others to humans.
    

    

    
      “To reach the Forest of No Return, one must pass through this gorge. According to the original novel, a demonic beast—the Soul-devouring Flood Serpent—lurks within the dark pool here. It was once a small snake that the aged Martial God had casually saved. After countless years, it gained spiritual intelligence, shed its snake form, and transformed into a flood dragon. Even a grandmaster of the Fourth Rank, Dragon-Elephant Realm, would not be its match…”
    

    

    
      “Normally, as long as one doesn’t disturb it, it won’t easily show itself.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou didn’t dare approach rashly. 
    

    

    
      He merely lingered outside the gorge for a while.
    

    

    
      The so-called rendezvous at Hidden Moon Mountain and the Forest of No Return was merely a pretext. 
    

    

    
      After arriving here, his role had already ended.
    

    

    
      He was only a decoy—to lure Shen Tian away from the Imperial Capital.
    

    

    
      How to deal with Shen Tian afterward was a matter for Fu Yuying and the others. 
    

    

    
      The Luofu Cloud Cavern would hardly rely on a “cripple” who had just managed to suppress the Nether Curse.
    

    

    
      Besides, he had nearly revealed everything about Shen Tian—down to the color of his underclothes.
    

    

    
      If even with all these advantages in time, place, and manpower they still failed to subdue Shen Tian, then Shen Yanzhou truly had no other options.
    

    

    
      “The territory of Hidden Moon Mountain is vast. The aged Martial God’s cave residence isn’t precisely described in the original text. Wu Ruyue found it only because of her heaven-defying fortune—and because, when she was young, she accidentally obtained a wisp of the Martial God’s True Source, which stirred the inheritance hidden within his cave.”
    

    

    
      “I have neither destiny nor divine favor. To draw out such resonance would be harder than ascending the heavens.”
    

    

    
      “However, I remember clearly that outside this gorge lies a stone tablet left by the aged Martial God—a stone of trial meant for those deemed fated.”
    

    

    
      “If one holds that stone tablet and passes its test, they can use the summoning formation within to enter his cave abode.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou pondered as he walked.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue had an unknown secret: when she was young and playing in the back mountain, she lost her way and accidentally fell into a pool. 
    

    

    
      There, she encountered a wisp of seven-colored divine light, which poured itself into her body.
    

    

    
      That seven-colored divine light was none other than the legendary Martial God’s True Source.
    

    

    
      Receiving even a thread of that power, she had her body and soul remade. 
    

    

    
      From an ordinary person, she awakened her spiritual wisdom, rapidly rose in strength, and suppressed all her peers across the provinces to become the Top Martial Champion.
    

    

    
      Because of this, Shen Yanzhou had prepared two plans. 
    

    

    
      If he could not pass the aged Martial God’s trial, he would rely on Wu Ruyue to enter the cave instead.
    

    

    
      If he could pass it on his own, then all the better.
    

    

    
      “Miss, that guy seems to be up to something. I’ve been watching him wander around the mouth of the gorge—he looks like he wants to go in but doesn’t dare to…”
    

    

    
      Chu Xiuer stood on a flat bluish stone, tiptoeing as she peered at the mist-shrouded gorge in the distance.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou strolled aimlessly nearby. 
    

    

    
      His slender figure looked as if it could be swallowed by the fog at any moment.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying was still communicating with the elders of Luofu Cloud Cavern. 
    

    

    
      Hearing Chu Xiuer’s words, she turned her gaze toward him, her eyes filled with curiosity.
    

    

    
      Throughout the journey, Shen Yanzhou had always seemed calm and composed, as though everything was under his control—giving her the impression that there was no secret in this world he did not know.
    

    

    
      Yet now, his face showed hesitation and inner conflict.
    

    

    
      Quite a rare sight…
    

    

    
      “The gorge is filled with demonic beasts. With his current state, he cannot even take a single step inside,” Fu Yuying said.
    

    

    
      “I’ll keep watch over him then, lest he runs off somewhere. Without any cultivation, if a demon beast eats him, it’ll end up implicating you, Miss.”
    

    

    
      Chu Xiuer muttered under her breath, still keeping her eyes fixed on Shen Yanzhou, afraid he might wander off.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying shook her head. 
    

    

    
      The more she observed Shen Yanzhou, the more unfathomable he became—like a man perpetually shrouded in mist.
    

    

    
      Still, it was fortunate she was of upright character. 
    

    

    
      If it had been any other heir from the southern factions, upon learning of Shen Yanzhou’s secrets, they would have surely lost patience and resorted to interrogation—or even soul-searching.
    

    

    
      Yet soon… Fu Yuying froze.
    

    

    
      Was it possible that the reason Shen Yanzhou dared approach her so directly was because he had already understood her personality in advance?
    

    

    
      “To cooperate with him is one thing—but to become his enemy… that would truly be terrifying.” She retracted her gaze, thinking silently.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The mists of Yun Prefecture were thick, and coupled with days of continuous drizzle, it wasn’t until the afternoon of the next day that Wu Ruyue and her party finally reached the outskirts of Hidden Moon Mountain.
    

    

    
      The towering mountain range stood majestic and vast, pressing down upon the land as though capable of holding up the sun and moon. 
    

    

    
      Anyone who came here could not help but marvel at the craftsmanship of creation itself.
    

    

    
      “We haven’t encountered any obstacles along the way. Logically, the Nether Cult should have tried to ambush us during the journey.”
    

    

    
      “But we didn’t run into anything at all. What could be the reason?”
    

    

    
      “Could it be that a greater ambush is waiting ahead?”
    

    

    
      Baihu Zhou Yang was quite the chatterbox—especially now that Wu Ruyue was nearby.
    

    

    
      Previously, he hadn’t had the chance to be around her, but now that the opportunity presented itself, he acted like a peacock showing off his feathers, constantly analyzing and speculating aloud.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue was already getting irritated. 
    

    

    
      Couldn’t he be quiet for a moment?
    

    

    
      “The courier stations along the major official roads of Yun Prefecture have been monitoring all passing caravans, and none reported anything suspicious.”
    

    

    
      “Still, this journey has been far too peaceful.”
    

    

    
      Another Baihu of the Chilin Guards, named Zhao Hu, nodded in agreement. 
    

    

    
      He was older than Zhou Yang.
    

    

    
      Zhou Yang’s expression grew solemn. 
    

    

    
      “When something is abnormally quiet, there’s always something amiss. We must remain vigilant.”
    

    

    
      After reaching the vicinity of Hidden Moon Mountain, the group abandoned their cloud vessel and proceeded on foot.
    

    

    
      Firstly, because using the vessel would make too much noise and attract the local demonic beasts.
    

    

    
      Secondly, the terrain near Hidden Moon Mountain contained natural magnetic currents that interfered with the vessel’s formation core, making navigation impossible.
    

    

    
      Along the muddy paths, dead leaves drifted down. 
    

    

    
      In shallow puddles, spiders and toads occasionally crawled past.
    

    

    
      The miasma spread with the fog, diffusing through the woods. 
    

    

    
      Birds and beasts frequently cried out above the treetops.
    

    

    
      As one of the infamous perilous regions of Yun Prefecture, this place teemed with poisonous creatures and demon beasts. 
    

    

    
      Even seasoned adventurers dared not venture too deep.
    

    

    
      With the possible threat of the Nether Cult nearby, everyone remained on high alert.
    

    

    
      The Chilin Guards carefully spread out across the area.
    

    

    
      Immortal Officer Gu Ruoxi, Chu Dao, and the others followed closely beside the senior immortal officer from the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, also surveying the surroundings.
    

    

    
      From their palms, talismanic seals continuously flew out, disappearing into the void.
    

    

    
      “It’s truly strange. If the Nether Cult had planned their ambush in advance, they would definitely have set up all kinds of formations to capture everyone coming to the rescue in one sweep.”
    

    

    
      “I even brought the formation-breaking stone with me, yet I haven’t detected the slightest trace of an array along the way…” Gu Ruoxi’s brows furrowed in confusion.
    

    

    
      “All of this reeks of strangeness.”
    

    

    
      Chu Dao nodded as well. 
    

    

    
      Though experienced, even he couldn’t make sense of the situation this time.
    

    

    
      The few guest retainers from the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion followed along with the group, but they didn’t seem particularly cautious.
    

    

    
      Only Elder Mo, who had long served in the Mansion and used to accompany Shen Yanzhou in his nightly visits to the courtesan houses, looked conflicted and weary.
    

    

    
      He had been part of the Mansion for many years and could already sense something unusual from the whispers he’d heard over the past few days.
    

    

    
      Coupled with the secret conversation he and the others had had with several clan elders before leaving the mansion to “rescue” the Heir, Elder Mo couldn’t help but harbor doubts—could Shen Yanzhou’s abduction have been arranged by the Mansion itself?
    

    

    
      This supposed rescue mission… might it be that the clan elders actually wished for the Heir not to return? Perhaps even preferred he die outside the capital?
    

    

    
      “Elder Mo, you’ve always served closely by the Heir’s side, accompanying him in all his debauchery. Now that he’s gone missing, I imagine you’re the one most worried.”
    

    

    
      A calm voice interrupted Elder Mo’s heavy thoughts.
    

    

    
      Daoist Qingfeng spoke. 
    

    

    
      “Daoist, you jest. The Heir’s disappearance—of course we retainers are worried. Isn’t that only natural?” Elder Mo forced a smile.
    

    

    
      The speaker was one of the guest cultivators from the Daoist sect. 
    

    

    
      He wore a white robe, his features refined and his long beard flowing gently as if accompanied by a breeze with every breath he took.
    

    

    
      Those in the Mansion knew him simply as Daoist Qingfeng.
    

    

    
      Daoist Qingfeng smiled faintly. 
    

    

    
      “It is enough to do what one must.”
    

    

    
      A chill inexplicably ran down Elder Mo’s spine. 
    

    

    
      Was that a warning?
    

    

    
      When the Heir had first gone missing, Elder Mo had assumed the Demon Suppression Princess Consort would be the one most distraught. 
    

    

    
      But her reaction afterward had been astonishingly calm.
    

    

    
      Even the experts she had brought from Tianshui’s Qilin City when she married into the Mansion hadn’t come to assist.
    

    

    
      Could it be that even the Princess Consort had abandoned the Heir?
    

    

    
      “Sigh…”
    

    

    
      Elder Mo let out a faint sigh in his heart.
    

    

    
      Not far away, Wu Ruyue observed the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion’s guest retainers conversing and suddenly felt an inexplicable chill in her heart.
    

    

    
      At this moment, everyone appeared cautious and tense—yet those who should have been most worried about Shen Yanzhou’s safety seemed entirely at ease, as though they weren’t on a rescue mission, but rather on a leisurely stroll.
    

    

    
      “Has even the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion been infiltrated so deeply by the Nether Cult...?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue frowned slightly. 
    

    

    
      She took out the communication jade talisman Shen Yanzhou had given her and sent him their current location and progress.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Who in the world is spreading slander against our Holy Cult?”
    

    

    
      “The reputation we’ve spent years maintaining has been utterly ruined in just a few days—everything wasted!”
    

    

    
      “Unforgivable! If I find the culprit, I’ll make him pay!”
    

    

    
      In Yun Prefecture, near Hidden Moon Mountain, two figures sat quietly concealed atop a massive ancient tree whose branches were dense and sprawling.
    

    

    
      The speaker sounded aggrieved and indignant.
    

    

    
      He was a man in his thirties, scruffy and unkempt, wearing a somewhat tattered robe, his hair tied up haphazardly with a wooden hairpin.
    

    

    
      “The Holy Cult already admitted that it was us, so let it be us.”
    

    

    
      “A reputation handed to us for free—why refuse it?”
    

    

    
      Another voice responded languidly.
    

    

    
      This one, too, belonged to a man. 
    

    

    
      He wore a broad white robe spotless as fresh snow, his brows delicately shaped, lips strikingly red—his appearance carried a trace of effeminate allure.
    

    

    
      “Even a bad reputation?” the scruffy man glared.
    

    

    
      “Since when did our Holy Cult ever have a good one?” the man in white chuckled.
    

    

    
      “Enough talk. Someone’s coming…” the scruffy man suddenly raised a hand for silence, his expression turning grave.
    

    

    
      He possessed a unique gift—the ability to communicate with insects, rodents, and vermin. 
    

    

    
      Yun Prefecture was teeming with poisonous creatures, making them his perfect eyes and ears.
    

    

    
      The two quickly concealed their presence.
    

    

    
      A strong gust swept through the forest, blowing away much of the fog and miasma. 
    

    

    
      Leaves rustled wildly as a massive black shadow descended onto a clearing not far away.
    

    

    
      It was a black roc with wings several zhang wide, and upon its back stood a young man in azure martial attire, who leapt down lightly.
    

    

    
      His features were handsome and clear-cut, his eyes dark and bright, exuding calm strength.
    

    

    
      “Chuidian, you’ve done well. There are many fierce beasts in these mountains—find a place to hide for now. When I blow the bone whistle, come and fetch me.”
    

    

    
      The newcomer was Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      Smiling faintly, he patted the black roc’s head.
    

    

    
      The creature nodded as if understanding his words, then spread its massive wings, whipping up a violent gale before vanishing into the distant sky as a black speck.
    

    

    
      “Hidden Moon Mountain… Shen Yanzhou, I’m coming for you.”
    

    

    
      A glint of cold determination flashed in Shen Tian’s eyes as he strode deeper into the mountain range.
    

    

    
      “Who is this one?”
    

    

    
      “Could he also be here for Shen Yanzhou—the Heir of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion?”
    

    

    
      Once Shen Tian had completely disappeared, the two figures hidden among the treetops revealed themselves again.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Six thousand and one steps… six thousand and two… six thousand and three…”
    

    

    
      “Young Master Shen, you’ve been pacing back and forth over six thousand steps now. Can’t you rest for a moment?”
    

    

    
      Before the mist-shrouded gorge of Hidden Moon Mountain, Chu Xiuer sat on a bluish stone, her bright eyes gleaming like lacquered gems. 
    

    

    
      Propping her chin with one hand, she watched Shen Yanzhou pacing back and forth at the entrance leading toward the Forest of No Return. 
    

    

    
      At last, she couldn’t help but speak up.
    

    

    
      Hearing her, Shen Yanzhou turned to glance her way but said nothing, continuing to pace. 
    

    

    
      He idly kicked a stone at his feet.
    

    

    
      That aged Martial God must have had quite the mischievous streak—who would make the Stone Tablet of Trial look exactly like an ordinary rock?
    

    

    
      Still, Shen Yanzhou had the patience for it, and he was certain the tablet lay somewhere near the gorge’s mouth—so he persisted.
    

    

    
      From another perspective, perhaps it truly was only “the fated” who could find that tablet.
    

    

    
      Seeing Shen Yanzhou ignore her, Chu Xiuer puffed out her cheeks in mild frustration. 
    

    

    
      But fearing he might rashly venture into the gorge alone, she widened her eyes again, keeping a close watch on him.
    

    

    
      The sky was darkening, heavy leaden clouds pressing lower. 
    

    

    
      In the distance, a fine drizzle began to fall.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying and the elders from Luofu Cloud Cavern who had arrived held a final discussion and decided to lay a vast net of formations along this path leading to the Forest of No Return, waiting for Shen Tian to appear.
    

    

  Chapter 37: Three Steps

    
      Chapter 37: Three Steps
    

    

    
      “The Bureau of Immortal Inspection possesses a specially crafted Formation-breaking Stone. It’s made from secret spirit-mined metal, appearing ordinary on the outside, but within it’s infused with formation-breaking seals from various immortal sects, gathering the strengths of a hundred schools. Once activated, it can instantly destroy all formations below the Fifth Rank.”
    

    

    
      “Moreover, if there are formation patterns nearby, the Formation-breaking Stone will react. To set up an ambush quietly, without a sound, won’t be easy.”
    

    

    
      “We can only capture them like turtles in a jar and intercept them here.”
    

    

    
      “Fortunately, at those demonic beast nests along the way, we’ve already placed the Beast-luring Incense made from the mirage demon’s inner core.”
    

    

    
      “That should be enough to delay them for a while.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying waved her hand. 
    

    

    
      In the dim twilight, the many powerhouses of the Luofu Cloud Cavern disappeared one after another into the gloom.
    

    

    
      The Bureau of Immortal Inspection had been established at the founding of the Great Qian Dynasty and had existed for over a thousand years. 
    

    

    
      It gathered the strengths of a hundred schools and constantly innovated. 
    

    

    
      Many cultivation methods and divine arts from immortal sects, once refined, could unleash even greater power in the hands of the immortal officers of the Bureau.
    

    

    
      Some of the talismans and artifacts they crafted were even designed specifically to counter certain sects and lineages.
    

    

    
      Among these, the most troublesome to the immortal sects was this Formation-breaking Stone. 
    

    

    
      Though difficult to forge, its effectiveness in breaking through barriers was unparalleled.
    

    

    
      A supreme-grade Formation-breaking Stone could even shatter the grand protective formations guarding an immortal sect’s sacred mountain.
    

    

    
      “This stone…”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Shen Yanzhou—still pacing near the mouth of the canyon—suddenly sensed something strange beneath his foot. 
    

    

    
      It felt different from the other stones he had kicked aside earlier. 
    

    

    
      When he stepped on it, he clearly felt a deeper, colder hardness.
    

    

    
      Even through his boots, a faint chill seeped into him.
    

    

    
      Without changing expression, Shen Yanzhou crouched down and brushed away the gravel by his feet. 
    

    

    
      He then saw a flat, dark stone with faint vein-like lines spreading across its surface.
    

    

    
      “No problem—it should be this one.”
    

    

    
      Suppressing the faint urgency in his heart, Shen Yanzhou finally exhaled softly, picked up the stone, and examined it in his hand.
    

    

    
      At first glance, it looked like an unusually textured stone. 
    

    

    
      But held in his palm, it carried a sensation unlike jade or crystal—its cool aura seemed to pierce the soul itself.
    

    

    
      The Stone Tablet of Trial.
    

    

    
      He quietly tucked it into his robe, then finally found a slightly open spot and sat down on a large boulder.
    

    

    
      After reaching Minor Accomplishment in the Selfless Sword Heart, Shen Yanzhou’s perception was no weaker than that of ordinary martial artists. 
    

    

    
      After all, it was a mental cultivation technique. 
    

    

    
      The canyon was filled with miasma, poisonous insects, and weak demonic beasts.
    

    

    
      With his sword-heart cultivation, slaying those lesser creatures posed no issue.
    

    

    
      But the key lay in the trial ground left behind by that late Martial God.
    

    

    
      The first step: enter the Cold Pool. 
    

    

    
      With the tablet in hand, the Soul-devouring Flood Serpent should not attack him.
    

    

    
      The second step: question the Martial Heart. 
    

    

    
      Yet whether it was him or the body’s original owner—neither possessed any “Martial Heart.” They hadn’t even properly touched upon the martial path of this world.
    

    

    
      If it were a test of comprehension, Shen Yanzhou could “cheat” his way through. 
    

    

    
      But the concept of the Martial Heart was far too abstract.
    

    

    
      Should he bluff his way through based on his past-life knowledge of webnovel clichés?
    

    

    
      As for the third step—it required facing the lingering will left behind by the late Martial God, answering several questions. 
    

    

    
      It sounded simple, but was harder than the second step, for that will possessed wisdom and was no mindless puppet.
    

    

    
      It all depended on “fate.” If that Martial God’s remnant will deemed him fated, the questions would naturally be easy. 
    

    

    
      But if not—what use would it be even to pass the first two trials?
    

    

    
      “The safest way is to wait for Wu Ruyue to arrive.”
    

    

    
      “But there’s no such thing as guaranteed success without risk.”
    

    

    
      Rubbing his temples, Shen Yanzhou no longer hesitated. 
    

    

    
      He rose to his feet and strode toward the miasma-covered canyon mouth.
    

    

    
      “Eh…”
    

    

    
      “Master Shen, what are you doing?”
    

    

    
      Chu Xiuer, who had been secretly watching Shen Yanzhou, was stunned. 
    

    

    
      She had thought he was finally going to rest for a while. 
    

    

    
      Yet in the blink of an eye, while she dozed off, she saw his figure already swallowed by the canyon mist.
    

    

    
      Her sleepiness vanished instantly. 
    

    

    
      Panic filled her face as she hurriedly gave chase.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou seemed to hear her voice.
    

    

    
      He paused briefly, turned back with a gentle smile, and waved. 
    

    

    
      “Miss Xiuer, no need to follow me. I just want to climb up and take a look at the mountaintop…”
    

    

    
      With that said, he turned and continued walking forward.
    

    

    
      The sky had darkened. 
    

    

    
      Fine drizzle fell like threads of silver mist, and from afar came the roars of distant beasts. 
    

    

    
      The canyon mouth was dense with miasma, like a frigid wind blowing straight from the Netherworld, carrying a biting chill.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s tall, slender figure soon disappeared into it, vanishing from sight.
    

    

    
      “You have no cultivation at all—how could you possibly climb the mountain on foot…”
    

    

    
      “How foolish! Aren’t smart people supposed to be afraid of death?”
    

    

    
      Hearing Shen Yanzhou’s faintly echoing voice, Chu Xiuer stomped her foot anxiously.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t only because he had acted on his own.
    

    

    
      More importantly—he bore the Shewu Gu within him. 
    

    

    
      His life was bound to her lady’s.
    

    

    
      If anything happened to him along the way, wouldn’t it drag her lady down as well?
    

    

    
      “Master Shen doesn’t seem like someone who acts recklessly. 
    

    

    
      He must have something he’s relying on.”
    

    

    
      A graceful figure descended—it was Fu Yuying, who had also noticed the commotion, her brows slightly furrowed.
    

    

    
      “But he’s been pacing at the canyon mouth all day. If he really had a plan, why wait until dusk to make his move?”
    

    

    
      “Would he really throw away his life for a bit of freedom?”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Chu Xiuer was no longer panicked but unusually clear-headed, her tone urgent yet reasoning.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying’s brows knit tighter. 
    

    

    
      She, too, could not fully read Shen Yanzhou’s intentions.
    

    

    
      Though their lives were linked by the Shewu Gu, she had her own contingency. 
    

    

    
      Even if Shen Yanzhou died, she could dissolve the gu’s effect—at the cost of some life essence.
    

    

    
      Just as Shen Yanzhou hid things from her, so too did she from him.
    

    

    
      “If he truly only wishes to climb the peak to see the sunrise, Xiuer, you go after him. Protect his safety.”
    

    

    
      “In this pouch are three paper swords and one Jade Armor Guardian, personally refined by my master. When danger strikes, release them—none below the Fifth Rank can harm you.”
    

    

    
      After a moment’s thought, Fu Yuying drew out an embroidered pouch adorned with blue lotuses and handed it over.
    

    

    
      Chu Xiuer was only at the Seventh Rank, Bone-tempering Realm. 
    

    

    
      In the vast Hidden Moon Mountain, it was already difficult for her to protect herself, let alone a man without any cultivation.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying did not believe that Shen Yanzhou—who had only recently been freed from the Nether Curse—possessed any real strength.
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, Chu Xiuer took the pouch and hurriedly followed after him.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The canyon was shrouded in darkness. 
    

    

    
      Miasma filled the air, thick with a cold, foul stench. 
    

    

    
      From time to time, icy drizzle fell, and within the shadows came the faint rustling of crawling poisonous insects.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s spiritual power spread out silently.
    

    

    
      Although his vision ahead was obstructed, it did not hinder his steps in the slightest. 
    

    

    
      From time to time, he stepped on bones of some unknown beast—each time he applied a bit of pressure, they crumbled easily, clearly dried and weathered after many years.
    

    

    
      “It seems I still underestimated how foul the stench here would be...”
    

    

    
      He covered his nose and mouth, then took out a verdant bead from his robes. 
    

    

    
      The bead glimmered faintly with a dim green light, and in an instant, the thick miasma that had been rolling toward him dispersed—an invisible barrier seemed to form around him, isolating all poison.
    

    

    
      This was a Dragon Gall Bead, taken from the belly of a venomous serpent native to Yun Prefecture, capable of warding off poison and neutralizing miasma.
    

    

    
      Before departing the capital, Shen Yanzhou had already considered all possible contingencies—antidote pills, Dragon Gall Beads, Realgar Powder—he had prepared plenty of them in advance.
    

    

    
      “As expected, there are still some blind and foolish beasts here.”
    

    

    
      He had barely walked a few steps when he sensed movement from the slick, damp cliff wall in the distance. 
    

    

    
      The faint rustling echoed like scales sliding over stone—it was some sort of serpent slithering along the rock.
    

    

    
      Through his extended spiritual sense, he saw a snake as thick as a grown man’s wrist, its entire body gray-green, resembling an old tree vine. 
    

    

    
      It hung there, flicking its tongue with a hiss.
    

    

    
      Those faintly emerald eyes gleamed with bloodlust as they fixed on him—clearly, it possessed a measure of intelligence.
    

    

    
      In the cracks of the higher rock ledges, several poisonous insects, having sensed his presence, began to crawl toward him. 
    

    

    
      Countless tiny feet rustled against the dead leaves, making sounds as soft as sea wind brushing sand.
    

    

    
      Anyone with a fear of dense clusters would have shuddered at the sight.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou withdrew his gaze. 
    

    

    
      An invisible breeze swept across the void, and in that instant, it was as though autumn wind had scattered the leaves.
    

    

    
      Centered on him, his Heart Sword expanded outward, forming what seemed to be a realm untouched by dust. 
    

    

    
      All the approaching poisonous creatures and serpents exploded with faint popping sounds.
    

    

    
      The serpent hanging from the cliff wall, still flicking its tongue, had no time to react before its massive body was severed in half. 
    

    

    
      Scarlet blood splattered the cliff like spilled ink.
    

    

    
      The snake’s basin-sized head fell to the other side, followed by the heavy crash of its thick body onto the heap of dry leaves, echoing through the empty, eerie canyon.
    

    

    
      The rustling noises from before grew abruptly quiet.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou paid it no mind and continued deeper into the canyon.
    

    

    
      With the element of surprise, a single strike from his Selfless Sword Heart was enough to instantly kill any martial artist below the Seventh Rank, Blood-burning Realm.
    

    

    
      The outer regions of the canyon were inhabited by only low-grade demons and beasts, not even ranked, utterly incapable of halting his advance.
    

    

    
      Time gradually passed.
    

    

    
      Outside, the sky darkened further. 
    

    

    
      Night descended completely, and within the canyon, not a trace of light remained. 
    

    

    
      Hidden Moon Mountain lived up to its name—there was no sign of moon or starlight.
    

    

    
      The fine drizzle soaked Shen Yanzhou’s temples, dampening his hair.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, his steps halted. 
    

    

    
      He gazed into the dark, his eyes narrowing.
    

    

    
      Moments later…
    

    

    
      He sensed a creature retreating into the distance—something like a cross between a leopard and a howling beast, covered in thick fur. 
    

    

    
      Its cultivation was at least at the Seventh Rank or higher.
    

    

    
      However, that creature also merely lingered and did not approach. 
    

    

    
      Some primal instinct warned it that this frail-looking human man radiated a terrifying aura.
    

    

    
      An aura that could end its life.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou withdrew his gaze. 
    

    

    
      Walking along the canyon wall, he followed the sound of an underground river—it wasn’t deep, and through the cracks of the cliff, he could hear water flowing and feel faint cold air rising.
    

    

    
      He was certain that following this dark river upward would lead him to the Cold Pool where the Soul-devouring Flood Serpent cultivated.
    

    

    
      At the same time that Shen Yanzhou was traversing the canyon depths—
    

    

    
      Outside Hidden Moon Mountain, the Chilin Guards who had come to rescue him were confronting a bear-like demonic beast. 
    

    

    
      Not far away, amid thunderous roars and tremors, more beasts were charging in their direction.
    

    

    
      The mountain, which had previously been eerily quiet, now resembled a volcano about to erupt—roars of beasts resounded one after another across the slopes.
    

    

    
      Several immortal officers of the Bureau of Immortal Inspection stood nearby, frowning deeply.
    

    

    
      “Suddenly these beasts appeared, blocking our path. Judging by their behavior, they’ve likely inhaled some kind of mirage insect incense—it must have triggered their mating frenzy, making them aggressive.”
    

    

    
      “There’s no mistake. The Nether Cult has made its move. But along the way, we haven’t seen a single member of the cult.”
    

    

    
      “Not even a ghostly shadow.”
    

    

    
      “Regardless, we must first lure these beasts away. They clearly intend to delay us.”
    

    

    
      As they spoke, several immortal officers took action. 
    

    

    
      Though they did not enter the fray directly, they continuously unleashed talismans and artifacts. 
    

    

    
      Streaks of spiritual light shot through the air like bursting suns, bombarding the bear-like demon.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi, despite her alluring demeanor, wielded formidable techniques. 
    

    

    
      Her flowing sleeves fluttered, releasing streaks of green wooden swords that turned into swift streams of light, weaving through the air like lightning—each strike sharp and deadly.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue was among the group as well, fighting alongside Zhou Yang and the others against the approaching beasts.
    

    

    
      None of them had expected this—what was supposed to be a smooth journey turned perilous before they even reached the heart of Hidden Moon Mountain.
    

    

    
      The ground quaked; trees snapped like twigs. 
    

    

    
      Gigantic beasts shaped like white jade rhinoceroses charged forward, spitting flames, while crimson-furred apes pounded their chests and roared, their eyes burning scarlet.
    

    

    
      In an instant, the mountains shook with furious roars. 
    

    

    
      Stones crumbled; ancient trees shattered.
    

    

    
      The battlefield raged violently—the fierce currents of true energy tore through everything nearby.
    

    

    
      “We cannot linger here—the Heir’s rescue is our top priority.”
    

    

    
      “The scoundrels of the Nether Cult clearly intend to use the surrounding beasts to stall us.”
    

    

    
      “Everyone, hold these maddened creatures off—we’ll advance ahead.”
    

    

    
      Several retainers of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion exchanged glances, then spoke. 
    

    

    
      They did not join the battle but instead began heading deeper into the mountain.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi and Chu Dao, along with the other immortal officers, nodded in agreement.
    

    

    
      Zhou Yang and the others also understood the urgency—every moment lost only increased the danger to Shen Yanzhou—so they readily consented.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue felt uneasy. 
    

    

    
      She had a nagging feeling that the retainers from the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion were not here to rescue Shen Yanzhou at all.
    

    

    
      “I’ll go with you.”
    

    

    
      Her figure moved like drifting snow as she broke away from the battlefield, swiftly following Daoist Qingfeng and his companions.
    

    

    
      Elder Mo, seeing this, felt a pang of guilt. 
    

    

    
      He remembered how the Heir had once humiliated and threatened Wu Ruyue at the gates of the Wu Residence.
    

    

    
      Yet now, she returned kindness for resentment, aiding them without hesitation.
    

    

    
      “Miss Wu truly is a good person…”
    

    

    
      “Heir, you must properly repay her kindness one day,” he sighed inwardly.
    

    

    
      Daoist Qingfeng and the others, however, paid her little mind. 
    

    

    
      They knew this mission was fraught with peril. 
    

    

    
      Even with Wu Ruyue’s compassion, there was no guarantee Shen Yanzhou could return alive.
    

    

    
      Besides—they had no intention of entering the Forest of No Return. 
    

    

    
      Splitting off from the Chilin Guards and the Bureau of Immortal Inspection only made it easier to conceal their true purpose.
    

    

  Chapter 38: A Question to Ask

    
      Chapter 38: A Question to Ask
    

    

    
      "Why did so many demonic beasts suddenly go berserk all at once..."
    

    

    
      "But this actually helps me delay them, preventing them from rescuing Shen Yanzhou too soon."
    

    

    
      Amidst the thick canopy of trees, Shen Tian stood concealed within. 
    

    

    
      He wore a bamboo rain hat and had already changed his appearance and build. 
    

    

    
      His face was sallow, his frame burly and thick-set, making him look like an ordinary woodcutter entering the mountains for firewood.
    

    

    
      The sound of distant battle drew his attention. 
    

    

    
      He remained cautious and did not approach.
    

    

    
      Although it was deep night, the flowing brilliance of talismans still lit up the darkness splendidly. 
    

    

    
      From afar, he could vaguely make out that they were people from the Bureau of Immortal Inspection and the Chilin Guards.
    

    

    
      This was not the main route leading to the Forest of No Return, so he decided to take a detour.
    

    

    
      In no time, Shen Tian was leaping among the dense treetops like a nimble monkey, light and swift, leaving behind only a faint grayish trail of flowing light.
    

    

    
      If Shen Yanzhou or Wu Ruyue had been here, they would surely have recognized it — this was Shen Tian’s signature movement technique, “Dim Moon Flowing Light Step.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Deep within the canyon.
    

    

    
      The rain had stopped.
    

    

    
      A few fragmented stars could still be faintly seen flickering across the firmament, casting a dim and distant glow.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou stood before a pool of icy water that pierced to the bone. 
    

    

    
      The miasma here was denser, drifting like strips of fog around him. 
    

    

    
      Piles of enormous demonic beast skeletons surrounded the area, and the pool itself shimmered with a ghostly hue, its depths invisible.
    

    

    
      Even when he attempted to probe it with his spiritual sense, he could still feel that bone-piercing chill that seemed to seep into his very soul.
    

    

    
      The pool water had long been tainted by the aura of a great demon and was no longer ordinary water. 
    

    

    
      Even the primordial spirit of a Daoist cultivator would not dare to enter it lightly.
    

    

    
      "Having come all the way here, what’s there left to hesitate about?"
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou chuckled softly — it sounded both like self-comfort and a declaration of resolve.
    

    

    
      As he took out the Stone Tablet of Trial from his robes, the dark, bottomless pool before him began to ripple slightly.
    

    

    
      Soon after, as though it were boiling, thick mist rose and swirled upward.
    

    

    
      Clang!!!
    

    

    
      In the next instant, a pair of eyes gleaming with dark-golden light suddenly lit up from the depths of the pool like two golden lanterns lifted in the darkness. 
    

    

    
      An invisible pressure spread outward, fierce as a storm, sharp as thunder.
    

    

    
      The surrounding air seemed to freeze. 
    

    

    
      The demonic beasts lurking nearby fell utterly silent, trembling in fear.
    

    

    
      This was the oppressive aura of a supreme great demon.
    

    

    
      The pool began to churn noiselessly, as though it had come alive. 
    

    

    
      A massive shadow, its form nearly discernible, moved slowly in the depths before gradually rising — it was a colossal head, deer-like with long whiskers and a pair of horns upon its brow. 
    

    

    
      The rippling waters surged only because of its immense size.
    

    

    
      Its scorching, heavy breath rolled forth like molten lava flowing across skin, enough to melt anything. 
    

    

    
      Those dark-golden pupils broke the surface, staring down with a judging gaze at the frail human before it.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou held his breath, forcing himself to remain calm.
    

    

    
      This was his first time facing a great demon of this world directly — a being that, in some sense, stood close to the Third Rank.
    

    

    
      Among the Daoist path, Third Rank cultivators were called True Persons of Divine Transformation, while in the Martial Path, the Diamond Realm of the Third Rank was already considered a Land-bound Immortal, capable of cutting down thousands with a single sword.
    

    

    
      "Are you the young one who obtained my master’s Stone Tablet of Trial?"
    

    

    
      The colossal head of the Flood Dragon lowered slightly, its gaze falling upon the tablet in Shen Yanzhou’s hand. 
    

    

    
      Its voice carried wisdom and age, almost gentle — like that of an elderly scholar.
    

    

    
      "I pay respects to Senior Soul-devouring Flood Serpent," Shen Yanzhou said with a bow.
    

    

    
      The Flood Dragon was mildly surprised, a trace of astonishment in its eyes. 
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had spoken its lineage outright — clearly, he had come prepared.
    

    

    
      "Since you possess the tablet left behind by my master, then come with me."
    

    

    
      The Soul-devouring Flood Serpent did not ask further. 
    

    

    
      It nodded slightly, and an invisible breeze enveloped Shen Yanzhou, gently lifting him toward the pool below.
    

    

    
      During the descent, Shen Yanzhou offered no resistance. 
    

    

    
      A translucent shell-like barrier surrounded him, isolating the freezing waters entirely.
    

    

    
      Gurgle…
    

    

    
      He could hear the sound of flowing water. 
    

    

    
      Darkness enveloped his sight as his body continued to sink, falling deeper and deeper — distance becoming impossible to gauge.
    

    

    
      After an unknown span of time, a faint glow appeared before him. 
    

    

    
      When his feet touched solid ground again, he found himself standing before an underwater palace.
    

    

    
      The Flood Serpent’s enormous body remained partly submerged in the waters. 
    

    

    
      It seemed this place was connected to a vast underground river. 
    

    

    
      Strange luminescence glimmered from hanging stalactites — pearls as bright as the moon — illuminating the surroundings.
    

    

    
      "Since you have come to seek my master’s inheritance, I presume you already know the rules."
    

    

    
      "I shall wait here for one day. If you do not emerge within a day, you will remain here forever."
    

    

    
      The Soul-devouring Flood Serpent’s words were brief and calm, yet Shen Yanzhou could clearly feel the indifference and coldness within its gaze — an imitation, no doubt, of its master’s tone when he had lived.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded, placing the Stone Tablet of Trial into the recessed groove at the entrance of the palace. 
    

    

    
      It fit perfectly.
    

    

    
      Having long known the story, he was well aware of the entire process.
    

    

    
      Soon, the long-sealed gate of the underground palace began to open. 
    

    

    
      Without a moment’s hesitation, Shen Yanzhou stepped inside.
    

    

    
      "An interesting one…"
    

    

    
      The Flood Serpent muttered softly, watching his departing figure before its massive head slowly sank back into the dark river.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The underground palace was vast and bright. 
    

    

    
      Large, smooth pearls hung from the beams and pillars, radiating a gentle light.
    

    

    
      Though no one had set foot here for countless years, it remained spotless — as if sustained by an invisible formation.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou sensed a faint breeze.
    

    

    
      He glanced around briefly but did not wander, for he knew well that nothing of value was left here. 
    

    

    
      This place had once been the training hall used by a Late Martial God to instruct disciples. 
    

    

    
      The weapon racks on both sides were rusted and decayed, abandoned for ages.
    

    

    
      As for finding hidden treasures here — that was utterly impossible.
    

    

    
      According to the Autobiography left behind in the Late Martial God’s own cave abode, his disciples had once fallen out with each other and raided this very place, taking nearly everything — even the floor tiles.
    

    

    
      The only thing left behind was the Martial God’s trial ground.
    

    

    
      Returning to focus, Shen Yanzhou strode toward the center of the palace.
    

    

    
      The corridor ahead widened as it extended inward. 
    

    

    
      On both sides, bells and drums gave a faint tremor, producing sounds like distant morning chimes — solemn and awe-inspiring. 
    

    

    
      Faintly, a statue of a valiant man stood ahead, holding a long sword behind his back and stepping upon a tortoise and serpent.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou paused briefly before bypassing the statue, arriving at a doorway resembling a meditation chamber.
    

    

    
      The chamber was plain, its door not fully closed — a narrow gap about half a palm wide remained.
    

    

    
      One could vaguely see inside — a single meditation cushion, a simple bookshelf, and a stone table with matching stools.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou arrived before it without the slightest hesitation and directly pushed the door open.
    

    

    
      “What is Martial Heart?”
    

    

    
      At the instant he pushed open the stone door of the meditation chamber, a solemn and commanding voice echoed in his ears. 
    

    

    
      It was as if it struck directly at his soul, making his mind reel, leaving him dazed and unable to think.
    

    

    
      His thoughts instantly froze; all notions and ideas came to a halt.
    

    

    
      This was the second trial — the questioning of Martial Heart.
    

    

    
      To face one’s own heart directly — there was no room for clever tricks or evasive sophistry.
    

    

    
      On the way here, Shen Yanzhou had pondered this question countless times. 
    

    

    
      Many drafts had already formed in his mind. 
    

    

    
      He had repeatedly reinforced his conviction, embedding those thoughts deep into his subconscious.
    

    

    
      He was an ordinary man who had never truly come into contact with the Martial Path. 
    

    

    
      Long, flowery rhetoric was impossible for him.
    

    

    
      The only Secret Art he possessed now was the Selfless Sword Heart.
    

    

    
      And this second trial’s response would determine his final evaluation before the incarnation of the Late Martial God’s lingering will.
    

    

    
      Therefore…
    

    

    
      His answer was: “My heart is the Martial Heart.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s answer was simple — apart from these few words, he said nothing else and offered no explanation.
    

    

    
      Pure and direct.
    

    

    
      The doctrine of “mind as truth” — the so-called Martial Heart — was, in essence, his own will.
    

    

    
      To strengthen oneself, to seize power, to live freely, to bed the most beautiful women under heaven… all these, every thought and every desire, were forms of Martial Heart.
    

    

    
      The grand voice that had questioned him now fell silent.
    

    

    
      Before the meditation chamber, all became still and solemn.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had already prepared a backup plan. 
    

    

    
      If he failed the trial, he could still rely on Wu Ruyue to find a way into the Late Martial God’s cave abode.
    

    

    
      Thus, his emotions were calm, without the slightest ripple — he wasn’t at all afraid of failing the test.
    

    

    
      “A path of the heart, facing one’s true self.”
    

    

    
      “Not bad.”
    

    

    
      “Enter.”
    

    

    
      Moments later, that solemn, heavy voice resounded again. 
    

    

    
      Compared to before, it now carried a hint of vitality.
    

    

    
      Upon hearing this, Shen Yanzhou knew he had passed the second trial. 
    

    

    
      As a Martial God, even a mere incarnation of will could discern his current cultivation method at a glance.
    

    

    
      The art of the Heart Sword naturally corresponded to the path of the mind.
    

    

    
      He stepped inside.
    

    

    
      Within the meditation chamber, everything appeared simple. 
    

    

    
      Above the lone cushion, hazy light fell like divine rain, illuminating the silence with sacred brilliance. 
    

    

    
      Soon, a blurred figure appeared there.
    

    

    
      It was an elderly man who looked kind and aged. 
    

    

    
      His visage bore a few resemblances to the tall, heroic statue outside, though his face was lined and weathered by time. 
    

    

    
      Wearing a loose gray robe, he stood there with hands behind his back — yet his very presence seemed to overshadow the eight wildernesses and dominate the heavens.
    

    

    
      “I greet Senior.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou behaved with utmost respect and courtesy.
    

    

    
      The Martial God — one who had truly stepped onto the ultimate peak of the Martial Path — was a being recorded only in the annals of history.
    

    

    
      It had been countless years since such a person last appeared upon this land.
    

    

    
      To ascend as Martial God was to shatter the First Rank and step into the realm beyond the mortal grades — the legendary Transcendent Rank.
    

    

    
      Even after sitting in death for ages, a mere fragment of his will could, with a flick of the finger, alter the fate of a dynasty.
    

    

    
      “The dragon battles in the wild; its blood turns dark-golden.”
    

    

    
      “What an audacious destiny that defies the heavens.”
    

    

    
      The Late Martial God wore a gentle smile as he studied the young man before him, yet suddenly froze as though in surprise. 
    

    

    
      His gaze then grew solemn, examining him once more in detail.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou blinked slightly at those words.
    

    

    
      Dark-golden blood? Was he referring to the original body?
    

    

    
      A fate defying the heavens?
    

    

    
      Could it be that this old man had seen through his transmigrator identity?
    

    

    
      He kept his composure and feigned ignorance. 
    

    

    
      “I do not understand what Senior means.”
    

    

    
      The Late Martial God chuckled. 
    

    

    
      “It seems you are unaware. Interesting. One day, you will naturally come to understand.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou almost forgot that this old fellow had a penchant for amusement — he always enjoyed speaking in riddles, never giving a straight answer.
    

    

    
      It was likely that his words referred to the original body.
    

    

    
      If he truly had seen through Shen Yanzhou’s transmigration, he wouldn’t be reacting this mildly.
    

    

    
      Could it be that the original body possessed some hidden identity?
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou recalled the relevant parts from the original story — after the affair of the false and true heir ended, the original body perished, leaving no further mention of his origins.
    

    

    
      “Perhaps only Yu Chenyu would know the truth of his identity…”
    

    

    
      Drawing his thoughts back, Shen Yanzhou chose not to dwell on it further.
    

    

    
      “Please, Senior, proceed with the questioning.”
    

    

    
      He cupped his fists respectfully once more.
    

    

    
      The Late Martial God’s expression remained gentle, though his eyes gleamed with intrigue. 
    

    

    
      “How shall I question you? Your ambition is not small. Yet the path you cultivate deviates from mine. My inheritance is not suited for you.”
    

    

    
      His words were concise.
    

    

    
      The path he cultivated pursued Martial Dao Communion with the Divine — the world as the furnace, all laws as the kindling, tempering one’s body into the grand elixir.
    

    

    
      As for this so-called path of the mind — he had never believed in such things. 
    

    

    
      He believed only in his fists and his strength.
    

    

    
      “So, Senior means you are unwilling to grant me your inheritance?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s tone remained calm.
    

    

    
      This so-called “fated affinity” or “seeing eye-to-eye” was entirely dependent on the old man’s whims.
    

    

    
      Thus, he had little confidence in this third trial — manipulating an old ghost from tens of thousands of years ago was no easy feat.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t like a game’s event with fixed logic or rules. 
    

    

    
      In the original story, this old man had merely been a background character — his history, temperament, and preferences were never mentioned.
    

    

    
      Hence, Shen Yanzhou had no way to deduce his personality or curry favor.
    

    

    
      In the novel, Wu Ruyue had only received the inheritance because she possessed a trace of the Martial God’s true essence within her.
    

    

    
      This old man, realizing that no one was worthy to inherit his legacy — and recalling that his former disciples had slaughtered each other over a certain “item” he left behind — eventually chose Wu Ruyue as his successor.
    

    

    
      “It is not that I am unwilling to teach you,” said the Late Martial God, “but your body’s condition makes you unsuitable for my inheritance.”
    

    

    
      “The incomplete Martial God’s Secret Scripture that I created demands exceptional innate talent and bone foundation.”
    

    

    
      “In every era, prodigies are as numerous as the stars across the river, yet those qualified to cultivate it can be counted on one hand.”
    

    

    
      “But you — your vital essence is weak, your bone foundation broken, your meridians crippled. Years of indulgence have drained your vitality and thinned your blood essence…”
    

    

    
      “Even a random adult man on the street would be physically superior to you.”
    

    

    
      “If this old man is not mistaken, you must have suffered some kind of curse in your early years, which depleted your life source. Cultivation in this lifetime will be as difficult as ascending to the heavens.”
    

    

    
      “If you could somehow obtain the legendary Grand Rebirth Pill of the Great Luo Golden Immortals, there might be a slim chance of remolding your body.”
    

    

    
      “But tell me — even if I were to pass my inheritance to you, would you not remain a useless husband, capable of nothing?”
    

    

    
      The Late Martial God’s gaze swept over Shen Yanzhou, instantly seeing through everything about him. 
    

    

    
      His tone was cheerful, yet he spoke without the slightest hint of tact or restraint.
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      Shen Yanzhou, however, had not realized that this old man’s mouth could be so venomous in the original novel.
    

    

    
      But his mind remained calm, for he was never here for the inheritance to begin with.
    

    

    
      “Senior’s insight is sharp—this junior is in awe.”
    

    

    
      “If there are still any flaws in this junior’s body, I hope Senior will continue to point them out,” Shen Yanzhou said with his hands cupped.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      This time, it was the Late Martial God who was stunned.
    

    
      Could this brat not understand sarcasm?
    

    

    
      He had wanted to see the youth’s composure break and his temper flare, yet from the moment Shen Yanzhou entered until now, he had maintained that same unhurried calmness.
    

    

    
      Negative emotion from Lin Qingcang +10 +15 +21…
    

    

    
      So, this old man’s name was Lin Qingcang?
    

    

    
      Seeing the reminder on his panel, Shen Yanzhou was a little surprised that this Martial God, who had died and turned to dust long ago, could still provide him with negative emotion.
    

    

    
      However, the amount was far too little—unworthy of his title as a Martial God.
    

    

    
      “Your temperament is indeed not bad,” Lin Qingcang said.
    

    

    
      “No wonder you were able to comprehend the art of the Heart Sword.”
    

    

    
      After a word of praise, his tone suddenly shifted.
    

    

    
      “If you had any chance of entry, this old man would not mind passing his inheritance to you. Unfortunately, you can’t even condense martial true qi, let alone enter the path.”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Shen Yanzhou was not angered. He replied frankly, “Senior worries too much. This junior did not come here for your inheritance.”
    

    

    
      He did not care if his words would offend the old man.
    

    

    
      After all, he had a backup plan—the safest one at that. 
    

    

    
      Other than costing him a bit more time, there was no real downside.
    

    

    
      “Oh? Then are you here to make sport of me?” Lin Qingcang’s eyes narrowed.
    

    

    
      “Senior’s greatest obsession in life must have been to fully comprehend that cultivation method—to use it to break past the limits of the Martial God Realm and extend the path beyond. Unfortunately, due to hesitation and indecision, you missed the peak years of your vitality. By the time old age and frailty set in, with your blood and qi in decline, it was too late. You wished to step through the door again, but found no road ahead, and in the end, passed away in regret…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou spoke in a calm tone, ignoring the coldness in the other’s voice.
    

    

    
      At first, Lin Qingcang’s expression was still dismissive, but as Shen Yanzhou continued, shock began to surface on his face—then came confusion, astonishment, disbelief, and finally, horror.
    

    

    
      In just a few moments, his expression changed four or five times, and in the end, his eyes were filled with deep incredulity.
    

    

    
      “How do you know these things?”
    

    

    
      Though he tried to suppress the tremor in his voice, it was impossible to hide his shock; his words came quickly.
    

    

    
      These were experiences and secrets known only to him.
    

    

    
      Even his disciples had no idea—otherwise, they would not have fought each other to the death for that “mysterious cultivation method.”
    

    

    
      “Senior only needs to understand that anyone who has ever existed will have traces left behind,” Shen Yanzhou said evenly.
    

    

    
      “Even a Martial God is no exception.”
    

    

    
      “In this world, there are always those who wish to defy fate, to leap out of the long river and seize control of themselves.”
    

    

    
      “But most of the time, they merely jump from one stream into another, slightly wider river.”
    

    

    
      “In truth, everyone’s fate—on a higher plane of existence—has nowhere to hide.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s voice remained calm and detached.
    

    

    
      “You…”
    

    

    
      “You’re someone from that side, aren’t you?”
    

    

    
      A chill crawled up Lin Qingcang’s spine, an inexplicable coldness rising from his back.
    

    

    
      If he was from that side, then his lack of emotion and his composure over everything could indeed be explained.
    

    

    
      After all, the people from that side often spoke such words as,
    

    
      “Everything is chosen by fate,”
    

    
      “Every being follows its destined path,”
    

    
      and “All causes must bear their fruit.”
    

    

    
      He had not expected that after so many eras had passed, someone from that side would still exist—and had even emerged once more.
    

    

    
      “Hmph. If you truly wished to obtain that cultivation method, with the means of that side, why bother coming to seek me?”
    

    

    
      But soon, he gave a cold snort, as if still displeased.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou merely said, “The proper steps must still be followed—everything has its rules.”
    

    

    
      As for what that side really referred to, even he was unclear.
    

    

    
      In the original novel, it had always been vaguely mentioned as “that side,” merely serving as a background reference.
    

    

    
      No actual figure from “that side” had ever appeared in the story.
    

    

    
      However, whether it was the Great Qian Bureau of Immortal Inspection or those ancient, long-standing orthodox clans, discussions about “that side” were always laced with reverence.
    

    

    
      In truth, Shen Yanzhou hated people who spoke in riddles—but now he had no choice but to play the part of one. 
    

    

    
      He would first swindle the cultivation method out of the old man’s hands before anything else.
    

    

    
      Hearing his words, Lin Qingcang’s anger subsided slightly.
    

    

    
      Rules—everything must follow the rules. Indeed, that was very much their style.
    

    

    
      “Even if I were to give you that cultivation method, what then? Even I could not enter its threshold—do you truly think you can cultivate it?” he said coldly.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou could tell that the old man’s attitude had softened.
    

    
      A faint smile appeared on his face. “Then why don’t we make a bet, Senior?”
    

    

    
      “A bet?” Lin Qingcang looked at him.
    

    

    
      “If this junior manages to enter and cultivate, then Senior will lend me your strength once.”
    

    

    
      “If this junior fails to enter, then I will return the cultivation method to Senior—and tell you something that will definitely pique your interest.”
    

    

    
      “The power of a Martial God lies in breaking through the limits of the physical body, in a soul strong enough to endure the heavenly thunder and gale, ascending directly into the azure heavens. Thus, after death, one’s will can often remain as an incarnation.”
    

    

    
      “But in this world, there are still certain methods that defy common sense—ways to live again.”
    

    

    
      “What Senior desires most, is nothing more than to ask Heaven for another three thousand years.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou continued to paint his grand vision.
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang narrowed his eyes at those words.
    

    

    
      When his vitality had withered in his twilight years, had he not also sought a way to prolong his life? Yet whether he turned to the righteous or the demonic paths, all had ended in failure.
    

    

    
      Even those Daoist cultivators known for longevity—when their time came, they too would transcend or perish, without exception.
    

    

    
      But if Shen Yanzhou was truly from that side…
    

    

    
      Perhaps he did know of certain secrets that were unknown to mortals.
    

    

    
      At this moment, a thought even arose in Lin Qingcang’s mind—to seize the youth’s body.
    

    

    
      Though a will-incarnation was weaker than a lingering soul, it would be enough to read all of Shen Yanzhou’s memories in an instant.
    

    

    
      Yet that thought soon faded.
    

    

    
      Since Shen Yanzhou dared to speak of such things so fearlessly, he must have some reliance—some hidden trump card that made him unafraid of a soul search or possession.
    

    

    
      “In that case, let us follow your so-called rules of the wager,” Lin Qingcang said coldly.
    

    

    
      He did not believe that Shen Yanzhou could enter the threshold of a technique that was practically impossible to cultivate.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s smile deepened at those words—doing the opposite was indeed the way to go.
    

    

    
      A being like Lin Qingcang, with vast knowledge and insight, would never take risks lightly once he was convinced that Shen Yanzhou had ties to “that side.”
    

    

    
      So-called cleverness was often undone by its own schemes.
    

    

    
      Of course, if it were someone else, he would never have chosen such a method.
    

    

    
      “Many thanks, Senior.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou still clasped his hands politely, displaying impeccable manners.
    

    

    
      “Put away that false façade of yours.”
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang gave a cold snort.
    

    

    
      Though he now existed only as a will-incarnation, every movement of his still carried immense power. 
    

    

    
      With just a casual sweep of his sleeve, Shen Yanzhou was swept up and carried out of the underground palace, heading straight toward the dark river outside.
    

    

    
      “Mas… Master…”
    

    

    
      “You still have a remnant will in the mortal world…”
    

    

    
      At that moment, the Soul-devouring Flood Serpent, waiting in the dark river for Shen Yanzhou’s return, sensed that familiar aura and couldn’t help but raise its enormous head out of the river.
    

    

    
      The once-indifferent serpent eyes now revealed deep emotion and disbelief.
    

    

    
      Its master, who had passed away countless years ago, still had a will lingering?
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang’s expression grew a little complicated as he glanced at the Soul-devouring Flood Serpent emerging from the river. 
    

    

    
      There was a touch of nostalgia in his eyes—
    

    

    
      That little snake he had once accidentally taken in had, through sheer fortune and endurance, shed its serpentine body and was now close to transforming into a true dragon.
    

    

    
      While he himself had long turned into a pile of bones, leaving behind only a single thread of will.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was a bit surprised as well. 
    

    

    
      He had thought the Soul-devouring Flood Serpent already knew of Lin Qingcang’s will-incarnation.
    

    

    
      He had not expected that it had been guarding this place purely out of loyalty to an old promise.
    

    

    
      Such faithfulness was rare indeed.
    

    

    
      “Come. Let’s go out and see this land once more.”
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang nodded slightly, his tone gentler now.
    

    

    
      “This little snake is already content to see Master once more in this lifetime.”
    

    

    
      The Soul-devouring Flood Serpent said excitedly, its massive body coiling through the dark river before lowering its head reverently before Lin Qingcang.
    

    

    
      At the same time, its heart trembled—it had only thought Shen Yanzhou to be interesting, different from other humans it had met.
    

    

    
      Who could have thought that this human youth would actually awaken its master’s will-incarnation?
    

    

    
      Could it be that he was the master’s chosen successor?
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou noticed the subtle shift in the serpent’s expression. When it had first dragged him into the pool, it had shown no such respect.
    

    

    
      If possible, once Lin Qingcang’s will-incarnation dispersed, he could very well coax this Soul-devouring Flood Serpent into serving him.
    

    

    
      A peak Fourth Rank demon beast—if placed in the Southern Border, it could easily claim a territory for itself and proclaim dominion as a Demon King.
    

    

    
      As Shen Yanzhou was pondering this—
    

    

    
      He was already standing upon the serpent’s head. 
    

    

    
      With a thunderous roar that shook all of Hidden Moon Mountain, the vast body of the Soul-devouring Flood Serpent plunged into the underground river. 
    

    

    
      The surging, icy water instantly parted before them.
    

    

    
      The subterranean world was vast beyond measure—the dark river connected to the great outer seas, flowing endlessly downward with no clear sense of direction.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou simply closed his eyes, spreading his spiritual sense outward to perceive his surroundings.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At the same instant that the Soul-devouring Flood Serpent’s roar echoed through the depths, the once-violent Hidden Moon Mountain abruptly fell silent.
    

    

    
      All roars and howls seemed to pause, as if silenced in an instant.
    

    

    
      The echoing sound rolled like the heavens, at once like a dragon’s roar and a tiger’s cry, filled with unstoppable might.
    

    

    
      Even separated by great distance, its reverberations rippled through the clouds, spreading to the surrounding mountains and valleys, resounding across all of Hidden Moon Mountain’s neighboring ranges.
    

    

    
      Countless intelligent beasts instinctively prostrated themselves, trembling in fear.
    

    

    
      Even those monsters currently locked in battle with the Bureau of Immortal Inspection and the Chilin Guards froze and knelt toward the source of the sound.
    

    

    
      This was the absolute suppression of a superior demon bloodline—
    

    
      Even a single roar could subdue an entire region.
    

    

    
      “What a terrifying sound…”
    

    

    
      “Could it be that the Demon King within Hidden Moon Mountain has been roused?”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi and Chu Dao’s faces grew grim as they halted their actions.
    

    

    
      If it truly was a Demon King, not even a Great Immortal Officer could stand against it—only flee.
    

    

    
      “This is getting troublesome. If the Nether Cult is truly using borrowed hands—controlling the Demon King of this region—then Young Master Shen’s life is as good as lost.”
    

    

    
      “Even a Grandmaster would be powerless.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yang and several Chilin Guard captains frowned deeply, sensing the growing danger.
    

    

    
      In martial terms, the Fourth Rank Dragon-Elephant Realm was known as Grandmaster.
    

    

    
      While a Demon King was typically at least a Third Rank existence—an opponent only a Diamond Realm martial cultivator could hope to face.
    

    

    
      “This sound comes from the depths of Hidden Moon Mountain… likely near the Forest of No Return.”
    

    

    
      “So this is the true hand of the Nether Cult.”
    

    

    
      A Great Immortal Officer from the Bureau of Immortal Inspection spoke, a rare trace of solemnity crossing his face.
    

    

    
      Though he held an immortal registry, he was also an elder of the Jade Pure Immortal Sect. There was no way he would risk his life just to save a single heir.
    

    

    
      The Fifth Rank Thunder Law Realm sounded powerful, but before a Demon King, it only meant surviving a few more breaths than the others.
    

    

    
      “What should we do, then? Abandon the rescue and return to report to the capital?” another Immortal Officer asked.
    

    

    
      “His Majesty personally decreed that the Heir Shen must be brought back unharmed. But now that a Demon King has appeared, it’s no longer within our power.”
    

    

    
      “Perhaps we can petition a True Person to intervene,” Gu Ruoxi said, brows tightly furrowed.
    

    

    
      Within the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, those of the Fifth Rank Thunder Law Realm were already considered high-ranking.
    

    

    
      Fourth Rank Nascent Soul Realm cultivators were usually in seclusion or wandering the world, rarely holding office in the capital.
    

    

    
      As for a Third Rank True Person of Divine Transformation—such beings were as elusive as dragons, never seen.
    

    

    
      “By right, the Demon Suppression Princess Consort should have a Grandmaster-level expert by her side, yet she hasn’t sent anyone to rescue the Heir Shen.”
    

    

    
      “Moreover, though the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion dispatched many retainers and attendants, few true experts were among them.”
    

    

    
      “This matter… it feels strange somehow.”
    

    

    
      Seeing the situation unfold, Zhou Yang could not help but voice the doubts that had lingered in his mind these past few days.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi and Chu Dao both turned toward him, expressions subtly shifting.
    

    

    
      Did he mean that the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion did not intend to rescue Shen Yanzhou?
    

    

    
      “Zhou Baihu, mind your words,” an Immortal Officer quickly rebuked.
    

    

    
      Zhou Yang gave an awkward smile, realizing he had spoken too freely.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “That commotion just now—it must be a Demon King…”
    

    

    
      At that moment, deeper within Hidden Moon Mountain, several retainers from the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion were sheltering beneath a large, lush tree from the rain. 
    

    

    
      They even had the leisure to build a campfire.
    

    

    
      Daoist Qingfeng stroked his beard and chuckled. “It seems that fate has already decided.”
    

    

    
      “If the young heir was destined to face this tribulation, then he cannot escape it. Should he perish in a Demon King’s jaws, it would not be unworthy of the wealth and luxury he enjoyed in life.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue was no longer with them, so the group no longer bothered to conceal their words.
    

    

    
      They were all long-time retainers of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion—closely bound to its fate and trusted by the elders. Hence, they knew certain truths.
    

    

    
      “Lady Wu is a good person. It’s a pity her kindness was misplaced.”
    

    

    
      “But for the grand design of the Prince’s Mansion, she must be sacrificed.”
    

    

    
      Daoist Qingfeng squinted into the fog-shrouded forest ahead. By midnight, the rain had started again.
    

    

    
      Using the excuse of poor night travel, they had argued fiercely with Wu Ruyue.
    

    

    
      Unable to contain her anger, Wu Ruyue had finally separated from them, choosing to travel on alone.
    

    

    
      “Has Elder Mo been following him so long that he truly regards that man as the real heir?”
    

    

    
      “Don’t forget what the Prince said to you when he sent you to serve by his side.”
    

    

    
      Daoist Qingfeng turned to the gloomy-faced Elder Mo, who sat on a rock nearby, his tone carrying a veiled threat.
    

    

    
      “Daoist Qingfeng jests. This old man naturally knows where his loyalties lie.”
    

    

    
      Elder Mo scratched his head awkwardly at those words, though worry flickered in his eyes.
    

    

    
      The other retainers didn’t press the issue further. 
    

    

    
      Instead, they began to speak of the glorious future that awaited the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, and the mood gradually lightened with laughter.
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      “Saintess, that sound just now came from deep within the gorge. It seems a demon king resides there.”
    

    

    
      “Should we change the plan? I fear we’ve already startled the snake in the grass.”
    

    

    
      Several elders of the Luofu Cloud Cavern stood beside Fu Yuying, their faces grave.
    

    

    
      The sudden, drawn-out roar had startled them all. But soon after, they identified the sound’s source and origin.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying pondered for a moment, then turned to glance back toward the gorge entrance—where miasma still surged, the depths almost invisible. “No. Quite the opposite.”
    

    

    
      “Our target is that Shen Tian.”
    

    

    
      “If we’ve startled the snake, we’ve only alarmed the Bureau of Immortal Inspection and the Chilin Guards, making them too cautious to advance.”
    

    

    
      “But Shen Tian won’t think that way. He’ll only believe that the appearance of this demon king gives him a greater chance to exploit the situation.”
    

    

    
      “So we just need to hold our position. He’ll step into the trap himself.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, understood.”
    

    

    
      The elders nodded and quickly departed, continuing to carry out the plan.
    

    

    
      “When everything was proceeding smoothly, how did we end up disturbing the demon king?”
    

    

    
      Once the others had left, Fu Yuying’s brows furrowed. She took out a jade talisman for transmission and contacted Chu Xiuer.
    

    

    
      Even she couldn’t explain why she was suddenly worried about Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Was it because of the Shewu Gu?
    

    

    
      She comforted herself with that thought.
    

    

    
      A moment later, Chu Xiuer’s voice came through the talisman:
    

    

    
      “Miss, that sound just now scared me to death! It was like it shook up from deep under my feet—my whole body went numb, my soul almost flew out! I hurried to hide in a crack in the cliff; I’m still hiding there.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying said irritably, “I asked you for a report, not what you’re doing.”
    

    

    
      “Miss, you don’t care about me anymore. You only care about that Shen fellow now.” Chu Xiuer puffed her cheeks.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying rubbed her temples and softened her tone as much as she could. “This concerns the sect’s mission. I can’t let Young Master Shen come to harm.”
    

    

    
      Chu Xiuer replied, “Miss, I haven’t seen him, but in this dark gorge, I did find some demon beast corpses. Judging by their wounds, they were slain by a sword master—killed in one strike, the cuts clean, with almost no residual sword energy…”
    

    

    
      “My swordsmanship is mediocre, but I can still tell how formidable the attacker was. Tell me, could it be that this Shen fellow is pretending to be weak while hiding some astonishing sword skill?”
    

    

    
      Hearing that, Fu Yuying froze.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, a formidable sword master?
    

    

    
      But if he had long trained in swordsmanship, his palms couldn’t possibly be so slender and smooth, completely without calluses.
    

    

    
      Moreover… he possessed no inner strength or true energy. How could he wield sword techniques?
    

    

    
      When she had helped purge the Nether Gu, she had examined his body herself—everything matched the situation of the “false heir” exactly as he had described.
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao, had not only made him act as a scapegoat but also planned for him to “die of illness” at the right moment. There was no way he’d have allowed him to learn martial arts or cultivate.
    

    

    
      “Could it be some kind of sword talisman or artifact that stores sword energy—usable even without inner strength?” Fu Yuying speculated.
    

    

    
      “That, I don’t know. But judging from what I see, that Shen fellow should be fine,” Chu Xiuer said.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying nodded lightly, feeling somewhat relieved.
    

    

    
      Everyone had their own secrets. Perhaps this was the very reliance Shen Yanzhou counted on to venture into the gorge alone.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      At the same time as the Soul-devouring Flood Serpent’s roar shook the entire Hidden Moon Mountain, Shen Tian on the other side was completely unfazed, still pressing deeper into the mountain’s heart.
    

    

    
      To him, the appearance of a demon king only meant that Shen Yanzhou’s chances of survival had grown even slimmer.
    

    

    
      That was naturally a good thing.
    

    

    
      If possible, he would rather remain in the shadows and watch Shen Yanzhou die with his own eyes—without lifting a hand.
    

    

    
      The night was deep. As he drew closer to the gorge’s mouth, the wind grew colder, the drizzle thicker, and miasma drifted constantly, casting the place into a gray haze.
    

    

    
      Standing upon the crown of a great tree, Shen Tian carefully observed the scene ahead.
    

    

    
      “Besides those frenzied beasts, I’ve yet to encounter anyone from the Nether Cult. If I were them, I’d definitely set an ambush along this gorge that leads to the Forest of No Return.”
    

    

    
      “To be safe, I’d best hide and observe for a while.”
    

    

    
      Many thoughts crossed Shen Tian’s mind.
    

    

    
      Having gone through numerous life-and-death trials in the Southern Frontier, he had developed a cautious temperament—never one to take risks lightly.
    

    

    
      As he concealed his presence, two figures who had been following him from afar also halted, hiding within the dense canopy of ancient trees.
    

    

    
      “This guy’s pretty cautious, huh…”
    

    

    
      The bearded man muttered.
    

    

    
      “Heh, that just means he’s smart. This path leads straight to the Forest of No Return, and with the poor visibility at night, who knows how many ambushes might be lying in wait,” said the pale-robed man with a soft, almost feminine voice.
    

    

    
      “It’s indeed dangerous. A little spider told me that earlier today, there were already many people around here.”
    

    

    
      The bearded man closed his eyes, seemingly communicating through some strange means. A moment later, his face turned grim.
    

    

    
      The white-robed man’s expression mirrored his. “Most likely the ones slandering our Holy Sect.”
    

    

    
      “I’d like to see who dares to be so bold—making us take the blame,” the bearded man said coldly.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      At the open space at the end of the underground river, the view suddenly widened—as though they had emerged from the mountain’s belly into a suspended galaxy.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou opened his eyes and saw that it wasn’t the Milky Way inverted, but rather a black torrent—a Soul-devouring Flood Serpent soaring straight out of the river, coiling into the clouds, and plunging toward the peak of Hidden Moon Mountain.
    

    

    
      Its speed was so great that, if not for Lin Qingcang’s manifested obsession shielding him tightly, he would’ve been torn from its back and dashed to pieces by the fierce astral winds.
    

    

    
      Even so, Shen Yanzhou had truly experienced what it was like to ride upon a flood serpent’s head.
    

    

    
      Even amid the night, the vast heavens, the endless wilderness, and the boundless earth all unfolded before his eyes.
    

    

    
      His heart surged with emotion.
    

    

    
      Having come to this world, shouldn’t he at least experience what it felt like to grasp the sun and moon and pluck the stars—a grandeur unmatched by any other?
    

    

    
      Moments later, the Soul-devouring Flood Serpent landed steadily. Only then did Shen Yanzhou realize that atop Hidden Moon Mountain’s peak floated a small island veiled in thick mist, upheld by an unseen array’s might.
    

    

    
      Even in broad daylight, with the best visibility, one standing at the mountain’s summit would never see it.
    

    

    
      No wonder the original text had described this cave dwelling as if it were independent of Hidden Moon Mountain itself.
    

    

    
      At first, Shen Yanzhou had even wondered whether it might be a separate pocket world, which was why he could never find its entrance.
    

    

    
      “We’ve returned here once more.”
    

    

    
      Revisiting the old place, Lin Qingcang gazed upon the courtyard and pavilions now overrun with weeds and vines, his expression tinged with complicated emotions.
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      The Soul-devouring Flood Serpent had transformed into an old man clad in black, standing quietly to the side. 
    

    

    
      His face bore a faint resemblance to Lin Qingcang’s, yet his narrow eyes and a few strands of black hair hanging beside his ears gave him an inexplicable air of sinister coldness and indifference.
    

    

    
      Generally, a demonic beast could only assume human form after reaching the Third Rank, but there were always those of special bloodlines that could transform far earlier.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou looked at the Soul-devouring Flood Serpent, whose very presence exuded a chilling aura, and the thought of coaxing this creature into becoming his lackey grew ever stronger in his heart.
    

    

    
      Rather than wasting its years in this cold pool beneath Hidden Moon Mountain, it might as well follow him into the world...
    

    

    
      “Let’s go. It’s time to verify our wager.”
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang did not linger in reminiscence. 
    

    

    
      The past was already gone; no amount of sorrow could change that.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded and followed Lin Qingcang forward. 
    

    

    
      They passed through the ruined structures overrun with vines and wild grass, then ascended along moss-covered stone steps that still bore faint traces of their former shape, heading ever upward toward higher ground.
    

    

    
      There stood a small mountain that seemed to have been moved there by some unimaginable power. 
    

    

    
      Though the marks of time had worn away its original appearance, the outlines of once-orderly constructions could still be faintly discerned.
    

    

    
      On both sides of the mountain path grew low shrubs and dangling vines; brambles sprawled across the ground, adding to the desolation.
    

    

    
      The peak was even more dilapidated. 
    

    

    
      The houses once built there had long since collapsed, leaving only rubble scattered across the earth. 
    

    

    
      The sole structure still intact was a stone chamber carved into the cliff face.
    

    

    
      Compared to the surroundings, the area was slightly more open. 
    

    

    
      A withered peach tree stood beside a stone table and stone stools covered with fallen leaves and dust.
    

    

    
      When Lin Qingcang arrived here, he froze once more, countless memories flashing through his mind.
    

    

    
      Several of his disciples had once gathered beneath that peach tree, exchanging insights on martial arts, their laughter echoing as he stood stern-faced beside them—unsmiling, yet the gentleness at the corners of his brows had always betrayed him.
    

    

    
      His youngest disciple had loved to laugh, lively and cheerful, deeply adored by all her senior brothers.
    

    

    
      His most talented eldest disciple had fulfilled his duty as senior brother, guiding the others in their movements.
    

    

    
      All of them had laughed and sparred here.
    

    

    
      At night, that eldest disciple and the youngest one would hide beneath the peach tree, whispering softly and vowing to stay together for life...
    

    

    
      But soon, those images blurred, as if stained red with blood, until they faded away entirely.
    

    

    
      “If only I hadn’t obtained that technique… so many tragedies would never have happened...”
    

    

    
      He sighed faintly.
    

    

    
      Seas turned to mulberry fields, stars shifted in the heavens—even a Martial God could not live forever. 
    

    

    
      His former disciples had likely long since returned to the earth, becoming but a handful of spring soil.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou said nothing, silently waiting for Lin Qingcang to finish his reminiscence. 
    

    

    
      When one reached a certain age, it was easy to dwell on the past.
    

    

    
      Even one who once stood at the absolute summit of the mortal world—a Martial God—was no exception.
    

    

    
      “Follow me.”
    

    

    
      A moment later, Lin Qingcang spoke again. 
    

    

    
      This time, he led Shen Yanzhou directly toward the cave dwelling carved into the cliff.
    

    

    
      The furnishings within were no different from what Shen Yanzhou had seen in the underground palace—simple and pure.
    

    

    
      There were only a meditation mat, a stone table, a stone bed, and a three-tiered shelf that held jade slips and scrolls. 
    

    

    
      Not a speck of dust covered them, as if an invisible formation kept the chamber spotless and eternally pristine.
    

    

    
      Compared to the cave abodes of Daoist cultivators, however, this place could only be described as crude. 
    

    

    
      There were no weapons, furnaces, or bottles and jars in sight.
    

    

    
      Upon the meditation mat sat a tall corpse faintly glowing with a golden radiance, head lowered, holding an open scroll in its arms—as if it had been reading even at the moment of its death.
    

    

    
      “The technique you seek lies here.”
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang stepped before the mat, his gaze complex. 
    

    

    
      Then, with a gentle wave of his hand, that golden-glowing corpse seemed to weather away instantly, crumbling into dust that scattered through the air.
    

    

    
      Only the scroll held within its arms floated down amid the ashes, finally landing softly upon the ground.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou reached out to catch it. 
    

    

    
      Its texture was light and supple—like beast hide—yet it exuded an almost metallic, divine luster.
    

    

    
      Though he had restrained his emotions, he could not suppress the surge of exhilaration that welled within him.
    

    

    
      He had finally obtained it.
    

    

    
      That legendary technique from the original work—so transcendent, its very concepts exceeded the limits of this world’s setting.
    

    

    
      “The True Explanation of Primordial Unity.”
    

    

    
      According to Shen Yanzhou’s understanding from his past life, the worldview of this realm could be classified as mid-level martial, leaning toward high martial. 
    

    

    
      Even a Martial God—the pinnacle of all beings—could not traverse starfields or shatter planets with a single strike.
    

    

    
      As for single-universe-level power... 
    

    

    
      that was beyond imagining.
    

    

    
      Yet The True Explanation of Primordial Unity contained insights and expositions on cultivation that belonged to an entirely different, far more intricate and profound system.
    

    

    
      First of all, the prerequisite for practicing this technique required one to cultivate both the martial and Daoist paths—and to reach the First Rank in at least one of them.
    

    

    
      After achieving First Rank, the practitioner must dissolve their cultivation, retaining only the purest strand of their origin as a seed to merge with either Martial True Qi or Daoist Spiritual Qi, thereby giving birth to the Primordial Unity Qi.
    

    

    
      Only then could one be considered to have taken the first step.
    

    

    
      The subsequent stages of cultivation were equally arduous. 
    

    

    
      Each strand of Primordial Unity Qi represented one’s comprehension of the Primordial—an insight into the cosmos, the heavens, and all things. 
    

    

    
      From within the void, one would draw upon the primal chaotic energy to reconstruct the body, step by step, until forging a Body of Primordial Unity.
    

    

    
      Eventually, such a being would transcend the bounds of matter itself—invulnerable to all laws. 
    

    

    
      Any form of energy-based attack would instead be absorbed and converted into power, becoming part of one’s own essence.
    

    

    
      In the original plot, when Lin Qingcang obtained this manual, he too had doubted its authenticity.
    

    

    
      At that time, he was at his peak. 
    

    

    
      Though the contents were profound beyond measure and vast beyond imagination, he had never considered destroying his Martial God foundation to begin anew. 
    

    

    
      Instead, out of arrogance, he used its principles as a prototype to deduce and create his own Martial God’s Secret Scripture.
    

    

    
      In today’s world, even Second Rank experts were exceedingly rare, let alone First Rank. 
    

    

    
      To have finally reached that height, who would dare to abandon everything for the sake of cultivating such an abstruse and enigmatic technique?
    

    

    
      Even Lin Qingcang, a Martial God himself, had once deemed it a “heretical art” born of a madman’s delusion—something meant to bring chaos to the world. 
    

    

    
      Anyone foolish enough to believe its doctrines, he had said, might as well have lived as a dog.
    

    

    
      And yet, what was strange was that even with his Martial God power, Lin Qingcang had been unable to damage this page in the slightest—not even with his full strength...
    

    

    
      “I’d like to see how you intend to begin cultivation.”
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang’s gaze turned cold as he looked upon Shen Yanzhou. 
    

    

    
      He did not believe for a moment that such a technique could be practiced by any human.
    

    

    
      After all, to meet its entry requirement, one needed to have reached First Rank in either the martial or Daoist path. 
    

    

    
      But Shen Yanzhou?
    

    

    
      He was utterly empty—devoid of True Qi, inner strength, or even the faintest trace of Daoist Spiritual Qi.
    

    

    
      “Senior need only remember our wager.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou clasped the scroll in his hand. 
    

    

    
      A faint chill seeped into his palm, spreading into his mind, leaving his spiritual sea clear and tranquil.
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      Inside the scroll, densely packed tiny characters filled the pages like a swarm of insects. 
    

    

    
      When viewed closely, they shimmered like a myriad of morning stars, their glow intertwining to form a vast, boundless, and primordial pattern.
    

    

    
      “Primordial Unity.”
    

    

    
      Unconsciously, Shen Yanzhou read out the meaning of that pattern.
    

    

    
      In the next moment, information surfaced in his mind.
    

    

    
      【Name: Shen Yanzhou】
    

    

    
      【Techniques: None】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: Selfless Sword Heart (Incomplete, Minor Accomplishment 1/4)】
    

    

    
      【Realm: None】
    

    

    
      【Available Basic Points: 0 (711.33/100)】
    

    

    
      【Available Technique: The True Explanation of Primordial Unity (Incomplete): A cultivation method that does not belong to this world. 
    

    

    
      It concerns the refinement and cultivation of the Primordial State, created in its initial form by a mysterious existence. 
    

    

    
      After countless epochs of evolution, it was gradually perfected. 
    

    

    
      The complete version comprises six realms of initiation, though only the first four have been recorded. 
    

    

    
      The later stages can be simulated and deduced.】
    

    

    
      As expected.
    

    

    
      When that line of information appeared in his mind, Shen Yanzhou let out a faint breath of relief, the corner of his lips curving upward slightly.
    

    

    
      As long as it was a learnable technique, it meant he could cultivate it. 
    

    

    
      As for any prerequisites, those could be entirely ignored.
    

    

    
      The prerequisites for entry into this technique were incredibly difficult—relying on himself alone, it would have been almost impossible.
    

    

    
      But with the existence of the panel, those prerequisites were effectively “waived.” 
    

    

    
      The same had happened back in Emerald Bamboo Courtyard when he grasped the Selfless Sword Heart.
    

    

    
      After all, how could someone like him—utterly lacking in swordsmanship and inner cultivation—possibly have talent greater than that of Princess Consort Yu Chenyu?
    

    

    
      “These past days, I’ve already accumulated over seven hundred points of negative emotion—that’s enough for seven basic points.”
    

    

    
      “That should be sufficient for me to begin.”
    

    

    
      “Panel, show me your limits.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou felt at ease, then quietly closed his eyes.
    

    

    
      In the next instant, as he silently murmured add points, a boundless flood of memories surged into his mind like a torrential river, fierce and unstoppable—like the Milky Way collapsing from the heavens and engulfing the sky.
    

    

    
      Even though Shen Yanzhou had mentally prepared himself, he still couldn’t help but furrow his brows, feeling as if his head might explode.
    

    

    
      It was too overbearing—utterly unrestrained—an overwhelming force pushed to the extreme.
    

    

    
      It was as if the heavens and earth were being split open inside his mind—chaos being cleaved apart to forge the Primordial Unity of all things.
    

    

    
      Indeed, Shen Yanzhou truly saw in his mind the scene of chaos being opened.
    

    

    
      In the dark, boundless murk of the primordial void, a light powerful enough to split eternity burst forth. 
    

    

    
      Countless particles of chaotic radiance collided, expanded, and surged. 
    

    

    
      They clashed and compressed, and then—worlds were born from the collision.
    

    

    
      The sight was too magnificent—like witnessing the dawn of creation, the opening of heaven and earth from the perspective of a third observer.
    

    

    
      Within that vast, infinite cosmos, only threads of Primordial Qi lingered and intertwined, eternal and immutable—neither extinguished nor transformed.
    

    

    
      Those indistinct visions flashed through Shen Yanzhou’s mind. 
    

    

    
      Within the dark depths of his Niwan Palace, faint, heavy rays of light fell, as if planting a seed.
    

    

    
      In the next instant, it was as if he had triggered a rift in the unseen void.
    

    

    
      Strands of mysterious, indistinct energy began to descend, falling like heavy tides. 
    

    

    
      They carried a chaotic aura that enveloped him completely.
    

    

    
      “Judging by his expression… could he truly be entering the path?”
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang’s heart trembled. 
    

    

    
      Even with his calm temperament, he couldn’t help but feel a surge of shock. 
    

    

    
      His eyes narrowed, unwilling to overlook even the smallest detail on Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      He had exhausted all his strength in his later years yet had failed to enter the path—because he had missed the prime of his life and could no longer condense that purest of seeds.
    

    

    
      So how could Shen Yanzhou possibly succeed?
    

    

    
      “No… something’s not right. There truly is some kind of indistinct energy substance descending around him. Could that be the Breath of Chaos?”
    

    

    
      “Back in my peak, I never managed to shatter the barrier above the Nine Heavens, to draw in the chaotic aura from the infinite depths. How did this man accomplish it?”
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang’s pupils contracted sharply, his breathing turning unsteady.
    

    

    
      Had he not seen it with his own eyes, he would never have believed it.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou—an ordinary man—how could he achieve all this? 
    

    

    
      Without the guiding seed, he had entered the path from nothing, even drawing down the Breath of Chaos to aid his cultivation?
    

    

    
      He couldn’t accept it. 
    

    

    
      Nor could he comprehend it. 
    

    

    
      It shattered and rebuilt the worldview he had constructed throughout his life.
    

    

    
      The good news was that The True Explanation of Primordial Unity was indeed not an “evil art”—it could truly be cultivated.
    

    

    
      The bad news—he had no idea why any of this was happening.
    

    

    
      Boom!!!
    

    

    
      A deep, thunderous sound rang out like a bolt of chaos-born lightning splitting the earth.
    

    

    
      “How… how is that possible…”
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang’s gaze fixed on Shen Yanzhou, his voice murmuring unconsciously, his emotions a storm of disbelief.
    

    

    
      That sound—it had come merely from the resonance of Shen Yanzhou’s internal organs.
    

    

    
      Only now did Lin Qingcang finally accept the truth—Shen Yanzhou had truly entered the path.
    

    

    
      Even though Shen Yanzhou hadn’t forcibly circulated his energy, a faint yet terrifying aura had begun to emanate from him.
    

    

    
      It was transcendent, domineering, all-encompassing—an aura that could crush everything, contain everything, and create everything.
    

    

    
      That was Primordial Qi.
    

    

    
      When Shen Yanzhou turned his sight inward, he sensed that indescribable current of energy swirling deep within his ancestral aperture. 
    

    

    
      Once, his body had been incapable of sustaining any martial cultivation.
    

    

    
      Those shattered meridians had been unable to bear even the slightest flow of internal energy. 
    

    

    
      Yet now, with the emergence of this strand of Primordial Qi, his body began repairing itself from within—endlessly regenerating, creating, circulating in a self-sustaining cycle.
    

    

    
      With every breath, his body grew stronger.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou felt an unprecedented surge of vitality and vigor filling his organs—as if a long-bedridden patient had finally stood and taken his first steps.
    

    

    
      As that vitality spread, it rippled outward from his ancestral aperture, flowing through his meridians, organs, and even deeper into his bones.
    

    

    
      Every cell of his body seemed to be remade—reborn through a fiery nirvana.
    

    

    
      His once slender frame visibly strengthened before the naked eye.
    

    

    
      Moreover, within his Niwan Palace, the vibrating energy intensified—as though a chaotic aperture were opening, forming a divine platform for his soul, allowing him to more clearly perceive the essence and shape of his own spirit.
    

    

    
      The Nine Ranks of Martial Path were divided into nine realms: Tempered Skin, Tempered Bone, Blood-burning, Sea-cleaving, Mountain-moving, Dragon-elephant, Diamond, Nirvana, and Heaven-opening.
    

    

    
      A martial artist had to begin from the very foundation—tempering skin, refining bone, strengthening blood and energy, advancing step by step.
    

    

    
      Each stage demanded enormous consumption of meat to strengthen one’s tendons and bones, to enhance blood and vitality. 
    

    

    
      To progress evenly across all stages was almost impossible.
    

    

    
      Yet now, having merely condensed a single thread of Primordial Qi, Shen Yanzhou’s flesh, bones, muscles, and organs all underwent transformation. 
    

    

    
      His vitality surged with earth-shaking change.
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      At the same time, the changes within the Niwan Palace also indicated that his spirit was undergoing transformation, now qualified to leave the body and travel outside. 
    

    

    
      In the Daoist path, this was the mark of stepping into the Ninth Rank, Qi-Nurturing Realm.
    

    

    
      “Just entering the path and already like this…”
    

    

    
      “Cultivating both Martial and Dao together—this is truly beyond measure.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou couldn’t help but shake his head inwardly, then turned his gaze to his own panel.
    

    

    
      【Name: Shen Yanzhou】
    

    

    
      【Techniques: The True Explanation of Primordial Unity (Incomplete, First Realm 1/16)】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: Selfless Sword Heart (Fragmented, Minor Accomplishment 1/4)】
    

    

    
      【Realm: Martial Path—Entered the Ranks, Not Yet Ninth Rank; Daoist Path—Entered the Ranks, Not Yet Ninth Rank.】
    

    

    
      【Available Basic Points: 6 (11.33/100)】
    

    

    
      The first realm of The True Explanation of Primordial Unity was called Primordial Genesis, divided into four stages, each corresponding to a different phase:
    

    

    
      Primordial Qi, Guiding Qi to Refine the Body, Fusion of Primordial Qi, and Formation of the Primordial Embryo.
    

    

    
      Only when all four stages reached completion could one be said to have truly mastered the first realm.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Shen Yanzhou had merely stepped through the threshold, having successfully condensed a wisp of Primordial Qi, barely qualifying as having entered the Martial Path. 
    

    

    
      At the same time, his spirit had grown strong enough to leave his body—marking his entry into the Daoist ranks as well.
    

    

    
      “Continue adding points.”
    

    

    
      Without any hesitation, Shen Yanzhou poured the remaining six basic points entirely into The True Explanation of Primordial Unity.
    

    

    
      Soon, the technique display changed to:
    

    
      【The True Explanation of Primordial Unity (Incomplete, 7/16)】
    

    

    
      In the unseen depths of the void, a dam suddenly burst. 
    

    

    
      Pure energy from the most ancient chaos surged forth, drawn by the wisp of Primordial Qi within Shen Yanzhou’s body, continuously converging into him.
    

    

    
      A second wisp of Primordial Qi emerged.
    

    

    
      Then a third, a fourth… more and more wisps appeared, eventually forming a vortex-like cyclone within his Ancestral Aperture.
    

    

    
      Along with the thick, ancient aura of chaos, each breath he took drew that energy through his limbs and bones, deep into his organs.
    

    

    
      The essence of Primordial Genesis was to create “something” out of “nothing,” forcibly opening and stabilizing a Primordial Source Point within one’s life origin, drawing in the Breath of Chaos and laying the foundation for both Martial and Daoist cultivation.
    

    

    
      In simpler terms—
    

    

    
      From the birth of the first wisp of Primordial Qi to the formation of the Primordial Vortex—this marked the completion of the first stage.
    

    

    
      The second stage, Guiding Qi to Refine the Body, used that inner vortex as a source to continuously temper the flesh, cleanse the mind, and strengthen the soul.
    

    

    
      When Shen Yanzhou looked inward, he could clearly sense the Primordial Qi drifting from the vortex, circulating through his meridians and organs.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, his spirit glowed faintly like mist, already capable of leaving his body unharmed by blazing sun or violent winds.
    

    

    
      【Name: Shen Yanzhou】
    

    
      【Techniques: The True Explanation of Primordial Unity (Incomplete, First Realm 7/16)】
    

    
      【Secret Arts: Selfless Sword Heart (Fragmented, Minor Accomplishment 1/4)】
    

    
      【Realm: Martial Path—Eighth Rank; Daoist Path—Eighth Rank.】
    

    
      【Available Basic Points: 0 (11.33/100)】
    

    

    
      “The panel shows my realm as merely Eighth Rank, yet by my understanding of this world’s Eighth Rank, Bone-tempering martial artists—even those with extraordinary talent—without using secret arts or elixirs, their strength amounts to at most the power of one ox, enough to draw a hundred and fifty-jin bow repeatedly.”
    

    

    
      “But my casual arm swing far surpasses that.”
    

    

    
      Ignoring Lin Qingcang, whose face was still full of disbelief and shock, Shen Yanzhou walked to the stone wall of the cave. 
    

    

    
      He pressed his palm lightly upon it—without even stirring his inner vortex, relying purely on raw strength.
    

    

    
      Layers of stone dust fell away, leaving behind a clear palm print.
    

    

    
      “So this is the power of The True Explanation of Primordial Unity?”
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang finally came back to his senses, his breathing quickened. 
    

    

    
      He looked at Shen Yanzhou—whose figure and bearing had improved noticeably compared to before—and found it almost unbelievable.
    

    

    
      Though the cave seemed made entirely of stone walls, it was in fact carved from a single piece of meteorite he had discovered long ago.
    

    

    
      Even a Sixth Rank, Sea-Cleaving Realm martial artist, giving their all, would struggle to leave a mark on it. Yet Shen Yanzhou had done so effortlessly—proof that his body had reached an unimaginable level of strength.
    

    

    
      How long had it even been since he obtained The True Explanation of Primordial Unity? A few breaths?
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang, once a Martial God and a peerless prodigy of his era, now found that Shen Yanzhou in his eyes… was nothing short of a monster.
    

    

    
      “You haven’t yet reached First Rank—how did you even enter the path?”
    

    

    
      “And what realm are you at now?”
    

    

    
      Unable to suppress his shock and curiosity, Lin Qingcang blurted out the questions.
    

    

    
      “Senior, you’re a Martial God—can you not tell my realm?”
    

    

    
      Still gazing at the palm print on the stone wall, Shen Yanzhou’s lips curved faintly as he replied.
    

    

    
      “It seems like Eighth Rank… but not quite.”
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang stared closely at him, yet even as he said it, he didn’t believe it himself.
    

    

    
      An Eighth Rank martial artist leaving a palm print on this meteorite? 
    

    

    
      Absurd.
    

    

    
      “Heh…”
    

    

    
      “So this truly is a technique perfect for hiding one’s strength.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou chuckled.
    

    

    
      An Eighth Rank martial artist? 
    

    

    
      A single slap from him would turn such a man into mist.
    

    

    
      Not to mention, his spirit was now so strong that with one thought, he could leave his body and sweep his divine sense across dozens of miles.
    

    

    
      Such power—yet the panel still called it Eighth Rank?
    

    

    
      By the classification of The True Explanation of Primordial Unity, did that mean even upon perfecting the first realm, he would only reach Sixth Rank peak?
    

    

    
      Still, Shen Yanzhou didn’t dwell on it. 
    

    

    
      After all, these were two entirely different systems of cultivation.
    

    

    
      If a Sixth Rank, Sea-Cleaving Realm martial artist stood before him now, he was confident he could crush him with a single finger.
    

    

    
      “It wasn’t in vain that I went through such effort to obtain this technique.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s thoughts soon calmed. He felt no arrogance—he wasn’t yet invincible.
    

    

    
      Besides, although The True Explanation of Primordial Unity advanced both his Martial and Daoist cultivation simultaneously, for now it only granted pure physical and spiritual enhancement; it contained few martial skills, secret arts, or Daoist techniques.
    

    

    
      Only upon reaching the Second Realm, Ten Thousand Transformations Returning to Flow, could he embrace all methods, emulate all phenomena, and become untouchable by all laws.
    

    

    
      In other words, for now he was just a raw “stat monster.” To become a true all-around warrior, he still had to make up for his other shortcomings.
    

    

    
      “Senior, will you admit defeat?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou looked toward Lin Qingcang, whose emotions still fluctuated, and asked.
    

    

    
      “Heh… interesting.”
    

    

    
      “I once dominated an era, yet I’ve never seen a monster like you. Even if you came from That Side, it’s hard to believe you could so easily comprehend this technique.”
    

    

    
      “There must be something about you that even I cannot understand.” Lin Qingcang’s eyes locked on Shen Yanzhou.
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      Shen Yanzhou was rather calm as he met the other’s gaze and said, “Senior’s eyes are sharp. Indeed, there are secrets upon me.”
    

    

    
      “The old man admits defeat.”
    

    

    
      “What kind of help do you need from me? If even a monster like you cannot solve the trouble you’re facing, I doubt this old man can help you.”
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang let out a cold snort.
    

    

    
      As a Martial God, he still retained his pride. Though unwilling, he conceded his loss.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou said, “For Senior, it’s merely a small effort. Although I am confident I can handle that trouble myself, I still need to wait for the right timing.”
    

    

    
      “I need you to take action—help me kill someone.”
    

    

    
      Even though Lin Qingcang now existed merely as an obsession, once he struck, Shen Tian would surely die, even with the sword talisman left on him by Tantai Yuxian, the Sword Immortal of the Clear Serenity Pavilion.
    

    

    
      The only chance of survival would be if the Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao, had left some hidden means on him.
    

    

    
      However, according to Shen Yanzhou’s understanding of the original plot, Shen Tian only possessed three strands of life-saving sword qi.
    

    

    
      But then again, in the original storyline, as an important member of the protagonist group, Shen Tian had never truly faced a life-and-death crisis.
    

    

    
      Later on, of those three strands, he had only used two.
    

    

    
      Perhaps there were other trump cards that had never appeared in the original plot.
    

    

    
      “What realm?”
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang asked. 
    

    

    
      The person who required him to act—could it be one of the absolute peak figures of this world?
    

    

    
      A Daoist Patriarch? A Land-bound Martial Saint?
    

    

    
      The Grand Ancestor of the Witch Sect? The Supreme Sage of the Confucian School?
    

    

    
      “A fellow in the Sixth Rank, Mountain-moving Realm,” Shen Yanzhou replied.
    

    

    
      “You—”
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang’s expression nearly changed. 
    

    

    
      He almost thought this fellow was making fun of him.
    

    

    
      For a dignified Martial God to personally act against a mere Sixth Rank practitioner?
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s expression remained unchanged as he said, “If it were an ordinary Sixth Rank, of course Senior wouldn’t need to act. But that man, though dying like a centipede that refuses to stiffen, still has many trump cards for preserving his life, and behind him stand two of the strongest figures of the current age who shield him and guide his path.”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Lin Qingcang’s expression softened slightly.
    

    

    
      “The previous wager still holds. To show my sincerity—after Senior takes action, I shall naturally tell you all the secrets you wish to know.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou turned and walked toward the front of the cave dwelling, his gaze seeming to pierce through the clouds, as if seeing Shen Tian within the depths of Hidden Moon Mountain.
    

    

    
      In this hunt—who, after all, was the prey?
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Within Hidden Moon Mountain, the miasma was thick. 
    

    

    
      In the gorge leading toward the Forest of No Return, the cold wind howled, carrying fine rain that scattered against the cliff walls.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying and the others stood on high ground, overlooking the scene below.
    

    

    
      “Saintess, it’s been so long, yet there’s still no sign of anyone. Could it be that our plan has already been exposed?” an old woman beside her asked worriedly.
    

    

    
      This time, Luofu Cloud Cavern had gathered many powerful experts. No matter how well they concealed themselves, traces would inevitably be left behind.
    

    

    
      If they failed, the Demon Suppression King would certainly retaliate at all costs.
    

    

    
      “Wait a bit longer.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying waved her hand lightly. She appeared calm, though in truth, worry had begun to stir within her.
    

    

    
      After all, this was the only path leading to the Forest of No Return. If Shen Tian wasn’t a fool, he would never take such a risk.
    

    

    
      The safest plan was actually to have Shen Yanzhou appear as bait—to lure Shen Tian out.
    

    

    
      But such words… she couldn’t bring herself to say them directly to Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Besides, by now, Shen Yanzhou was likely already on his way up the mountain summit. Perhaps he truly could fulfill his wish—to see the sunrise with his own eyes.
    

    

    
      As she thought so, a disciple came rushing toward her in slight panic, reporting, “Saintess, at the mouth of the gorge, we seem to have spotted a figure—but something feels off. That person…”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying turned abruptly toward the other side of the cliff, peering downward. Though it was night, the miasma heavy and rain misting, her vision blurred, she still recognized that familiar figure at a glance.
    

    

    
      Who else could it be but Shen Yanzhou?
    

    

    
      “Young Master Shen?”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying was stunned. She hadn’t expected Shen Yanzhou to return. Shouldn’t he be on his way to the summit right now?
    

    

    
      Why had he turned back?
    

    

    
      “Did Xiuer not see him?”
    

    

    
      Unable to understand, she took out a transmission jade talisman to contact Chu Xiuer and asked about the situation.
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      “That man surnamed Shen came back again? But I’ve already left the gorge and am heading toward the summit—I didn’t see him on the way…”
    

    

    
      Chu Xiuer’s voice came through the jade talisman, filled with disbelief.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying furrowed her brows, then sighed softly. “It seems Young Master Shen has already realized Shen Tian won’t easily show himself, so he chose to return and use himself as bait.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Chu Xiuer, who had originally thought Shen Yanzhou was merely toying with them, suddenly fell silent.
    

    

    
      “He’s quite something,” she muttered under her breath.
    

    

    
      Knowing the danger yet still choosing to return—wasn’t it said that smart people always avoided misfortune?
    

    

    
      At this moment, Shen Yanzhou, walking out from the gorge’s mouth, seemed to sense Fu Yuying’s gaze upon him.
    

    

    
      He smiled, lifted his head slightly toward the cliffside, and nodded, as if to say, “Don’t worry, I’ve got this.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying’s eyes shimmered faintly. She gently pressed her red lips together, feeling an inexplicable sense of peace.
    

    

    
      They had known each other for such a short time—why did she feel this way toward Shen Yanzhou? It must be because of the Shewu Gu.
    

    

    
      So she thought.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou withdrew his gaze.
    

    

    
      He began to stroll slowly along the path he came from. 
    

    

    
      The miasma thickened, the wind grew biting cold, so he broke off a branch laden with leaves from a nearby tree and used it as a makeshift umbrella. From afar, the sight looked somewhat comical.
    

    

    
      As he moved farther from the gorge’s mouth, the icy wind grew weaker.
    

    

    
      Finding a tree nearby, Shen Yanzhou sat down heavily on a stone that hadn’t yet been soaked through by the rain.
    

    

    
      At the same time, Fu Yuying, moved by a shared understanding, realized Shen Yanzhou’s intent.
    

    

    
      She waved her hand, and several hidden experts from Luofu Cloud Cavern emerged from the shadows, swiftly moving toward Shen Yanzhou’s position.
    

    

    
      “When do you plan to let me go?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou frowned as he looked at the approaching figures, his voice sharp with anger.
    

    

    
      “Quiet!”
    

    

    
      The several experts from Luofu Cloud Cavern barked harshly. To avoid any mishaps, Fu Yuying hadn’t told them too many details.
    

    

    
      All they knew was that the handsome man before them was the current heir of the Demon Suppression King.
    

    

    
      To force the Demon Suppression King to withdraw his troops from the southern border, Luofu Cloud Cavern had taken a desperate step—they had kidnapped his son.
    

    

    
      “You’re all bold beyond reason! Don’t you know who my father is? If you know what’s good for you, get down on your knees, kowtow a few times, and bring a few pretty girls to serve me…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou cursed loudly, looking thoroughly irritable.
    

    

    
      The faces of the Luofu Cloud Cavern experts darkened; they almost couldn’t resist the urge to teach this insolent man a painful lesson.
    

    

    
      Did he not realize who was the prisoner now?
    

    

    
      “Just wait! Once the experts from my father’s mansion arrive, you’ll all be the ones kneeling and begging me!” Shen Yanzhou continued shouting.
    

    

    
      “Heh, if the Demon Suppression King doesn’t come, you’ll just wait here to die.”
    

    

    
      “No wonder everyone in the capital hates you, and even dogs despise you. If not for your father, you’d have been beaten to death countless times already…”
    

    

    
      “Judging from how things are now, it seems the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion has already abandoned you.”
    

    

    
      The experts of Luofu Cloud Cavern sneered coldly, finally understanding just how detestable this man’s personality truly was.
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      “You’re courting death……”
    

    

    
      Those words seemed to pierce some hidden nerve in Shen Yanzhou, causing his eyes to turn blood-red in an instant. 
    

    

    
      He was filled with rage and immediately swung the branch he had snapped off the tree, hurling it toward the men.
    

    

    
      However, before the branch could strike them, it was shattered by the protective gang qi surrounding their bodies. 
    

    

    
      The branch burst apart into scattered leaves, falling into the muddy soil.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Shen Yanzhou froze in place, as though he had not expected his counterattack to be so feeble. 
    

    

    
      His face flushed crimson with humiliation.
    

    

    
      “Hahaha……”
    

    

    
      The several experts from Luofu Cloud Cavern burst into loud laughter.
    

    

    
      “Did this wastrel really think we’d let him vent his anger on us like his household servants and retainers do?”
    

    

    
      “How naïve. This is Hidden Moon Mountain. To die here is worse than sinking into the Eastern Sea. Within a day, every bit of you will be gnawed clean by beasts and insects, not even bones left intact.”
    

    

    
      They laughed mockingly.
    

    

    
      One of them even rolled up his sleeve, revealing a muscular, bronze-colored arm—only for tiny black specks, like grains of soil, to crawl out from beneath his skin. 
    

    

    
      Within moments, the man’s arm was swarming with countless wriggling insects, an utterly horrifying sight.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s face turned deathly pale as he instinctively backed away, seemingly never having seen something so grotesque before.
    

    

    
      “Don’t frighten this delicate little noble too much……”
    

    

    
      They snickered, signaling for their companion to recall the gu worms.
    

    

    
      While their tone was relaxed and mocking, Shen Yanzhou suddenly retched violently, then cried out, “Someone—help!” before turning pale-faced and stumbling back the way he came, down the muddy trail.
    

    

    
      His once pristine robes were quickly covered in dirt and grime.
    

    

    
      The drizzling rain soaked his hair, strands sticking to his face, making him look utterly disheveled.
    

    

    
      “Heh, this fellow still thinks he can run?”
    

    

    
      The experts of Luofu Cloud Cavern hadn’t expected Shen Yanzhou to actually flee, and they laughed, utterly unconcerned.
    

    

    
      Each of them was a Sixth Rank, Witch-Priest Realm cultivator within the Witchcraft Path, capable of channeling Spirit Mediums and riding the winds. 
    

    

    
      To catch Shen Yanzhou would only take a single thought.
    

    

    
      In that moment, they even developed a cat-and-mouse sort of amusement.
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression King once held unmatched authority across the southern frontier, subduing all directions and forcing hidden sects into reluctant submission.
    

    

    
      Yet now, his son was fleeing through a rainy night like a stray dog……
    

    

    
      High upon the cliff, Fu Yuying furrowed her brows as she watched the scene unfold from afar.
    

    

    
      “Wumu and Wuheng—aren’t they going a bit too far?”
    

    

    
      The old woman beside her couldn’t help but speak; she was aware of the inside story.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying felt a strange tightness in her chest. 
    

    

    
      Over the years, Shen Yanzhou had always pretended to be a foolish, useless man just to survive in the imperial capital, enduring ridicule and scorn.
    

    

    
      But soon, she collected herself and shook her head slightly. 
    

    

    
      “Only this way can Shen Tian be drawn out. For now, we can only let Young Master Shen suffer a little grievance……”
    

    

    
      The old woman nodded.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Rain misted the muddy ground as Shen Yanzhou stumbled down the path, brushing against thorny vines. 
    

    

    
      His luxurious robe, once of fine make, was torn and ruined.
    

    

    
      His face was pale, his expression panicked, utterly flustered—running without direction.
    

    

    
      Behind him, the Luofu Cloud Cavern experts followed unhurriedly, gliding on gentle winds. 
    

    

    
      Invisible auras surrounded them, keeping the rain at bay so they remained dry.
    

    

    
      In contrast, Shen Yanzhou was drenched and caked in mud.
    

    

    
      Anyone who saw this scene would think a pampered noble was being chased by roadside bandits.
    

    

    
      From afar, within the thick canopy of an enormous tree, Shen Tian silently watched the scene, cold and motionless.
    

    

    
      When Shen Yanzhou had caused a commotion and fled from the miasma-filled gorge earlier, Shen Tian had already noticed.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t expected Shen Yanzhou to have escaped the Nether Cult’s hands.
    

    

    
      But soon, his attention turned to the experts chasing him.
    

    

    
      After a brief thought, Shen Tian understood—it must be the Nether Cult’s trap, deliberately releasing Shen Yanzhou as bait to lure the Bureau of Immortal Inspection and the Chilin Guards into a rescue.
    

    

    
      So, he chose to remain still.
    

    

    
      The Bureau and the Chilin Guards were being held back by the beasts of Hidden Moon Mountain and could not reach this place anytime soon.
    

    

    
      “Before then, the Nether Cult wouldn’t dare kill Shen Yanzhou.”
    

    

    
      “I haven’t seen any Nether Cult members along the way—most likely they’re lying in ambush at the gorge’s entrance.”
    

    

    
      “These men’s strength is considerable—Sixth Rank, it seems—and they don’t have any others with them.”
    

    

    
      “But if I kill them, I’ll definitely draw the attention of the remaining cultists.”
    

    

    
      “My only target is Shen Yanzhou. As long as he dies, that’s enough.”
    

    

    
      A cold gleam flashed in Shen Tian’s eyes.
    

    

    
      He reached behind him and retrieved the sword case he carried, laying it flat before him. 
    

    

    
      Inside rested three short swords, each barely three inches long and white as jade.
    

    

    
      The middle sword was pure and flawless, its crystalline texture like that of a delicate artwork.
    

    

    
      The two on either side were engraved with cloud and snow patterns, named Xiuyun and Huixue. 
    

    

    
      Each blade, once unleashed, could slay a low Third Rank cultivator.
    

    

    
      “To die under this sword, Shen Yanzhou, your life won’t have been wasted.”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian drew Huixue, concealing it within his sleeve.
    

    

    
      He suppressed his aura completely, becoming a predator hidden in the shadows, razor-sharp fangs ready to strike.
    

    

    
      Whoosh!!!
    

    

    
      Just as Shen Tian was waiting for the perfect moment, a sharp sound split through the air—like a thunderous bowstring snapping, piercing through the rain and fog of the night.
    

    

    
      A blinding flash of weapon-light tore apart the mist, carrying an overwhelming force that shook the rain into explosive sprays.
    

    

    
      With a resonant hum, it shot toward the group of Luofu Cloud Cavern experts leisurely chasing along the muddy trail.
    

    

    
      Their expressions changed slightly as they swiftly dodged midair. 
    

    

    
      The streak of weapon-light embedded itself deep into a massive tree trunk behind them with a dull thud, shaking down countless leaves.
    

    

    
      It was a long spear with crimson tassels fluttering.
    

    

    
      “Who’s there?”
    

    

    
      They immediately grew wary, gazing toward the ancient forest shrouded in rain and mist.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, who had been fleeing, froze in place, catching his breath as his eyes fell on that familiar red-tasseled spear.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian hadn’t appeared—but Wu Ruyue had arrived first?
    

    

    
      “Senior, can you sense any killing intent?” he asked through thought.
    

    

    
      “There are several in the shadows,” Lin Qingcang’s voice sounded, “but the densest killing intent lies a few miles east. He conceals himself well, but he cannot hide from me……”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded slightly, his gaze calm. 
    

    

    
      So, Shen Tian was hiding in that direction.
    

    

    
      That man was cautious indeed—he had arrived long ago yet still chose not to reveal himself.
    

    

    
      To play this scene convincingly, he had certainly gone to great lengths.
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      While Shen Yanzhou and Lin Qingcang were communicating—
    

    

    
      From deep within the forest, a tall, long-ponytailed silhouette emerged. 
    

    

    
      She was clad in a silver soft armor that could not conceal her graceful curves. 
    

    

    
      Her eyes brimmed with cold light as she looked frostily toward the few people chasing after Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      It was Wu Ruyue.
    

    

    
      “Such audacity from the Nether Cult—how dare you so cruelly harm the Heir of the Demon Suppression King! Are you not afraid of being hunted down and exterminated afterward?” she coldly rebuked.
    

    

    
      “Ruyue? Why is she showing up at this time?”
    

    

    
      “She’s ruining my plan.”
    

    

    
      Hidden deep among the treetops, Shen Tian was greatly shocked when he saw her appear, and had no choice but to suppress the killing intent he had just been harboring.
    

    

    
      “Heh, just a young girl, and all alone—do you think you can rescue that fellow?”
    

    

    
      The experts of Luofu Cloud Cavern were momentarily stunned, but soon recovered.
    

    

    
      Seeing no one behind Wu Ruyue, they sneered repeatedly, not taking her seriously in the slightest.
    

    

    
      “The Bureau of Immortal Inspection and the Chilin Guards are already on their way here. If you know what’s good for you, release the Heir at once.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s voice was cold as she gripped the short blade at her waist, ready to draw it at any moment.
    

    

    
      Her mood was foul—not only because of the negligence and dereliction shown by the guest retainers of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, but also because of the Nether Cult’s lawless arrogance, their blatant contempt for imperial authority.
    

    

    
      In such an icy, rain-soaked night, under suffocating miasma, they actually dared to humiliate the Heir of the Demon Suppression King like this…
    

    

    
      “Miss Wu, you came just in time! Quickly, save me…”
    

    

    
      “Why are you alone? Where are Elder Mo, Daoist Qingfeng, and the others?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou gasped heavily, drenched from head to toe, in an utterly disheveled state, as he hurried toward Wu Ruyue.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue cast him a glance. 
    

    

    
      A trace of confusion flickered in her amber-tinted eyes—was this miserable appearance of his real, or merely an act?
    

    

    
      When they had met at the Yingspring Pavilion that day, Shen Yanzhou had revealed his strength—she had found it difficult to cope even without realizing it.
    

    

    
      Afterward, upon reflection, she concluded that Shen Yanzhou must have cultivated some secret sword art. 
    

    

    
      It was unlikely for someone of his age to have reached the Fourth Rank, Dragon-Elephant Realm in the Martial Path.
    

    

    
      “They feared that traveling at night would be dangerous, especially with miasma spreading and demonic beasts lurking, so they found a place to rest and planned to enter the mountain after dawn,” Wu Ruyue replied softly.
    

    

    
      “They…”
    

    

    
      “When I return to the capital, I will make sure Father doesn’t let them off easily.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou seemed momentarily stunned, then clenched his fists, gritting his teeth with indignation, his expression full of outrage, as though thinking, ‘How could they act like this?’
    

    

    
      Their conversation did not escape the ears of the men from Luofu Cloud Cavern.
    

    

    
      They burst into hearty laughter, astonished as well.
    

    

    
      Even the guest retainers of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion held little regard for this Heir? 
    

    

    
      Truly pathetic.
    

    

    
      “Heir, we should focus first on how to return safely.”
    

    

    
      “The Bureau of Immortal Inspection and the Chilin Guards have been delayed by rampaging demonic beasts—they won’t be arriving here any time soon.”
    

    

    
      With a sharp shing, Wu Ruyue drew her short blade. 
    

    

    
      The edge gleamed coldly, faintly veined with crimson patterns, exuding killing chill.
    

    

    
      Forged from refined Flood Dragon Blood-patterned Steel, it could slice through iron like mud—just a thumb-sized piece was worth a hundred gold taels.
    

    

    
      During her training in the southern borderlands, she had broken through numerous demonic beast nests and was rewarded this weapon by the Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao.
    

    

    
      “Heh, seems the girl wants to fight.”
    

    

    
      “Then let’s entertain her.”
    

    

    
      The experts of Luofu Cloud Cavern exchanged looks, their eyes gleaming with interest. 
    

    

    
      One of them lifted his palm, and at once, a faint violet mist began to spread around them. 
    

    

    
      The rustling sound of crawling poisonous insects echoed through the rain forest.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, two others began to chant incantations, their bodies glowing faintly with a ghostly, spirit-medium light.
    

    

    
      Soon, the soil around them began to shift and heave—certain spots bulged upward, as though corpses buried deep beneath were being roused from their eternal slumber.
    

    

    
      The shamanic arts differed greatly from the Martial Path. 
    

    

    
      They excelled in sacrifices to dark gods, hiding in shadows, and casting curses or employing poisons to kill.
    

    

    
      As their physical bodies were fragile, when facing martial artists of equal rank, they often performed Bone Offerings or Corpse Summonings to fight through substitutes.
    

    

    
      Especially those of the Sixth Rank, Shamanic Priest Realm—in some remote towns, they could, through curse-killing methods such as substitute effigies or the Seven Arrow Ghost Head ritual, silently annihilate an entire city. 
    

    

    
      They were extremely troublesome opponents.
    

    

    
      “The shamanic arts originated from Beiyu, passed down from the ancient spiritual lineage of the Ancestor Spirits. In the primordial age, before social order was established, the human tribes’ ancestors gained power through worship of ancestral spirits, dark gods, and totems—to resist calamities, savagery, and demonic beasts…”
    

    

    
      “During my training in the southern borderlands, I once captured several Beiyu spies. They controlled substitutes with blood, hiding among villages to spread blood plagues and create puppets. 
    

    

    
      A single one of them could often fight against a whole squad.”
    

    

    
      “If they possessed the bones of a powerful demonic beast, through sacrificial rites they could even summon an army of bones to fight.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s expression grew solemn.
    

    

    
      The four before her were clearly all Sixth Rank, Shamanic Priest Realm practitioners—and not of the lower level.
    

    

    
      “Miss Wu, do you have confidence in defeating them?” Shen Yanzhou asked, his face pale and full of concern.
    

    

    
      “Under normal circumstances, I might have some confidence—but right now…”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue shook her head, her gaze flicking toward the depths of the forest. 
    

    

    
      It was clear the Nether Cult’s manpower was far from limited to these few.
    

    

    
      If she fought them here, the commotion would certainly draw the others in.
    

    

    
      “Then, Miss Wu, please hold them off for me. Once I escape alive, I’ll ensure Father rewards you handsomely,” Shen Yanzhou said hurriedly.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue pressed her lips together. 
    

    

    
      Though she knew full well that Shen Yanzhou’s cowardly demeanor was most likely an act… she still took a deep breath and nodded. 
    

    

    
      “Heir, head west—I’ll hold them off.”
    

    

    
      As her words fell, she gave the men before her no time to react. 
    

    

    
      Internal energy surged through her body as she leapt like a wild goose into the air.
    

    

    
      The short blade in her hand traced a circular arc—the drizzling rain was instantly cleaved apart with a resonant metallic hum that shattered the air like thunder.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue had long been at the Sixth Rank, Sea-Cleaving Realm. 
    

    

    
      Her inner strength was vast and steady. 
    

    

    
      From her very first strike, her overwhelming power burst forth—a single slash that split the rain, her energy like a mountain, the blade light cascading forward like a brilliant ribbon.
    

    

    
      The Luofu Cloud Cavern experts, caught off guard, were forced to retreat in haste, not daring to take her blow head-on.
    

    

    
      Had that strike landed, it would have split them cleanly in two. 
    

    

    
      Though young in appearance, the killing intent emanating from Wu Ruyue’s movements made it clear—this was someone who had survived countless life-and-death battles, hardened on the true field of war.
    

    

    
      With a thunderous boom, the blade light struck a nearby boulder the size of a millstone, shattering it into fragments that scattered through the air.
    

    

    
      The men instantly dispelled their previous contempt and became serious.
    

    

    
      Seizing the chance while Wu Ruyue held them back, Shen Yanzhou spared not a single glance behind him and fled headlong toward the opposite direction.
    

    

    
      “What a fine opportunity.”
    

    

    
      Hidden in the shadows, Shen Tian’s face instantly lit up with delight at the sight.
    

    

    
      He had originally thought that Shen Yanzhou would stay beside Wu Ruyue the whole time, which had made him somewhat restrained and hesitant to act directly.
    

    

    
      But now, it was perfect—Shen Yanzhou had chosen to flee on his own, running straight to his death.
    

    

    
      Who could possibly protect him now?
    

    

    
      In an instant, a breeze swept past the treetops. 
    

    

    
      Raindrops shattered in midair as Shen Tian’s figure flickered and vanished, swiftly darting toward the direction Shen Yanzhou had fled.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      “The fish has taken the bait.”
    

    

    
      “It’s time to reel in the net.”
    

    

    
      At the same time, Fu Yuying, who had been standing upon the cliffside, lightly waved her hand.
    

    

    
      A number of Luofu Cloud Cavern experts who had long hidden in the shadows emerged from all directions, converging toward the area ahead.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      “That fellow should come chasing soon.”
    

    

    
      “This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.”
    

    

    
      Though Shen Yanzhou appeared to be fleeing westward in panic—breathing heavily, looking exhausted and terrified—his eyes remained calm and steady.
    

    

    
      His true breathing had always been smooth and even, never once disrupted.
    

    

    
      The Primordial Qi of Unity circulated from within outward, purging the body of waste and drawing in new vitality, keeping his entire form in the most stable state. 
    

    

    
      His breathing was deep and long, and even his muscles, bones, and skin moved in relaxed harmony.
    

    

    
      At this point, even a superior Sweat-blood Horse carrying the bloodline of wild beasts could not match him in endurance.
    

    

    
      “The one you mentioned has indeed followed. There are also two little worms lurking in the dark.”
    

    

    
      The voice of the Martial God, Lin Qingcang, echoed in Shen Yanzhou’s mind.
    

    

    
      “Heh, just what I was waiting for.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded slightly, truly appreciating the advantage of having an “old master in his ring.”
    

    

    
      Although Lin Qingcang was merely a wisp of obsession, as long as that trace of origin wasn’t exhausted, he could continue existing in this form indefinitely.
    

    

    
      At present, this Late Martial God was literally worn on his hand—quite literally.
    

    

    
      He gently rubbed the jade ring on his finger.
    

    

    
      He had found it in Lin Qingcang’s cave abode. 
    

    

    
      Though a Martial God’s dwelling wasn’t filled with Daoist treasures, elixirs, and scriptures like a cultivator’s cave, there were still several magical tools such as Sumeru Rings.
    

    

    
      This jade ring was one such Sumeru Ring—its internal space was vast, spanning nearly a hundred zhang in area, comparable to a small football field.
    

    

    
      If auctioned in today’s Great Qian, whether in a trading guild or at a public sale, it would fetch an astronomical price and spark a frenzy.
    

    

    
      The art of forging Sumeru Rings had long been lost. 
    

    

    
      Even among the heirs of great clans and nobles of the royal family, their so-called Sumeru Rings were nothing more than simple pouches—barely able to store a few scrolls, some gold and silver, before being filled to the brim.
    

    

    
      “Hu, hu, hu…”
    

    

    
      After running for nearly half an hour, Shen Yanzhou finally appeared utterly exhausted, leaning against a tree trunk, gasping as though his heart might leap from his chest.
    

    

    
      The sounds of battle between Wu Ruyue and the Luofu Cloud Cavern experts had gradually faded into silence behind him.
    

    

    
      “Am I overacting a bit with this exhaustion? Given the original body’s physical condition, it shouldn’t have been possible to run this far without collapsing.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou pondered, mildly concerned that his performance might show some flaw.
    

    

    
      But then he thought again—people under life-and-death pressure often burst out with strength beyond normal limits. 
    

    

    
      Wasn’t that perfectly reasonable?
    

    

    
      Even someone as cautious as Shen Tian couldn’t possibly suspect him over such a thing.
    

    

    
      Chi!!!
    

    

    
      Just then, as Shen Yanzhou leaned against the tree, panting, a sword aura split through the air toward him.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, his spiritual sense was no longer what it once was. 
    

    

    
      He detected the attack in an instant, sidestepped slightly, and narrowly avoided the incoming sword qi.
    

    

    
      With a sharp crack, the thick ancient tree behind him was cleaved cleanly in half. 
    

    

    
      The several-zhang-tall trunk crashed to the muddy ground, sending clods of mud flying.
    

    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    

    
      Hidden in the darkness, Shen Tian froze, the sword finger he had extended stiffening midair.
    

    

    
      Now that Shen Yanzhou had no one to protect him, he had decided to save one of his protective sword auras and strike personally—yet he hadn’t expected Shen Yanzhou to dodge it.
    

    

    
      His true strength was at the Sixth Rank, Sea-Cleaving Realm. 
    

    

    
      With such a strike, no martial artist below that level could possibly withstand it—let alone evade it. 
    

    

    
      What kind of keen perception was that?
    

    

    
      “Was that just a coincidence? Or is this fellow actually that lucky?”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian frowned, flicking another sword finger. 
    

    

    
      With a hum, sword qi sliced through the air, cutting through branches and leaves as it shot straight toward Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      But in the next instant, his pupils constricted—Shen Yanzhou had once again evaded it with a subtle, almost instinctive sidestep, like a deer slipping through the trees, leaving no trace behind.
    

    

    
      As if… it had been coincidence once more.
    

    

    
      Boom! 
    

    

    
      The sword qi tore through a mass of trees, shattering trunks and scattering leaves and mud everywhere.
    

    

    
      “Who’s there!?”
    

    

    
      Only now did Shen Yanzhou appear to react, his face pale with fright as he stared toward the collapsing trees, shouting loudly.
    

    

    
      “This guy… is he just lucky, or what?”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian couldn’t believe it. 
    

    

    
      He had intended to stay hidden to avoid complications, quickly ending Shen Yanzhou’s life so that his death would remain mysterious.
    

    

    
      But now, he had no choice but to step out from behind the thick trunk.
    

    

    
      “Your luck, wastrel, is truly remarkable—but not necessarily good. Originally, you could’ve died without pain or awareness.”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian spoke coldly.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou abruptly turned, staring at the direction Shen Tian emerged from, and demanded sharply, “Who are you? Were you the one trying to kill me just now?”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian had disguised himself—his body appearing shorter and sturdier, his complexion darkened, wearing a straw rain hat and carrying a bamboo basket, with a hatchet at his waist. 
    

    

    
      He looked exactly like a woodcutter entering the mountains.
    

    

    
      “Of course it was me.”
    

    

    
      His tone was cold, like that of a soul collector walking straight out of hell.
    

    

    
      “Who sent you? Do you know who I am?”
    

    

    
      “Whatever others offered you, I can give you a hundredfold—no, a thousandfold,” Shen Yanzhou said as he slowly backed away, seemingly preparing to seize a chance to escape.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian noticed his movement, his lips curling in mockery, utterly unconcerned.
    

    

    
      “Do you really want to know?”
    

    

    
      “Then I’ll tell you.”
    

    

    
      “There are countless people in this world who want you dead—but I’m different. I simply loathe you. I’ll erase you, this blemish upon the world. You’ve lived under my name for more than twenty years—bathed in glory, surrounded by luxury and followers, so very proud of yourself.”
    

    

    
      “Now, I’m taking back everything that belongs to me.”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian’s voice was icy cold.
    

    

    
      In his mind, Shen Yanzhou was already a dead man.
    

    

    
      Upon hearing these words, Shen Yanzhou froze, staring blankly before murmuring, “You… you’re Shen Tian?”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian paused for a moment, somewhat surprised that Shen Yanzhou had actually realized it so quickly.
    

    

    
      “Heh, so you’re not completely stupid after all.”
    

    

    
      He shook his head with a sneer. 
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he tossed aside the straw hat, wiped his hand across his face, and peeled away a human-skin mask. 
    

    

    
      A series of bone-cracking sounds followed as his body shifted shape.
    

    

    
      In the blink of an eye, his entire appearance transformed—into a handsome, refined young man.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian sneered. 
    

    

    
      “Surprised? I was planning to let you die in ignorance.”
    

    

    
      “So you finally decided to show yourself…”
    

    

    
      “That truly wasn’t easy.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou fixed his gaze on Shen Tian, studying him carefully for a few moments. 
    

    

    
      Then, raising a hand to rub his brow, his tone grew relaxed and casual.
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      “‘What do you mean by that?’”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian halted, his brows furrowing.
    

    

    
      He felt that at this moment, not only had Shen Yanzhou’s expression changed, but even his bearing and aura were entirely different from that cowardly, life-fearing wastrel from before.
    

    

    
      “‘Of course, it means just what it sounds like.’”
    

    

    
      “‘I’ve been waiting for you for a long time,’” Shen Yanzhou said with a faint smile.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian froze completely. 
    

    

    
      A chill ran down his spine, the veins at his temples throbbing violently. 
    

    

    
      A primal sense of danger surged up from instinct itself, warning him that something was gravely wrong.
    

    

    
      There was trickery at play here.
    

    

    
      How could this wastrel suddenly seem like a different man altogether? That expression of his… was just like a cat toying with a mouse.
    

    

    
      The next moment, the sharp whistle of wind burst beside Shen Tian’s ears. 
    

    

    
      The rain curtain around him was torn apart again and again—the sound of treetops swaying under powerful gales. 
    

    

    
      It meant that many people were rapidly approaching from all directions.
    

    

    
      His face changed drastically. 
    

    

    
      Without a second thought, he dashed madly toward another direction.
    

    

    
      Buzz!!!
    

    

    
      However, the very next instant, a brilliant light flared in the air. 
    

    

    
      A vast green net appeared, enveloping the sky, its radiance flowing like misty waves that surged toward Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      At the same time, countless crisscrossing lines—dense as a spider’s web—appeared in the air, interwoven into a glowing lattice.
    

    

    
      Within the distant darkness and rain, four vague silhouettes could be faintly seen. 
    

    

    
      They sat cross-legged, their faces blurred, impossible to discern clearly.
    

    

    
      They chanted continuously, offering one talisman after another—it was like watching an ancient sacrificial ritual unfold.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, deep within the shadows of the treetops, numerous figures charged forward at great speed. 
    

    

    
      Through the fog and rain, they looked like a pack of wolves tracking blood in the dark.
    

    

    
      “You’re trying to ambush me?!”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian’s scalp went numb, his back drenched in cold sweat. 
    

    

    
      Even with his slowness, he understood instantly. 
    

    

    
      Shock and fury twisted within him—he had never imagined that Shen Yanzhou, that supposed wastrel, had set a trap for him.
    

    

    
      How could he? What gave him the courage?!
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou said nothing, merely stood quietly beside the tree trunk, waiting for the people of Luofu Cloud Cavern to arrive.
    

    

    
      Boom!!!
    

    

    
      The heavens seemed to tremble as the green net descended from above, shrouding the air.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian exerted his full strength, punching upward with a violent roar. 
    

    

    
      The gale from his strike seemed to tear through the heavens—yet, at the very moment of impact, he sensed something wrong. 
    

    

    
      His terrifying strength failed to break it.
    

    

    
      This was clearly a specially crafted treasure, engraved with countless sealing runes. 
    

    

    
      Its internal structure was vast as an ocean, its material both supple and unyielding—impossible to destroy.
    

    

    
      Even his Heavenly Gang True Qi, famed for its pure, masculine force that restrained both the shamanic spirit mediums and Daoist spiritual energy, now faltered as though mired in quicksand.
    

    

    
      “Even this treasure is tailored to restrain me…”
    

    

    
      Cold sweat streamed down his back. 
    

    

    
      Staring at Shen Yanzhou’s calm, shadowed gaze under the tree, his scalp tingled.
    

    

    
      “So, this man set me up—wants to kill me and take my place completely?”
    

    

    
      “Once I die, his false identity as the heir will be cemented beyond question’”
    

    

    
      “Was his years of wastefulness all an act? Or has someone powerful been guiding him from the shadows?”
    

    

    
      Countless thoughts surged through Shen Tian’s mind.
    

    

    
      Terror and rage warred within him, leaving his limbs cold.
    

    

    
      “No. I must break out of this alive.”
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, he summoned the protective sword energy he had originally prepared to use against Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      True Qi surged, pouring into the gleaming white Huixue Sword. 
    

    

    
      In his hand, it shone like a miniature sun—sword energy roaring like rivers and mountains.
    

    

    
      “Break!”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian roared, brandishing Huixue.
    

    

    
      Boom!!!
    

    

    
      The sword strike cleaved through the rain. 
    

    

    
      The brilliant radiance illuminated the entire Hidden Moon Mountain; demons would flee before it—nothing could withstand it. 
    

    

    
      The torrential sword energy swept across the sky, vaporizing every drop of rain, as though heavenly light had descended upon the world.
    

    

    
      Even the distant beasts that had been roaring moments ago fell silent, trembling under the oppressive might of that sword.
    

    

    
      As expected, when the sword light slashed against the green net, no treasure—no matter how resilient—could endure it. 
    

    

    
      In an instant, it shattered into countless fragments, scattering with the rain into the mud below.
    

    

    
      “Ugh…”
    

    

    
      From afar, the four shadowed figures sitting cross-legged all coughed up blood simultaneously. 
    

    

    
      Crimson streamed from their noses and mouths—they had clearly suffered heavy internal injuries.
    

    

    
      “Although the Heavenly Net of Jade is but an imitation, not the original artifact personally forged by that ancient ancestor, when four elders join hands to activate it, its power can restrain even a typical Third Rank cultivator. Yet even so, it still couldn’t withstand a mere strand of sword energy from that Sword Immortal.”
    

    

    
      “No wonder he once struck fear into the Northern Desert Prefecture and the invading Beiyu army…”
    

    

    
      The approaching Fu Yuying trembled inwardly as she witnessed the world-shattering sword strike from afar, her heart filled with awe.
    

    

    
      “Fortunately, I never planned to rely on that net alone to trap him.”
    

    

    
      “‘Form the array.’”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying’s voice remained calm and steady as she gave the order.
    

    

    
      The prepared experts of Luofu Cloud Cavern drew out carved jade talismans, each engraved with intricate formation patterns.
    

    

    
      As they chanted and sprinkled their blood upon them, the terrain around them changed abruptly.
    

    

    
      Just as Shen Tian thought he’d found a chance to escape—still mourning the loss of his protective sword energy—the surroundings suddenly filled with thick fog. 
    

    

    
      This fog was not from the rain but appeared out of nowhere, sweeping across the land and obscuring everything. 
    

    

    
      The mountain paths that had been faintly visible moments ago were now completely hidden.
    

    

    
      “They even laid a formation to distort the terrain, waiting for me to arrive…”
    

    

    
      “Who exactly are you working with?!”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian’s heart turned to ice as he glared at Shen Yanzhou, shouting furiously.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou chuckled, the tables now utterly turned in an instant.
    

    

    
      “Do you think I would tell you that?”
    

    

    
      “No—take that question with you. Find your answer on the road to the Yellow Springs.” Shen Yanzhou smiled faintly.
    

    

    
      “If I’m to die, I’ll make sure you come with me!”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian’s hatred blazed like wildfire. 
    

    

    
      He had never imagined that he would fall prey to Shen Yanzhou’s schemes.
    

    

    
      Everyone had underestimated this man’s ambition. 
    

    

    
      He was never the foolish wastrel he appeared to be.
    

    

    
      Even the entire Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion had been deceived by him.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Shen Tian +33 +41 +44…
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled still, paying no attention to Shen Tian as his figure gradually disappeared into the fog.
    

    

    
      The incarnation of the Martial God’s will was the ultimate trump card he had kept hidden. 
    

    

    
      Only after Shen Tian had nearly exhausted all his means would he unleash it—ensuring absolute victory.
    

    

    
      For now… he would let Fu Yuying and the other Luofu Cloud Cavern experts wear down Shen Tian’s remaining two protective sword energies.
    

    

    
      Even though his own strength was no longer weak, Shen Yanzhou still preferred not to expose his hand too easily.
    

    

    
      After all, the fewer who knew of one’s trump cards—the greater their deterrent power.
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      “You…”
    

    

    
      “Damn it.”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian could only watch helplessly as Shen Yanzhou’s figure disappeared without a trace. 
    

    

    
      He was powerless to pursue, for amidst the surrounding thick mist, numerous silhouettes had already encircled him—black shadows, flickering indistinctly.
    

    

    
      Each of those figures wore a multicolored mask, neither weeping nor smiling, which concealed their aura entirely, making it impossible to tell to which faction they belonged.
    

    

    
      “Who are you people? Why are you cooperating with that wastrel to deal with me?”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian gripped Huixue tightly in his hand. 
    

    

    
      The wisp of protective sword qi nurtured within it had already been exhausted, and at this moment, it was merely a short sword of decent quality—completely incapable of supporting him in breaking through.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying stood upon the branch of a tree, her figure graceful, draped in a wide flowing gown that hid her true form. 
    

    

    
      Beneath the mask she wore, her gaze was icy and indifferent.
    

    

    
      From her elevated position, she asked, “The Demon Suppression King has committed countless evils, bringing disaster to the Southern Frontier, hoarding troops and power. 
    

    

    
      You, as the hidden son he secretly protects, biding your time in the shadows—tell me, why do you think we came for you?”
    

    

    
      She spoke deliberately, intending to test Shen Tian’s reaction.
    

    

    
      Although Shen Yanzhou had previously revealed the matter of the true and false heir, who could guarantee that—what if Shen Tian was not actually the true heir?
    

    

    
      After all, there was no evidence at present to confirm Shen Tian’s identity.
    

    

    
      Judging solely by appearance, Shen Tian and the Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao, did not resemble each other much.
    

    

    
      Princess Consort Yu Chenyu was of peerless beauty, said to outshine fish and shame geese—there was no need to elaborate on her allure. 
    

    

    
      Yet the child born of such a woman looked far too ordinary.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian was startled at her words.
    

    

    
      He himself could not understand how his true identity had been exposed. 
    

    

    
      So far, only a few clan elders of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, along with Shen Jingxiao himself, were aware of the truth.
    

    

    
      If Shen Yanzhou knew of this, then he couldn’t possibly have laid such a long-term trap in advance.
    

    

    
      After all, the night he had gone to acknowledge his ancestry and pay respects to Princess Consort Yu Chenyu was the very night Shen Yanzhou was “kidnapped.”
    

    

    
      How had that been arranged in time?
    

    

    
      Unless… from the moment he stepped into the Great Qian capital, Shen Yanzhou and the mysterious force behind him had already known everything and begun laying out their scheme.
    

    

    
      The more Shen Tian thought, the colder his back felt.
    

    

    
      “I don’t understand what you’re talking about. 
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression King’s heir, Shen Yanzhou, was just here before your very eyes—why aren’t you going after him, and instead making things hard for me, an outsider…”
    

    

    
      Countless thoughts flashed through his mind as he spoke coldly, naturally refusing to admit his identity.
    

    

    
      “What a fine ‘outsider’ you are.”
    

    

    
      “As for whether you’re truly the real heir—once we capture you, we’ll know when we negotiate with Shen Jingxiao.” Fu Yuying’s voice was calm.
    

    

    
      She was already convinced, and with a wave of her jade hand, the experts of the Luofu Cloud Cavern surged forward.
    

    

    
      Soon, within the rising mist, an intense battle broke out. 
    

    

    
      Countless ghostly shadows flew about, while runic lights and spiritual treasures clashed violently.
    

    

    
      “Damn it…”
    

    

    
      Though Shen Tian possessed great talent and had experienced countless life-and-death struggles since childhood, having reached the Sixth Rank, Sea-cleaving Realm in martial cultivation, he still found himself outmatched when facing so many powerful enemies. 
    

    

    
      He quickly began to fall into disadvantage.
    

    

    
      Among them were several experts of the Fifth Rank, Ghost King Realm within the shamanic system—their methods sinister and unpredictable. 
    

    

    
      From the shadows, they summoned ghostly servants, who ignored pain and death, pouncing directly upon him.
    

    

    
      Even when he shattered them with his fists, they swiftly reformed.
    

    

    
      “Only Sixth Rank strength, yet he’s proficient in various martial arts and techniques—his understanding of swordsmanship is astonishing…”
    

    

    
      “Ordinary Sixth Rank cultivators wouldn’t be his match.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying did not intervene, merely observing. 
    

    

    
      She remembered Shen Yanzhou’s words—Shen Tian still had hidden cards to play.
    

    

    
      That sword strike which had shattered the Heavenly Net of Jade earlier—he could likely unleash it again.
    

    

    
      “So they really spared no expense to deal with me.”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian punched a powerful opponent away, laughing furiously in anger. 
    

    

    
      A mere Sixth Rank martial artist like him—what right did he have to warrant such a full-scale operation?
    

    

    
      They had used a high-grade secret treasure, set up elaborate formations, and dispatched numerous experts.
    

    

    
      It almost felt as though the enemy knew him inside and out.
    

    

    
      “He’s still holding on.” Fu Yuying remained patient, waiting for his strength to be drained.
    

    

    
      “Solar Fist!”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian growled, his fists blazing with intense golden light as his martial will circulated. 
    

    

    
      His inner strength surged, swelling his robes outward.
    

    

    
      This was a profound martial technique—of Third Rank level—one he had found by chance in a beast’s den.
    

    

    
      With his current cultivation, he could not yet master it completely, but even one or two moves were enough to make him nearly invincible among his peers.
    

    

    
      A blazing golden sun emerged between his palms—an evolution of his fist light—like an ultimate sun that rose high, overwhelming everything as it expanded, shrouding the area.
    

    

    
      Rain and mist evaporated, and even the air itself hissed under the heat.
    

    

    
      Yet in the next instant, the surrounding attackers unleashed a torrent of curses.
    

    

    
      Strings of bones exploded midair, transforming into gales of ghostly wind and mist. 
    

    

    
      Within the haze, spectral soldiers marched, roaring like black dragons as they collided with Shen Tian’s blazing fist light.
    

    

    
      “Ugh—!”
    

    

    
      As expected, the difference in overall strength was too great. 
    

    

    
      Pain exploded in Shen Tian’s chest, dark energy spreading across his face as he was sent flying, spitting out mouthfuls of blood.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, a Fifth Rank Ghost King Realm elder of Luofu Cloud Cavern seized the opportunity. 
    

    

    
      Forming his palm into a claw, he conjured in the void a massive black talon, sharp and dreadful, sweeping toward Shen Tian to capture him.
    

    

    
      “Break!”
    

    

    
      Unwilling to yield, Shen Tian endured the agony, bit through his tongue, and spat a mouthful of heart’s blood, activating a secret martial art as he dodged sideways.
    

    

    
      In that instant, his qi and blood blazed like fire; even his crown emitted light, a dragon of energy surging from his body as though it would pierce the heavens.
    

    

    
      Facing that grasping claw, he used sheer strength of will and foundation to block it head-on.
    

    

    
      Still, his arm was caught—the sleeve burst apart, his flesh was flayed open, and bone fragments glistened with blood beneath.
    

    

    
      “Slippery as a loach—no wonder he’s hard to deal with. 
    

    

    
      Truly worthy of being the real heir of the Demon Suppression King.” The Ghost King Realm elder was shocked that Shen Tian had escaped even under such circumstances.
    

    

    
      “You’ve forced me…”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian’s face was pale from blood loss, his eyes cold to the extreme, carrying the wild fury of a beast driven to the brink.
    

    

    
      He had two threads of protective sword qi left—one had already been used earlier, and he had not wanted to expend another.
    

    

    
      But now, there was no choice. 
    

    

    
      If he didn’t use it, he would die here today.
    

    

    
      A pity, though—he couldn’t kill that Shen Yanzhou bastard first.
    

    

    
      Swish!!!
    

    

    
      A terrifying sword light erupted—far more dreadful than before. 
    

    

    
      Shen Tian gripped the sword Xiuyun within its case; a boundless sword intent surged forth, sweeping away the mist with ease.
    

    

    
      “Retreat!”
    

    

    
      All the experts of Luofu Cloud Cavern turned pale. 
    

    

    
      Every technique they had unleashed crumbled before that aura—it was the absolute dominance of the sword.
    

    

    
      This was the sword intent of one who stood at the very summit of the world—
    

    
      the Sword Immortal of the Ten-Thousand-Mile Sword Court of the North Sea,Tantai Yuxian,a peerless existence at the peak of the Second Rank.
    

    

    
      Under that awe-inspiring might, even a Fifth Rank Ghost King Realm elder felt as insignificant as an ant, trembling uncontrollably.
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      “Step back.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying also sensed that overwhelming sword intent. 
    

    

    
      She knew that Shen Tian had already used one of his trump cards.
    

    

    
      Her figure leapt out from the tree trunk. 
    

    

    
      With a light shake of her slender wrist, the small bronze bell hanging there gave off a crisp chime that rippled outward like an ancient, resonant toll, echoing through heaven and earth.
    

    

    
      A silver moon rose behind her, enormous and radiant, spanning nearly three zhang in diameter. 
    

    

    
      It illuminated the surroundings in dazzling light, like a divine halo impervious to all laws, holding her within its center.
    

    

    
      At the same time, her hands formed seals while her lips murmured incantations. 
    

    

    
      Silver divine runes faintly surfaced from beneath her snow-white, delicate skin.
    

    

    
      In an instant, her entire aura became holy and transcendent, like a celestial maiden descending from the Ninth Heaven, inspiring reverence and awe.
    

    

    
      “‘Nine Nether Star Prayer Art.’”
    

    

    
      “The Saintess is using a forbidden art—everyone, retreat immediately! Do not get caught in it!”
    

    

    
      The old woman accompanying Fu Yuying instantly sent out a voice transmission to command the others.
    

    

    
      This was a forbidden technique recorded within the ancestral temple of Luofu Cloud Cavern. 
    

    

    
      Only the Saintess of each generation was qualified to cultivate it. 
    

    

    
      It demanded exceptional talent and constitution, and its power was terrifying—indiscriminate between friend and foe.
    

    

    
      In the next moment, starlight descended around Fu Yuying. 
    

    

    
      Endless streams of silver radiance surged forth like falling jade, forming a cascading Milky Way.
    

    

    
      The brilliance spread across the heavens, turning into countless beams of dazzling light. 
    

    

    
      It was breathtakingly beautiful and dreamlike, yet anyone who felt it could sense the bone-piercing killing intent within.
    

    

    
      This was a domain of stars—each strand of light could easily pierce through boulders, turning them into sieves. 
    

    

    
      Any flesh and blood body within would be no different from tofu.
    

    

    
      “How stubborn this fellow is.”
    

    

    
      “But as I expected, Fu Yuying used this forbidden art. At her current stage, she still hasn’t broken through to the Fourth Rank, Heavenly Nightmare Realm. After all, she’s still young, and her cultivation time is short.”
    

    

    
      “To fight beyond her rank, she must rely on a forbidden art to forcibly elevate her realm. But afterward, she’ll be severely weakened for at least three months. Without heavenly treasures to nourish her body, it might even harm her foundation.”
    

    

    
      On a treetop not far away, Shen Yanzhou had been silently observing the battle. 
    

    

    
      Shen Tian was even more tenacious than he had anticipated.
    

    

    
      The forbidden art Fu Yuying had used was also recorded in the original story—during her battle for Luofu Cloud Cavern against the Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao, she had forcefully elevated her realm.
    

    

    
      Of course, she had lost that battle—and lost miserably. 
    

    

    
      At that time, she had already reached the Fourth Rank.
    

    

    
      But the Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao, was hailed as the War God of Great Qian—that title was not undeserved. 
    

    

    
      With a mere lift of his hand, he had effortlessly suppressed her.
    

    

    
      In his eyes, Fu Yuying was merely a little girl who relied on the accumulated blessings of Luofu Cloud Cavern’s predecessors to reach her current realm. 
    

    

    
      Her foundation was far inferior to those true prodigies who advanced step by step through their own strength.
    

    

    
      Boom!!!
    

    

    
      Countless threads of starlight cascaded down, transforming into an ocean of stars that collided with Shen Tian’s strand of protective sword qi. 
    

    

    
      In an instant, a hurricane swept across the area.
    

    

    
      The thick mist scattered. 
    

    

    
      Trees and rocks in the surroundings were plowed apart, leaving deep ravines and countless holes.
    

    

    
      Many cultivators of Luofu Cloud Cavern who had failed to retreat in time groaned in pain, their bodies covered in fine cracks of blood, as if slashed by a thousand blades—blood-soaked and miserable.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying, who stood at the center of the battlefield, fared no better. 
    

    

    
      She let out a muffled groan, blood seeping from the corner of her lips, dripping from beneath her mask onto her robe.
    

    

    
      Behind her, the protective silver moon exploded, scattering into dust. 
    

    

    
      The bronze bell around her wrist gave a sharp crack and broke apart, losing its protective effect.
    

    

    
      Her cultivation was only at the Fifth Rank, Ghost King Realm. 
    

    

    
      To forcibly use a forbidden art and withstand a strand of Sword Immortal sword qi had already pushed her to her limit.
    

    

    
      Soon, she pulled out a jade bottle from her robes, poured out a round violet pill, and swallowed it beneath her mask.
    

    

    
      Moments later, her breathing steadied.
    

    

    
      “There’s still one more strike.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying’s gaze was cold and clear as she looked at Shen Tian—his body battered, robes torn, face and limbs covered in blood.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian’s cultivation was merely Sixth Rank. 
    

    

    
      Without the protection of that strand of sword qi, he would never have survived Fu Yuying’s forbidden art.
    

    

    
      Now, he was severely injured, his energy nearly depleted. 
    

    

    
      He continuously swallowed healing pills, yet clearly hadn’t prepared as well as Fu Yuying—his aura remained weak.
    

    

    
      “The last strand of sword qi bestowed by my master… I refined it into my Martial Soul to temper its strength.”
    

    

    
      “Unless it’s a matter of life and death, I cannot use it.”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian’s face was pale from blood loss, yet he forced himself to stay calm. 
    

    

    
      How could he accept dying here like this?
    

    

    
      He hadn’t yet reunited with his father.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t yet called Yu Chenyu “mother.”
    

    

    
      He hadn’t yet reclaimed his title as the Heir of the Demon Suppression King…
    

    

    
      A surge of unwillingness welled up in his heart.
    

    

    
      Fortunately… from that last clash, the formation laid here had been destroyed. 
    

    

    
      As the fog dispersed, the once-murky night sky became much clearer.
    

    

    
      “The rain has stopped.”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian looked up, and a faint smile appeared on his pale face.
    

    

    
      The next moment, a long, piercing cry echoed through the forest night. 
    

    

    
      Suddenly, fierce winds howled as a massive shadow swept down from the sky. 
    

    

    
      The spread of its black wings sliced through the trees like blades.
    

    

    
      “Chuidian…”
    

    

    
      When Shen Tian saw the approaching black roc, the weight in his heart finally lifted, and he exhaled softly.
    

    

    
      He had been waiting for this moment.
    

    

    
      Although he hadn’t called for Chuidian, they had grown up together—their bond was deep. 
    

    

    
      Faced with such danger, how could Chuidian not sense it?
    

    

    
      “Good thing you came.”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian leapt upward to grab the enormous black roc descending toward him. 
    

    

    
      But in the next instant, a miserable scream echoed.
    

    

    
      Before he could even see clearly, a massive bird’s head fell from the sky. 
    

    

    
      Hot blood splattered down, steaming in the air—yet it felt like a basin of cold water poured over his head.
    

    

    
      “Chui… Chuidian…”
    

    

    
      The hand Shen Tian had reached out with froze midair. 
    

    

    
      His face went rigid, his pupils contracted as he stared in disbelief at the enormous severed bird head lying at his feet.
    

    

    
      Those dark, lustrous feathers were now drenched with hot blood—blindingly bright.
    

    

    
      Moments later, a headless, gigantic bird corpse crashed behind him with a thunderous boom, splashing mud in all directions.
    

    

    
      Chuidian was dead?
    

    

    
      Right before his eyes—just like that?
    

    

    
      Shen Tian stood motionless, unable to believe what he was seeing.
    

    

    
      “Chuidian…”
    

    

    
      He took a few unsteady steps forward, crouched down, as if needing to truly confirm that the massive black roc lying before him was indeed the companion who had been with him for so many years.
    

    

    
      However, at this moment, from that clean, mirror-smooth cut, boiling blood continued to gush forth, quickly dyeing the luminous black feathers red, soaking them into the muddy ground.
    

    

    
      Chuidian could no longer respond to him.
    

    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian roared toward the sky, bloodshot veins bursting in his eyes. 
    

    

    
      His fists clenched tightly, and his whole body trembled as if an uncontainable, heaven-shaking fury was about to erupt from his chest.
    

    

    
      “Who was it? Who did this?!”
    

    

    
      He glared toward Fu Yuying and the others, his gaze blazing with killing intent and fury that seemed enough to shatter the heavens.
    

    

    
      The experts of Luofu Cloud Cavern were equally shaken. 
    

    

    
      None of them had expected that the black roc, which had suddenly swooped down from the sky, would be decapitated in an instant.
    

    

    
      That was a beast of no low grade.
    

    

    
      Just from the smooth cut, it was clear that the creature had been sliced apart by an invisible sword edge—so fast it hadn’t even had time to react.
    

    

    
      They hadn’t sensed any sword qi fluctuations at all.
    

    

    
      Whoever had acted must have possessed an unimaginably profound mastery of swordsmanship.
    

    

    
      “Could there be a hidden expert lurking in the shadows?”
    

    

    
      Everyone from Luofu Cloud Cavern was greatly alarmed.
    

    

    
      Only Fu Yuying seemed to realize something. 
    

    

    
      She instinctively glanced toward the ancient tree where Shen Yanzhou was hiding.
    

    

    
      She recalled Chu Xiuer once mentioning that she had seen countless beasts slain in that gorge—each killed by a single sword, their wounds clean and smooth, as though executed by a true sword master.
    

    

    
      It now seemed… that this sword master was most likely Shen Yanzhou himself.
    

    

    
      “Before this, I didn’t sense any inner energy or qi flow from him. How did he manage this?”
    

    

    
      “Young Master Shen truly hides his depth well.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying was secretly astonished.
    

    

    
      Behind the thick tree trunk, Shen Yanzhou leaned quietly against it, withdrawing his fingers that had just formed a sword gesture.
    

    

    
      “With my current martial realm, using the Selfless Sword Heart again has indeed changed its power dramatically.”
    

    

    
      “Shen Tian’s black roc mount carried traces of Golden-winged Great Roc bloodline—its hide tough as iron, its feathers like armor scales. Ordinary blades could not even scratch it. Even several Sixth Rank martial artists might not be able to handle it.”
    

    

    
      “I thought it might at least block one of my strikes—but it still died instantly.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded slightly, quite satisfied with the result.
    

    

    
      At present, his Selfless Sword Heart had only reached the stage of Minor Accomplishment. 
    

    

    
      If he later improved it to Perfection, it might even threaten Fourth Rank opponents.
    

    

    
      “I now have an offensive technique. Next, I’ll need to find martial arts focused on movement and defense…”
    

    

    
      “Since I cultivate both the Martial and Dao paths, Daoist mental methods and divine arts should adapt to me easily.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou began planning his next steps.
    

    

    
      Given the current situation, unless Shen Jingxiao or Tantai Yuxian personally appeared, no one could save Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Who was it? Who did this?!”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian roared again, his voice filled with rage. 
    

    

    
      Yet no one paid him any heed. 
    

    

    
      In the cold, rainy night, the dispersing miasma carried a bone-piercing chill.
    

    

    
      His partner Chuidian, who might have helped him escape, was now dead. 
    

    

    
      Tonight, it truly seemed to be a dead-end situation.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian was unwilling to accept it.
    

    

    
      “Has heaven abandoned me?”
    

    

    
      “To think I fell into that wastrel’s trap…”
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou! Get out here now!”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian laughed miserably, like a dying beast at the end of its road—his voice thick with despair.
    

    

    
      Naturally, Shen Yanzhou did not appear. 
    

    

    
      He knew Shen Tian still had tricks left.
    

    

    
      This act of hopeless rage was meant to lure him out and drag him down together.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying also stared coldly at the raving Shen Tian and motioned for the Luofu Cloud Cavern members not to move forward.
    

    

    
      She remembered Shen Yanzhou’s warning—Shen Tian carried three strands of sword qi. 
    

    

    
      He had used two already, meaning one remained.
    

    

    
      That man’s mind was deep. 
    

    

    
      His apparent madness over his mount’s death was just an act—to lower everyone’s guard.
    

    

    
      That final strand of sword qi was Shen Tian’s last hope of turning the tide.
    

    

    
      “Heh heh…”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian tilted his head back and laughed wildly, his hair disheveled, his eyes deranged.
    

    

    
      “In that case, all of you—die with me!”
    

    

    
      “Even if I must burn my Martial Soul to ashes, I’ll drag you all down to hell!”
    

    

    
      In the next instant, his aura surged explosively. 
    

    

    
      From the crown of his head, radiant light spilled forth—blinding, fierce, and sharp enough to pierce the heavens.
    

    

    
      A small, indistinct figure—almost identical to his own—emerged from within him. 
    

    

    
      It was his Martial Soul.
    

    

    
      Though it was only palm-sized, its presence was so overwhelming and forceful that it seemed capable of crushing mountains and rivers for ten thousand li.
    

    

    
      Compared to the two strands of sword qi Shen Tian had released before, the sword intent within this Martial Soul was far purer and far mightier, carrying an indescribable sense of spirit and consciousness.
    

    

    
      “In the original story, Shen Tian never used this strand of sword qi.”
    

    

    
      “Because he had never faced such a true life-and-death crisis.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou narrowed his eyes.
    

    

    
      “This strand of sword qi is not simple…”
    

    

    
      “There’s intelligence within it—it’s not a mere protective sword qi.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, the voice of Martial God Lin Qingcang echoed in his mind.
    

    

    
      “So it’s happened after all—the worst-case scenario…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou frowned deeply.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying also sensed something amiss. 
    

    

    
      Though she had remained cautious all along, she could now clearly feel something strange.
    

    

    
      This was not ordinary protective sword qi—there was the aura of a living being within it…
    

    

    
      “Not good…” Her expression changed slightly. 
    

    

    
      She had miscalculated.
    

    

    
      The next moment, a sharp crack sounded—Shen Tian’s Martial Soul split apart.
    

    

    
      The air grew hazy, and a faint, glowing path appeared—stretching across the distant heavens toward a serene pavilion suspended beneath the bright moon. 
    

    

    
      Moonlight flowed like water, and from that pavilion descended a slender, graceful woman in white.
    

    

    
      She held a long sword in her arms. 
    

    

    
      Her black hair fluttered like silk, her bearing ethereal and transcendent, her aura pure and immortal. 
    

    

    
      Yet her eyes were cold and distant, as though she had stepped down from the far reaches of the Ninth Heaven—isolated, untouched by mortal dust.
    

    

    
      With each step she took, the void trembled faintly. 
    

    

    
      In a blink, she descended before everyone.
    

    

    
      “Ten-Thousand-Mile Sword Court, Pure Pavilion — Tantai Yuxian.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying’s heart tensed as though facing her greatest foe. 
    

    

    
      For the first time, her usually calm and cold face showed a look of grave solemnity.
    

    

    
      For all cultivators of the present age, regardless of their path, Tantai Yuxian was a legendary figure.
    

    

    
      Even Emperor Mingde of Great Qian dared not show her the slightest disrespect.
    

    

    
      The First Rank had long been extinct, and Tantai Yuxian—standing at the pinnacle of the Second Rank—was the undisputed Sword Immortal of this world.
    

    

    
      “Mas… Master…”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian had intended to burn his Martial Soul in mutual destruction, but he never imagined that within it resided a trace of his master’s consciousness. 
    

    

    
      He froze for a moment, then joy flooded his face.
    

    

    
      His master had often told him not to reveal their relationship to anyone.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian had always remembered this, never speaking a word of it. 
    

    

    
      The master who had raised him since childhood was none other than the Sword Immortal of the Ten-Thousand-Mile Sword Court herself.
    

    

    
      And there was no doubt—his master’s power made him fearless of any danger in this world.
    

    

    
      Especially with three strands of protective sword qi bestowed upon him.
    

    

    
      Now, in his moment of mortal peril, his master had manifested to save him—how could he not be overcome with gratitude and emotion?
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      “Command…”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying’s entire delicate body tensed, more solemn than ever before. 
    

    

    
      For the first time, she stood face-to-face with one of the world’s ultimate existences and dared not show the slightest carelessness.
    

    

    
      The spirit medium that had barely stabilized earlier surged once again. 
    

    

    
      With a flick of her pale wrist, it transformed into a torrent of radiant lights—dense and fierce like bolts of thunder—and crashed forward.
    

    

    
      However, Tantai Yuxian did not even glance her way. 
    

    

    
      That flawless, celestial face remained cold as ice. 
    

    

    
      Before any of those attacks could even approach her, they collapsed and vanished in an instant.
    

    

    
      Forcing the spell took its toll—blood spilled from Fu Yuying’s lips beneath her mask. 
    

    

    
      Her delicate body trembled, nearly losing balance.
    

    

    
      The flower-robed old woman behind her quickly stepped forward to support her, her voice quivering, “Saintess, this… this wasn’t mentioned in the plan. There was no word that she would appear.”
    

    

    
      “Unless the Cult Master, or the reclusive Old Cult Master himself comes, we can’t possibly stop her.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying fell silent. 
    

    

    
      Beneath her wide sleeves, her slender fingers clenched tightly, unwilling to yield.
    

    

    
      They had planned for so long, sacrificed so much.
    

    

    
      Was it all to end in failure after all…?
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian descended unhurriedly. 
    

    

    
      Behind her, the luminous path she had emerged from faded into the night sky—as though everything from moments ago had been nothing more than an illusion.
    

    

    
      All the powerhouses of Luofu Cloud Cavern shuddered, overwhelmed by the crushing pressure.
    

    

    
      Even the long-cultivated elders of the Ghost King Realm could not help but tremble.
    

    

    
      Clearly, Tantai Yuxian had done nothing—only a single wisp of her soul had descended, standing silently there—and yet no one dared to move.
    

    

    
      This was the might of a Sword Immortal.
    

    

    
      Beneath the night sky, silence reigned.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s brows furrowed. 
    

    

    
      It was also his first time seeing this legendary female Sword Immortal from the original story.
    

    

    
      From afar, she wore white robes, cradled a long sword in her arms—ethereal, transcendent, and of peerless grace.
    

    

    
      But soon, his fingers brushed over the white jade ring at his hand.
    

    

    
      He had prepared so much—he even had Lin Qingcang as his final card. 
    

    

    
      No matter how powerful Tantai Yuxian was, could she truly stand against a Martial God in his twilight years?
    

    

    
      From another perspective, her arrival might actually present Shen Yanzhou with an opportunity.
    

    

    
      Though Tantai Yuxian appeared cold as frost and untouchable, without any flaw… there was one exception.
    

    

    
      Before he obtained The True Explanation of Primordial Unity, Shen Tian’s existence had indeed been a grave threat to Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      But now, as long as he could gather enough negative emotions, both Shen Tian and Shen Jingxiao would soon be left far behind—until they could not even glimpse his shadow.
    

    

    
      Even now, without the three strands of protective sword qi, Shen Tian was already no match for him.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s gaze shifted farther ahead.
    

    

    
      “Master, save me.”
    

    

    
      While his thoughts churned, the blood-covered, battered Shen Tian appeared from the darkness, his face lighting up with relief as he rushed to Tantai Yuxian’s side. 
    

    

    
      His entire body seemed to loosen with safety.
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian stood suspended in the air, white robes fluttering like snow. 
    

    

    
      Her face was expressionless—beautiful beyond words, untouched by any emotion—like a celestial maiden upon the clouds.
    

    

    
      Yet when her gaze fell upon the disheveled and nearly dead Shen Tian, a faint flicker stirred deep within her eyes.
    

    

    
      Though she had only just arrived, she already understood most of what had transpired.
    

    

    
      “The Great Qian Capital is full of hidden dragons and crouching tigers. I’ve warned you before—never grow arrogant.”
    

    

    
      Her voice was cool and clear, like jade striking stone, or spring water flowing over rock—imbued with an innate chill that made one’s heart turn cold.
    

    

    
      Even though Shen Tian had long grown used to her tone and demeanor, he still instinctively shrank his neck. 
    

    

    
      But beyond that, there was comfort—a quiet warmth. 
    

    

    
      No matter how cold or distant his master appeared, she would always protect him.
    

    

    
      “Your disciple knows his mistake. My carelessness nearly cost me my life. If not for Master’s arrival, I would already be dead.”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian bowed his head, though his eyes flicked toward the depths of the forest, cold and sharp.
    

    

    
      He was searching for Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Now that his master was here, he would make sure she personally struck down that wastrel.
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian’s tone remained indifferent. 
    

    

    
      “I gave you three strands of sword qi to guard your path. I thought that in this journey of tempering, you would hardly need them. Yet in just this one night, you’ve exhausted them all. You still lack the tempering you need.”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian knew he had been too reckless. 
    

    

    
      His obsession with killing Shen Yanzhou had nearly become a heart demon. 
    

    

    
      It had almost led him to disaster—and even caused Chuidian’s death.
    

    

    
      “Your disciple admits his fault. Whatever punishment Master decides afterward, I shall accept.”
    

    

    
      He bowed his head, one hand clutching his bloodied, nearly broken arm.
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian cast him a glance. 
    

    

    
      Seeing his injuries, she seemed to want to speak further—but after a moment’s hesitation, she merely shook her head, choosing silence.
    

    

    
      Throughout their conversation, neither of them so much as acknowledged the presence of the Luofu Cloud Cavern cultivators before them.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying could clearly feel Tantai Yuxian’s disdain. 
    

    

    
      Her delicate hands clenched even tighter.
    

    

    
      This was the arrogance unique to a Sword Immortal. 
    

    

    
      Her descent meant that tonight’s attempted encirclement would end here—no further surprises would occur.
    

    

    
      No one would be allowed to harm Shen Tian any further.
    

    

    
      “I care not for your grudges with Shen Jingxiao, nor do I wish to cause more bloodshed. But Shen Tian is my disciple—you will not harm him.”
    

    

    
      “I’ll give you three breaths’ time. Withdraw now, and I’ll overlook your assault on him.”
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian swept a cold gaze over the Luofu Cloud Cavern cultivators, her tone leaving no room for negotiation.
    

    

    
      She had once made a deal with Shen Jingxiao—allowing Shen Tian to become her disciple and grow up under her care.
    

    

    
      Hence, she knew exactly why these people had set a trap to kill Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      “Saintess…”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying’s hand clenched tighter, her eyes growing sharper with unwillingness. 
    

    

    
      The flower-robed old woman beside her whispered, “We should retreat. Tonight’s outcome is already decided. With Tantai Yuxian’s arrival, it’s impossible to capture that man.”
    

    

    
      “She could slay us all with just a single sword.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying knew it as well. 
    

    

    
      Her chest rose and fell violently; after a few deep breaths, she gave a cold order: “Everyone, withdraw with me.”
    

    

    
      She had planned everything, even how to counter Shen Tian’s final strand of sword qi.
    

    

    
      But she never expected Tantai Yuxian’s wisp of soul to descend.
    

    

    
      As the assassins began to retreat, Shen Tian finally let out a sigh of relief. 
    

    

    
      Thanks to his master, he had escaped death tonight.
    

    

    
      His gaze swept over Chuidian’s massive, headless corpse. 
    

    

    
      His chest ached, rage and grief filling his eyes as he clenched his fists tightly.
    

    

    
      “Wait.”
    

    

    
      “Who was it that struck just now and killed my companion?”
    

    

    
      “Also, hand over Shen Yanzhou.”
    

    

    
      His voice was cold and commanding.
    

    

    
      If not for that wastrel, how could Chuidian have died here tonight? No matter what, Shen Yanzhou had to be buried alongside him.
    

    

    
      Upon hearing this, Tantai Yuxian glanced at Shen Tian, her eyes calm and indifferent—she disliked trouble.
    

    

    
      “Master, your disciple has never begged you for anything, but Chuidian had accompanied me since childhood. To me, it was as close as family.”
    

    

    
      “Tonight, I must have an explanation for it.”
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou must be handed over.”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian knew well his master’s temperament. 
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, he dropped to his knees with a dull thud, eyes reddened, faint tears glimmering within them.
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian withdrew her gaze and swept it across the crowd ahead. 
    

    

    
      “Leave that man.”
    

    

    
      Her tone remained indifferent—without the slightest room for negotiation.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying’s delicate brows knitted tightly. 
    

    

    
      If Shen Yanzhou stayed, Shen Tian would never let him go easily—he might very well die here.
    

    

    
      But if Shen Yanzhou did not stay, with Tantai Yuxian standing behind Shen Tian, she would never allow them to leave unscathed.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying found herself caught in a dilemma.
    

    

    
      “Saintess, for the sake of the sect’s greater good, please consider the larger picture.”
    

    

    
      “It seems we must give this Sword Immortal an explanation tonight.”
    

    

    
      The flower-robed old woman beside her, seeing Fu Yuying’s hesitation, urged softly.
    

    

    
      The other experts of Luofu Cloud Cavern also turned toward Fu Yuying. 
    

    

    
      After paying such a heavy price, they had now provoked an even greater calamity.
    

    

    
      With the Sword Immortal standing behind Shen Tian, if the Demon Suppression King were to investigate afterward, Luofu Cloud Cavern would surely be doomed.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying sighed softly—her decision was made.
    

    

    
      However, just as she was about to speak, a calm voice came from not far away.
    

    

    
      “No need to say it. I’ll stay of my own accord. After all, the grudge between us has yet to be settled.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou emerged from behind a tree trunk, smiling faintly. 
    

    

    
      His demeanor remained relaxed and unruffled, completely unaffected by Tantai Yuxian’s arrival.
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou…”
    

    

    
      From a distance, Shen Tian glared at him. 
    

    

    
      If looks could kill, Shen Yanzhou’s body would already be riddled with countless bloody holes.
    

    

    
      “Lord Shen…”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying looked at Shen Yanzhou with a trace of concern.
    

    

    
      But Shen Yanzhou, as if knowing what she intended to say, spoke casually, “What happens will happen. I didn’t expect this fellow to draw out Tantai Yuxian, but you’ve already done well enough. Leave the rest to me.”
    

    

    
      His tone was unhurried, his bearing calm.
    

    

    
      For some reason, Fu Yuying felt a faint sense of reassurance—could it be that Shen Yanzhou still had a plan?
    

    

    
      “I was actually about to say that I’ll stay here with you,” she said softly.
    

    

    
      With that, Fu Yuying gave no further explanation. 
    

    

    
      She waved her hand, signaling for the Luofu Cloud Cavern members to withdraw.
    

    

    
      The flower-robed old woman hesitated but finally clenched her teeth and said, “Saintess, why put yourself through this? You hold such a noble status—”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying cut her off with a gesture. 
    

    

    
      “No need for more words. Everyone withdraw. The Bureau of Immortal Inspection and the Chilin Guards of the Great Qian are on their way. We can’t delay.”
    

    

    
      Though tonight’s operation had failed, Fu Yuying’s authority within Luofu Cloud Cavern still carried weight.
    

    

    
      In no time, the surrounding shadows receded into the forest like the ebbing tide.
    

    

    
      Only she remained, standing beside Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      This surprised Shen Yanzhou somewhat. 
    

    

    
      She could have escaped unscathed—yet she chose to stay and “share in his suffering” and “face life and death” with him?
    

    

    
      “Saintess, why bother?”
    

    

    
      “The backlash of the Shewu Gu isn’t that significant for you. At most, you’ll lose a little of your essence. There’s no need to stay here and die with me,” Shen Yanzhou said with a light smile.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying froze for a moment.
    

    

    
      So, Shen Yanzhou knew that the Shewu Gu’s restraint on her wasn’t as severe as imagined—yet he still trusted her this much?
    

    

    
      “I cannot betray Lord Shen’s trust. Besides, two people together have more strength than one,” Fu Yuying replied softly.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou rubbed his brow. 
    

    

    
      “Looks like I was overthinking it. I thought you were reluctant to leave me alone out of a day’s affection for a hundred days of companionship.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying couldn’t help glaring at him. 
    

    

    
      At a time like this, he still had the nerve to tease her?
    

    

    
      In the distance, Shen Tian’s expression turned colder than ever. 
    

    

    
      To think that even now, on the brink of death, Shen Yanzhou could remain fearless—chatting leisurely with that masked woman at his side.
    

    

    
      Everyone in the capital had been deceived by this wastrel’s façade. 
    

    

    
      Even he himself had once been the same.
    

    

    
      “Was it you who killed my companion just now?”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian stared coldly at Fu Yuying, the killing intent in his eyes entirely unconcealed.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying said nothing.
    

    

    
      “It was I who killed that beast.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou spoke first, smiling faintly.
    

    

    
      “You?”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian froze, then let out a furious laugh. 
    

    

    
      “You, a useless waste?”
    

    

    
      He refused to believe it. 
    

    

    
      For Shen Yanzhou to slay Chuidian with a single strike—what kind of cultivation would that require?
    

    

    
      After years of indulgence and idleness, a man who had never practiced properly could not possibly possess such strength.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Tantai Yuxian’s gaze swept across the massive, headless corpse of the roc. 
    

    

    
      With her vision and sword cultivation, she could instantly discern the method used.
    

    

    
      “The Art of the Heart Sword…”
    

    

    
      A flicker of surprise crossed her eyes. 
    

    

    
      The Art of the Heart Sword was extremely difficult to cultivate.
    

    

    
      Even sword masters who had immersed themselves in the Way of the Sword for decades might never grasp its essence.
    

    

    
      Yet, if it was that technique, it indeed did not require a lofty realm to execute.
    

    

    
      “That wastrel… knows the Art of the Heart Sword?”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian froze again, disbelief washing over him. 
    

    

    
      He even doubted his own hearing.
    

    

    
      He had once studied many sword manuals within the Ten-Thousand-Mile Sword Court and knew well how arduous it was to cultivate the Heart Sword.
    

    

    
      That threshold had barred countless sword prodigies from advancing further…
    

    

    
      Even now, he had to admit—he felt a pang of jealousy. 
    

    

    
      Why did this wastrel possess such luck and talent?
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      “So it was the Art of the Heart Sword,” Fu Yuying murmured in sudden realization.
    

    

    
      “Even if you’ve mastered the Heart Sword, tonight—you must die here.”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian drew a deep breath, steadying his mind, though his eyes remained deathly cold.
    

    

    
      No matter how powerful the sword technique, it still required sufficient cultivation to wield true might. 
    

    

    
      Could Shen Yanzhou really stand against his master?
    

    

    
      A trace of regret flickered in Tantai Yuxian’s heart.
    

    

    
      In other times, if she had encountered such a promising seedling capable of cultivating the Heart Sword, she would have offered him a chance—bringing him into the Ten-Thousand-Mile Sword Court to study under the Wuwei Peak.
    

    

    
      In today’s world, the number of known sword cultivators proficient in the Heart Sword could be counted on one hand.
    

    

    
      And Wuwei Peak had gone many years without a successor.
    

    

    
      “I truly can’t understand why you hate me so deeply.”
    

    

    
      “Although I am indeed a false heir—not Shen Jingxiao’s real bloodline—these years in the capital, how many assassination attempts and schemes have I taken in your stead? How much suspicion have I deflected for you? Because of me, you could cultivate freely outside, temper yourself in the southern border army, and grow safely to this day.”
    

    

    
      “In some sense, shouldn’t I be considered your benefactor?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s faint smile disappeared. 
    

    

    
      His expression turned solemn as he looked seriously at Shen Tian, as though genuinely seeking an answer.
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      Hearing those words, Shen Tian was clearly taken aback, as though he found some sense in what Shen Yanzhou had said.
    

    

    
      But very soon, an obvious chill surfaced on his face as he said coldly, “Don’t confuse the concepts. You are nothing more than the son of a lowly courtesan. You should have drowned in that stinking ditch behind Vermilion Bird Street twenty years ago. You stole my identity and enjoyed twenty years of glory and wealth in my place. Because of you, I was forced to wander outside, to endure countless life-and-death crises, unable to properly train in swordsmanship or temper my body—step by step I crawled my way to where I stand today.”
    

    

    
      “The suffering I endured, the dangers I faced—what do you know of them?”
    

    

    
      “You, my benefactor? You, worthy? A mere lowly servant dares to parade around outside as the Heir of the Demon Suppression King? Your very existence defiles that title!”
    

    

    
      Every word was laced with cold malice and deep hatred, as though he wished to pour out all the bitterness and pain of the past twenty years.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, however, was not angered. 
    

    

    
      He had long known of Shen Tian’s obstinacy and his murderous intent toward him—indeed, it was even more pronounced in the original story.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, Shen Tian would never have secretly hired someone to kill the original Shen Yanzhou behind Shen Jingxiao’s back.
    

    

    
      “The Sword Immortal—master of the world’s sword arts, claiming to uphold justice and strike down unfairness—does she also believe that I should die?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled faintly and suddenly turned to Tantai Yuxian, asking the question aloud.
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian cast him a cold glance. 
    

    

    
      “I have no wish to meddle in personal grudges. But Shen Tian is my disciple. If he dies, you will die as well.”
    

    

    
      Such a protective temperament.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou burst out laughing. 
    

    

    
      “What a load of nonsense. So this is what you call a Sword Immortal?”
    

    

    
      “Then tonight, I must kill him. Let’s see how you protect him.”
    

    

    
      The moment those words fell, everyone present froze. 
    

    

    
      Even Fu Yuying, who had been thinking about how to get Shen Yanzhou out safely, was stunned on the spot, doubting her own ears.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian thought Shen Yanzhou had gone mad. 
    

    

    
      Kill him? How could he possibly kill him?
    

    

    
      Yet, the next instant, the mocking words he was about to speak froze on his face. 
    

    

    
      An immense and terrifying pressure descended—like a Martial God had descended from the heavens, like mountains collapsing and seas roaring, crushing all directions with unstoppable might.
    

    

    
      And that pressure—came from Shen Yanzhou himself.
    

    

    
      “How is this possible?”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian’s eyes widened, disbelief filling them. 
    

    

    
      His spine trembled uncontrollably, as if an invisible giant force was pressing him down. 
    

    

    
      His knees nearly buckled; he could barely resist the urge to kneel.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying was utterly dumbfounded.
    

    

    
      Even Tantai Yuxian, whose expression was usually calm and indifferent, showed visible shock for the first time.
    

    

    
      Her jade-like hand lifted slightly as a surge of sword intent swept out like a bright moon, trying to resist the crushing pressure from Shen Yanzhou. 
    

    

    
      Yet his aura was overwhelming—his entire body seemed to radiate light, like the Golden Crow crossing the heavens, illuminating all eight directions.
    

    

    
      That immense aura rippled outward like waves, crushing Tantai Yuxian’s spiritual projection and forcing her to retreat several steps before barely regaining her balance.
    

    

    
      That flawless immortal face flickered with shifting emotions—shock, disbelief, awe.
    

    

    
      “Wha—”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian, who bore the brunt of the pressure, was left completely unprotected once Tantai Yuxian was forced back. 
    

    

    
      The aura swept over him like a flood bursting its banks. 
    

    

    
      His body was thrown sideways, blood spilling from his mouth and nose.
    

    

    
      Then he crashed heavily to the ground, landing in an utterly humiliating posture—five limbs sprawled, his face pressed into the mud.
    

    

    
      Rage and humiliation flooded his chest, mixing with disbelief and agony. 
    

    

    
      His organs felt torn and displaced, and when he tried to lift his head, a muddy boot came down hard upon it.
    

    

    
      “Tantai Yuxian, I will kill him tonight—what can you do about it?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled faintly as he pressed his boot deeper into Shen Tian’s skull, forcing his head into the mud so he couldn’t lift it at all.
    

    

    
      His physical strength was terrifying, and now that he had borrowed Lin Qingcang’s power through possession, not even an ordinary Second Rank expert could move an inch beneath him, let alone Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Shen Yanzhou finally understood why in all those novels, the protagonists always loved being possessed by an old grandmaster spirit—the feeling of leaping realms to crush one’s enemies was intoxicating.
    

    

    
      Even if this strength did not truly belong to him—it was enough.
    

    

    
      “Master Shen…”
    

    

    
      Everything had happened too fast. 
    

    

    
      By the time Fu Yuying came to her senses, she saw Tantai Yuxian forced back, Shen Tian thrown aside, and Shen Yanzhou standing unruffled, his boot planted firmly on Shen Tian’s head—not even a corner of his robe stirred.
    

    

    
      Her mind buzzed, a little dizzy, and then her eyes lit up with brilliance she’d never shown before.
    

    

    
      So this was Shen Yanzhou’s hidden card, his ultimate trump?
    

    

    
      Even someone as transcendent as Tantai Yuxian could not withstand him?
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou…”
    

    

    
      For the first time in his life, Shen Tian was humiliated—his face flushed red with shame and rage as he roared, struggling madly.
    

    

    
      But no matter how hard he strained, that foot on his head felt like an immovable mountain, pressing down on him, rendering him completely helpless.
    

    

    
      He was trembling—not just from fury but from shock and disbelief. 
    

    

    
      Why?
    

    

    
      Why did Shen Yanzhou possess such strength?
    

    

    
      He had trained so bitterly, suffered so much, endured so many near-death trials—yet in the end, he was no match for this wastrel.
    

    

    
      No—it couldn’t be. 
    

    

    
      This power couldn’t possibly belong to Shen Yanzhou. 
    

    

    
      Otherwise, how could his master have been forced back?
    

    

    
      His master stood among the absolute pinnacles of the world.
    

    

    
      “This isn’t your power…”
    

    

    
      Even Tantai Yuxian hadn’t expected Shen Yanzhou to suddenly erupt with such boundless might.
    

    

    
      She steadied herself not far away, her gaze deep and penetrating. 
    

    

    
      Soon, she understood.
    

    

    
      “As long as it can be used by me, why can’t it be considered my power?” Shen Yanzhou said calmly, still smiling.
    

    

    
      “Beyond First Rank…”
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian’s eyes glowed brightly, as if countless sword shadows flickered within them.
    

    

    
      In today’s world, the First Rank had already vanished—anything beyond it was deemed impossible.
    

    

    
      Even she had long sought a way to surpass the First Rank, yet found no path forward.
    

    

    
      And now, from Shen Yanzhou, she sensed a vast, ancient aura—one that exceeded the limits of the First Rank.
    

    

    
      “Whose power have you borrowed?” Tantai Yuxian asked.
    

    

    
      “That doesn’t matter,” Shen Yanzhou replied lightly. 
    

    

    
      “What matters is—does the Sword Immortal believe I can kill Shen Tian?”
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian fell silent. 
    

    

    
      Her gaze moved to Shen Tian, still crushed under Shen Yanzhou’s boot, her eyes flickering with an unreadable expression.
    

    

    
      Even if her true self were here—it would change nothing.
    

    

    
      The gap between the First and Second Rank was already a heavenly chasm. 
    

    

    
      To go beyond the First Rank… was a legend, a myth.
    

    

    
      “Master…”
    

    

    
      Looking at Tantai Yuxian—silent now, her once-proud Sword Heart dimmed—Shen Tian’s heart sank bit by bit. 
    

    

    
      His face turned pale, his eyes wide with disbelief and despair.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou could actually borrow a power that surpassed the First Rank?
    

    

    
      Could it be that even her master could not save him now?
    

    

    
      “Killing Shen Tian will do you no good.”
    

    

    
      “What is it you want?”
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian finally spoke, her voice still cold and detached, yet gentler than before.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou sneered. 
    

    

    
      “So the Sword Immortal also knows how to negotiate? I thought such words didn’t exist in your vocabulary. But earlier, that wasn’t your attitude.”
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian said indifferently, “Because now, you have the qualification to negotiate.”
    

    

    
      “But right now, I don’t wish to talk.”
    

    

    
      “I only wish to crush this man beneath my feet.” Shen Yanzhou’s tone was calm.
    

    

    
      “This power does not belong to you. You cannot borrow it for long. Once it is spent, Shen Jingxiao—who is far away in the southern frontier—will surely come to kill you,” Tantai Yuxian said coolly, her voice steady and emotionless.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled faintly. 
    

    

    
      “And how do you know that I have no other trump cards or methods?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian fell silent. 
    

    

    
      In truth, even she couldn’t gauge Shen Yanzhou’s methods.
    

    

    
      He was clearly not strong—on normal days, she wouldn’t have spared him even a glance—but now, he possessed the qualification and confidence to threaten her.
    

    

    
      “Shen Tian is very important to you,” Shen Yanzhou continued.
    

    

    
      “You would never allow him to die. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have placed a wisp of your precious soul within his martial soul to protect his life at a critical moment.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s gaze swept across Tantai Yuxian’s flawless, expressionless face, then drifted downward, tracing the elegant, ethereal lines of her figure.
    

    

    
      He paused deliberately on the long, graceful legs faintly visible beneath her loose white robes, his tone slightly teasing.
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian ignored his gaze, replying coolly, “What is it you wish to say?”
    

    

    
      “Sword Immortal,” Shen Yanzhou smiled, “surely you wouldn’t want to see your adopted son and disciple die right before your eyes, would you?”
    

    

    
      “You—”
    

    

    
      For the first time, anger flashed in Tantai Yuxian’s eyes. 
    

    

    
      Since her rise to fame, who had ever dared to threaten her in such a way?
    

    

    
      Crushed beneath Shen Yanzhou’s foot, Shen Tian’s heart burned with hatred and humiliation as he listened to their conversation. 
    

    

    
      His chest heaved violently, filled with seething rage toward Shen Yanzhou.
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      Good. 
    

    

    
      I need you to hate me just like this.
    

    

    
      The smile on Shen Yanzhou’s face didn’t fade.
    

    

    
      Soon, Tantai Yuxian calmed herself, her emotions vanishing into stillness once more.
    

    

    
      “State your demand. What must I do for you to spare Shen Tian?” she asked icily.
    

    

    
      If Shen Yanzhou truly intended to kill Shen Tian, he wouldn’t have said so much.
    

    

    
      “I can spare him,” Shen Yanzhou said evenly, “but from this day forth, there shall be no more Shen Tian in this world.”
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian frowned. 
    

    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    

    
      “I can leave him a wisp of his soul so he can live out a pitiful existence. After all, I’m not as ungrateful as he is. But Sword Immortal—you must promise me that he will never appear before me again.”
    

    

    
      “That is my first condition.”
    

    

    
      “As for the second—” Shen Yanzhou’s tone turned casual, “—I want this wisp of your soul. As it happens, I’m short of a sword attendant at my side.”
    

    

    
      In other words—he was asking her to become his dog.
    

    

    
      Even with Tantai Yuxian’s calm temperament, her eyes flickered with frost and killing intent at those words. 
    

    

    
      Coveting her?
    

    

    
      “You truly have no small amount of courage,” she said coldly.
    

    

    
      “So, there’s no deal then?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou remained utterly casual.
    

    

    
      Seeing his boot press down further, Shen Tian’s face turned red, his head nearly ready to burst like a melon. 
    

    

    
      At last, Tantai Yuxian drew in a sharp breath, suppressing her fury. 
    

    

    
      “The second condition is impossible.”
    

    

    
      “Then there’s nothing to discuss.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s expression remained calm as he applied more pressure. 
    

    

    
      Even with Shen Tian’s stubborn will, faced with death itself, panic rose in his heart. 
    

    

    
      Despair surged within him, and muffled cries escaped his throat.
    

    

    
      “Stop.”
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian’s clear voice rang out. 
    

    

    
      Beneath her wide white skirt, her outline trembled slightly—her emotions once again surging.
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      Her mental state was indeed steady. 
    

    

    
      Even now, she produced only this much negative emotion—far less than Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou clicked his tongue inwardly but maintained a composed expression. 
    

    

    
      “Has the Sword Immortal made up her mind?”
    

    

    
      In the original story, Tantai Yuxian would later break through the First Rank and achieve the Heaven-opening Realm.
    

    

    
      The key lay in the technique she cultivated—dividing herself into two souls: one cultivating the Heavenly Dao, the other cultivating the Human Dao.
    

    

    
      The Heavenly Dao soul cultivated in seclusion at the Clear Mountain of the Ten-Thousand-Mile Sword Court, never concerning itself with worldly affairs, rarely descending the mountain.
    

    

    
      But the Human Dao soul, in the original story, was never mentioned.
    

    

    
      Yet Shen Yanzhou remembered the crucial moment: on the eve of the Northern Yu army’s invasion of Northern Desert Prefecture, Tantai Yuxian summoned Shen Tian and spoke with him. 
    

    

    
      Soon after, during the war between Great Qian and Northern Yu, she broke her shackles, opened the Gate of Heaven with her sword, and achieved the First Rank.
    

    

    
      A Human Dao soul of such a supreme being could not possibly remain obscure or inactive.
    

    

    
      Thus, Shen Yanzhou was certain—the Tantai Yuxian before him, though appearing as a mere spiritual projection, was in truth that very Human Dao soul. 
    

    

    
      While it lacked the full strength of her true body, its essence was nearly identical.
    

    

    
      The only shortcoming was that its cultivation was unstable and far from the power of her true self.
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang had already warned him—the soul was peculiar, its realm appearing to be Second Rank, yet not stable.
    

    

    
      Combined with the transaction between the Demon Suppression King Shen Jingxiao and Tantai Yuxian in the original story, Shen Yanzhou was even more certain: if Shen Tian were to die, Tantai Yuxian’s Human Dao soul would suffer damage—or even vanish entirely.
    

    

    
      Her chance to break through to the First Rank would be lost forever.
    

    

    
      For those who walked the path of cultivation, their Dao heart was their very foundation. 
    

    

    
      Would Tantai Yuxian abandon her path for this?
    

    

    
      “Name another condition,” Tantai Yuxian said coldly.
    

    

    
      “There’s nothing to discuss.”
    

    

    
      “However,” Shen Yanzhou added with an indifferent smile, “I can make a small concession. The Sword Immortal need not serve me forever—half a year will suffice. After that, I’ll grant you your freedom.”
    

    

    
      He spoke casually, but his tone was firm.
    

    

    
      “I can protect your Dao, intervene only when you are in danger—but you will not order me to do anything else,” Tantai Yuxian said icily.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou gazed at her cold yet stunning face, a faint smile tugging at his lips. 
    

    

    
      “I thought my concession was already my greatest sincerity. But it seems…the Sword Immortal has no true intention of letting Shen Tian live.”
    

    

    
      “In that case…”
    

    

    
      He suddenly pressed his foot down.
    

    

    
      “Ahhh—!”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian screamed in agony, his face swelling and turning crimson, veins bulging from the pain, as though his head would burst at any moment into a mess of red and white.
    

    

  Chapter 52: The Sword Slave

    
      Chapter 52: The Sword Slave
    

    

    
      “Stop.”
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian called out once more, her robes billowing as a torrential aura of pressure surged around her. 
    

    

    
      She nearly couldn’t resist taking action.
    

    

    
      However, Shen Yanzhou still had no intention of stopping.
    

    

    
      “I told you to stop.”
    

    

    
      “It seems the Sword Immortal has agreed then?” Shen Yanzhou smiled faintly.
    

    

    
      “You’ll regret this threat one day.”
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian cast a deep glance at Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      As Shen Yanzhou had expected, she would never allow Shen Tian to die here. 
    

    

    
      Not merely because Shen Tian was her disciple, but because within Shen Tian’s body was the ‘Fruit of Humanity’ she had planted.
    

    

    
      In the future, when the world’s human destiny surged and fortune gathered, dragons would soar and tigers leap — and upon Shen Tian’s body, there existed a clear, majestic momentum, one destined to stir the winds and clouds of the four directions.
    

    

    
      As Shen Tian’s destiny rose, like clouds and wind moving in unison, like a flood dragon swimming through rivers, gathering the world’s human fortune, the Fruit of Humanity she had planted would gradually ripen as well.
    

    

    
      But if Shen Tian were to die, then all she had poured into these past twenty years would come to nothing.
    

    

    
      “How long is ‘one day’?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou chuckled lightly, utterly unbothered.
    

    

    
      Everything was still under his control. 
    

    

    
      Compared to cutting the knot here and now by killing Shen Tian directly, leaving a single wisp of true soul alive instead promised him greater benefit in the long run.
    

    

    
      As long as Shen Tian lived, he would continue to hate him — providing an unending stream of negative emotion.
    

    

    
      As long as Shen Tian lived, Tantai Yuxian would still have a thread of attachment, not so utterly severed as to become his mortal enemy.
    

    

    
      Most importantly, Tantai Yuxian didn’t know that he was aware of the unique nature of this wisp of her soul.
    

    

    
      To Shen Yanzhou, subduing Tantai Yuxian carried far greater meaning.
    

    

    
      As for Shen Tian, he was no longer a threat — nothing more than a pawn that had lost its use.
    

    

    
      “Let’s hope you’ll keep your word.”
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian’s expression remained icy, the coldness in her eyes barely concealed.
    

    

    
      “I swear upon my Dao Heart.”
    

    

    
      “If I break this oath, may heavenly thunder strike me down, never to be reborn.”
    

    

    
      Smiling, Shen Yanzhou raised one hand toward the heavens and took the oath.
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian took a deep breath. 
    

    

    
      Tonight, it was difficult for her to maintain her usual serenity — her emotions had been led by Shen Yanzhou’s rhythm from beginning to end.
    

    

    
      Yet seeing him take the oath earnestly, she said no more and began to swear as well.
    

    

    
      At her current level, such an oath was never made lightly — especially not one sworn upon the Dao Heart.
    

    

    
      Within the unseen, the oath would invoke the binding of karma; should she break it, her Dao Heart would collapse and she would suffer the backlash of Heaven’s Law.
    

    

    
      As the two of them swore their oaths, from the boundless heights of the deep sky came a resonant response, and unseen threads descended — imperceptible to ordinary eyes — binding the two together.
    

    

    
      With her cultivation, Tantai Yuxian naturally recognized these as threads of karma. 
    

    

    
      From Shen Yanzhou’s body, one of the threads coiled outward and fell into her palm.
    

    

    
      If Shen Yanzhou failed to keep his promise, she could use this thread of karma to make him pay the price.
    

    

    
      And from her body as well, a faint, delicate thread stretched toward Shen Yanzhou, falling into his hand.
    

    

    
      “Ordinary people could never draw upon the threads of karma…”
    

    

    
      “But right now, I’m borrowing Lin Qingcang’s power — and Tantai Yuxian stands at the absolute peak of this age.”
    

    

    
      “Heh…”
    

    

    
      “That suits me perfectly.”
    

    

    
      Sensing the existence of the karmic thread, the corner of Shen Yanzhou’s lips curved upward.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian, lying prone on the ground, had been listening to the two of them all along. 
    

    

    
      The shadow of death loomed over his head, paralyzing him with fear — he dared not move, nor utter a word.
    

    

    
      He was truly afraid of dying. 
    

    

    
      He still had so many unfinished things, and he was unwilling to die here.
    

    

    
      His hatred toward Shen Yanzhou made that unwillingness burn all the fiercer.
    

    

    
      He still had to take revenge.
    

    

    
      A gentleman’s vengeance was never too late, even after ten years. 
    

    

    
      In ancient times, there were those who endured the shame of lying upon firewood and tasting gall, or crawling between another’s legs — compared to that, what was this humiliation?
    

    

    
      And as Shen Tian swore silently in his heart that if he survived, he would make Shen Yanzhou pay a thousandfold, ten thousandfold for today’s disgrace…
    

    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    

    
      A searing pain, as though piercing through his viscera and lungs, tore through him, forcing a miserable scream from his throat.
    

    

    
      He only felt as if his meridians were being pierced by countless fine needles, while his Dantian and Ancestral Aperture were shattered by a terrifying surge of qi.
    

    

    
      The once vast Haoyang True Qi accumulated in his body now rapidly dispersed, fading into nothingness within him.
    

    

    
      “You… you crippled my cultivation…”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian’s face turned deathly pale, filled with shock, anger, and fear. 
    

    

    
      His cultivation had been abolished; he could no longer sense the flow of true qi within his body.
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian’s brows furrowed slightly. 
    

    

    
      Seeing this, she seemed to feel a faint trace of pity, but said nothing more.
    

    

    
      “After all, this body of yours won’t be of any use in the future. Keeping your cultivation serves no purpose.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s tone was casual, but his words made Shen Tian’s whole body go cold.
    

    

    
      The next instant, Shen Tian felt a sharp pain in his spiritual platform. 
    

    

    
      It was as if his soul had been torn apart by an invisible hand. 
    

    

    
      His consciousness grew hazy and dim, darkness encroaching like sinking into the depths of an endless sea.
    

    

    
      Moments later, Shen Tian completely lost consciousness.
    

    

    
      In Tantai Yuxian’s eyes, Shen Yanzhou lifted his hand. 
    

    

    
      The overwhelming pressure of a Transcendent Rank crushed downward, easily shattering Shen Tian’s martial true soul, leaving only a single wisp of remnant spirit.
    

    

    
      She had wanted to stop him, but recalling the oath Shen Yanzhou had sworn, she forcibly restrained herself.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, Shen Yanzhou had kept his word—he hadn’t truly killed Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      “Leave a wisp of true soul. Afterward, with time and care, he can slowly recover. He may lose some memories, but…”
    

    

    
      “That’s not important. What matters is that he’s still alive.”
    

    

    
      With a flick of his wrist, Shen Yanzhou tossed the hazy remnant of Shen Tian’s soul toward Tantai Yuxian.
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian caught it, her gaze icy. 
    

    

    
      Though she had always been indifferent and single-mindedly devoted to the pinnacle of swordsmanship, Shen Tian had grown up under her care. 
    

    

    
      She had taught him since childhood—saying she had no feelings for him would be a lie.
    

    

    
      But given tonight’s circumstances, she had no choice but to concede.
    

    

    
      Not just her—even if Shen Jingxiao himself came, the outcome would be the same.
    

    

    
      Who could have imagined that Shen Yanzhou could borrow the power of a Transcendent Rank being?
    

    

    
      “Soul, return.”
    

    

    
      Suppressing her emotions, Tantai Yuxian raised her pale wrist, and within the unseen void, a faintly visible passage manifested.
    

    

    
      A guiding force emanated from within, connecting to a serene countryside courtyard nestled midway up a mountain, surrounded by vegetable fields and fenced-off coops with chickens and ducks.
    

    

    
      “Master…”
    

    

    
      A middle-aged, beautiful woman, who seemed to have just risen from bed, put on an outer robe and stepped outside the courtyard. 
    

    

    
      Upon seeing Tantai Yuxian, she called out respectfully.
    

    

    
      “Send him to the Soul-Nurturing Platform.”
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian, still turned away from the hazy passage, waved her hand lightly. 
    

    

    
      The dazed and broken remnant of Shen Tian’s soul drifted into the portal.
    

    

    
      The middle-aged woman’s eyes widened in shock. 
    

    

    
      “Xiao Tian?”
    

    

    
      From within the courtyard came a crisp, anxious voice filled with worry. 
    

    

    
      “Brother Shen Tian, what happened to you…”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou silently watched Tantai Yuxian send off Shen Tian’s soul. 
    

    

    
      He wasn’t surprised. 
    

    

    
      The means of a Second Rank, Nirvana Realm expert were truly beyond comprehension.
    

    

    
      Traversing the void was effortless for one at that level, let alone sending a wisp of soul between two fixed points.
    

    

    
      “I’ve fulfilled my part of the agreement.”
    

    

    
      “Now it’s your turn, Sword Immortal Tantai.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou looked toward Tantai Yuxian.
    

    

    
      Having spared Shen Tian’s life, the karmic thread that bound him began to fade, finally dissolving into nothing.
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian’s cold, indifferent eyes fell fully upon him, as though trying to peer into the depths of his mind.
    

    

    
      Yet, no matter how she looked, Shen Yanzhou’s face retained its calm, faint smile—a composure born from absolute control.
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian’s brows furrowed slightly.
    

    

    
      Having cultivated to this realm, she might not yet see the future clearly, but faint omens already stirred within her—signs that hinted at fortune and misfortune alike.
    

    

    
      Tonight, to protect Shen Tian, she had paid a heavy price.
    

    

    
      If this were merely an ordinary wisp of her soul, she would not have hesitated. 
    

    

    
      But only she knew the unique nature of this particular soul fragment.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou shouldn’t be aware of it…
    

    

    
      Yet why did she feel a vague unease, as if from this moment onward, she might fall into an abyss without end?
    

    

    
      “While Shen Tian’s remnant soul recuperates, I can take this opportunity to retrieve the Human Dao Seed from within him.”
    

    

    
      “Half a year from now, Shen Tian’s life or death will no longer affect my cultivation.”
    

    

    
      Collecting her thoughts, Tantai Yuxian met Shen Yanzhou’s gaze and nodded faintly.
    

    

    
      “According to our agreement, half a year later, I will leave on my own,” she said calmly.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s narrow eyes slightly curved, and he chuckled. 
    

    

    
      “Half a year from now is half a year from now. But from tonight onward, Sword Immortal, you will serve under me.”
    

    

    
      “To put it nicely, you’re my sword attendant.”
    

    

    
      “To put it bluntly, you’re… my sword slave.”
    

    

    
      “You…”
    

    

    
      “Courting death.”
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian’s peerless face turned cold with fury. 
    

    

    
      Her wide white robes billowed despite the still air, her killing intent surging in waves.
    

    

    
      The long black hair that cascaded down her back fluttered violently, showing just how immense her anger was.
    

    

    
      In this world, who would dare to humiliate her so, to call her a slave?
    

    

    
      At that moment, Tantai Yuxian even felt the impulse to shatter her Dao Heart Oath—to exhaust her cultivation and strike Shen Yanzhou down.
    

    

    
      “In others’ eyes, you may be the exalted Sword Immortal. But before me, you’re no different from those courtesans of the Yuxian Pavilion who sell smiles and bare their flesh.”
    

    

    
      “You’d best rein in that so-called pride and Sword Heart of yours,” Shen Yanzhou said coolly.
    

    

    
      Within the unseen void, the karmic thread connecting them suddenly thickened—what was once as thin as a strand of hair now grew as thick as a hemp rope.
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian gave a muffled groan, her graceful form in midair seeming to be struck by lightning. 
    

    

    
      She staggered back several steps before barely regaining her footing.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s eyes glimmered. 
    

    

    
      As expected, Tantai Yuxian wouldn’t submit willingly.
    

    

    
      But this was the power of the Dao Heart Oath. 
    

    

    
      Within this world’s laws, karmic bindings reached into the highest levels of existence.
    

    

    
      The stronger one’s cultivation, the greater the consequences.
    

    

    
      If Tantai Yuxian thought that serving as his sword attendant meant he would treat her courteously, she was gravely mistaken.
    

    

    
      Sword Immortal or Martial God—these were mere titles, superficial masks. 
    

    

    
      Once stripped away, one would see they were no different from ordinary people—save for deeper cultivation and a steadier heart.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou cared little for such distinctions. 
    

    

    
      If he could provoke emotions, harvest negativity, what did it matter what means he used?
    

    

    
      “Half a year from now, you’d better have the strength to survive beneath my sword.”
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian steadied her emotions, no longer resisting the karmic thread. 
    

    

    
      She simply stared coldly at Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      The next moment, she said nothing more.
    

    

    
      That luminous, slender figure suddenly dissolved into a stream of sword light. 
    

    

    
      Countless motes of glowing rain drifted down, gathering toward Shen Yanzhou’s palm, finally forming a faint sword-shaped mark at its center.
    

    

    
      “Heh, what a foolish woman.”
    

    

    
      “By saying that, haven’t you already placed yourself against me? You plan to kill me in half a year—did you really think I’d treat you kindly until then?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou raised his palm, studying the distinct sword mark. 
    

    

    
      He could faintly sense a connection between himself and Tantai Yuxian.
    

    

    
      It was both a Sword Mark and something more—a mark of servitude she had bound herself with. 
    

    

    
      Through it, he could summon her manifested soul at will.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Tantai Yuxian could clearly hear Shen Yanzhou’s words. 
    

    

    
      Yet she did not respond—merely closed her eyes and sealed her five senses.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Tantai Yuxian +21 +22 +26 +28…
    

    

    
      The curve of Shen Yanzhou’s lips slowly faded.
    

    

    
      “So, Shen Tian’s body is now just an empty shell?”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying, who had been silent all along, finally seemed to return to herself. 
    

    

    
      She looked toward Shen Tian’s lifeless body, a flicker of contemplation passing through her eyes.
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      “It can still be of some use. By using the flesh-blood derivation method, combined with your sect’s Puppet Nightmare Gu, it might yield unexpected results,” Shen Yanzhou said with a smile.
    

    

    
      “But wouldn’t that be too obvious? The Demon Suppression King isn’t a fool—he’ll notice it’s just a puppet.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying nodded lightly, understanding Shen Yanzhou’s implication, though she noted the lack of soul aura.
    

    

    
      “That’s why I left behind a trace of soul essence.”
    

    

    
      “As long as Shen Jingxiao confirms it’s his own bloodline, that will be enough.”
    

    

    
      With a wave of his hand, Shen Yanzhou injected several strands of pure soul essence into Shen Tian’s body below.
    

    

    
      Moments later, the previously shut eyes slowly opened—but they were lifeless, devoid of spirit.
    

    

    
      He didn’t need to say it aloud—Shen Jingxiao, as a Second Rank powerhouse, would easily discern whether Shen Tian carried his bloodline or not.
    

    

    
      But Shen Yanzhou, familiar with the original story, was certain that Shen Tian was not the child of the Princess Consort Yu Chenyu.
    

    

    
      How then could Shen Tian possibly share Shen Jingxiao’s blood?
    

    

    
      The key must lie in this very body.
    

    

    
      The soul and body were one; even if Shen Tian’s remnant soul gradually reformed a body in the future, it would most likely have no bloodline connection to Shen Jingxiao anymore.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying sensed the faint vitality returning to Shen Tian’s form and nodded slightly, her gaze shimmering with complex emotion.
    

    

    
      “Perhaps it might work after all.” she murmured.
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      After that, Fu Yuying turned to look at Shen Yanzhou, as if she wanted to ask something, but when the words reached her lips, she swallowed them back.
    

    

    
      Everyone had their own secrets.
    

    

    
      As for why Shen Yanzhou could borrow the power of a Transcendent Rank being for his own use—that was not something she ought to think too deeply about.
    

    

    
      “Tonight’s events were all thanks to Young Master Shen.”
    

    

    
      “If there’s anything you need afterward, as long as Yuying can do it, please feel free to command.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying was not one to act pretentious. 
    

    

    
      With a sweep of her sleeve, a violent wind rose, lifting Shen Tian’s body as she prepared to leave.
    

    

    
      With Shen Tian’s body, Luofu Cloud Cavern could make great use of it—to negotiate with the Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao.
    

    

    
      It was, without a doubt, a mutually beneficial situation.
    

    

    
      “Saintess, you jest. Between you and me, there’s no need for such formality,” Shen Yanzhou said with a faint smile.
    

    

    
      Upon hearing that, Fu Yuying, who had been about to depart, suddenly halted and looked back at him. 
    

    

    
      “If there’s no need for formality, then why are you still addressing me like that?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou seemed to realize that his form of address was a little too distant. 
    

    

    
      After a moment’s pause, he smiled and asked, “Then how should I address you?”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying wanted to roll her eyes. 
    

    

    
      At a time like this, why was he pretending to be clueless?
    

    

    
      Perhaps because her emotions had just swung from the depths of hell to the heights of heaven—like having brushed past the edge of death—it made her feel much closer to Shen Yanzhou than before.
    

    

    
      That sense of closeness wasn’t because of the Shewu Gu.
    

    

    
      It came from a shared experience—and a shared “secret.”
    

    

    
      “Yuying?”
    

    

    
      “Then I’ll call you that from now on.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou spoke with a smile, not pressing the matter any further.
    

    

    
      He could indeed sense that Fu Yuying’s attitude toward him was far more natural and less formal than before.
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying casually removed her white porcelain mask. 
    

    

    
      On her flawless, stunning face, a smile bloomed—bright enough to make the once-dark night seem lighter.
    

    

    
      A moment later, her figure vanished into the night.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou then withdrew his gaze.
    

    

    
      The overwhelming aura around him slowly receded like a retreating tide. 
    

    

    
      The intoxicating feeling of power he had just experienced left him somewhat reluctant to part with it—but unfortunately, it wasn’t his own.
    

    

    
      Sensing slightly, Shen Yanzhou noticed that Tantai Yuxian had already sealed her five senses, completely shutting herself off from the outside world.
    

    

    
      However, he seemed to be able to forcibly control her to perceive external things.
    

    

    
      In other words, the “switch” to close or open her five senses was actually in his hands.
    

    

    
      “This Sword-mark Contract isn’t bad at all.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou chuckled softly, then turned toward Lin Qingcang and said, “Thank you, Senior.”
    

    

    
      “Hmph. Just don’t forget what you promised this old man.”
    

    

    
      Within the Sumeru Ring, Lin Qingcang snorted coldly. 
    

    

    
      His will-incarnation had become much fainter.
    

    

    
      Though that strike just now hadn’t been his full strength, it had still consumed a good portion of his already dwindling essence power.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou estimated that he could, at best, borrow Lin Qingcang’s strength two more times before the old Martial God’s flame would gutter out—his will dissipating entirely.
    

    

    
      Of course, that was the ideal outcome.
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang clearly wouldn’t be content being a candle—burning himself away to light Shen Yanzhou’s path.
    

    

    
      “Naturally.”
    

    

    
      “In the Far East, atop the Summit of Convergence, within the Abyss of the Great Chasm, there exists an Art of Rebirth. This technique can overturn the wheel of life and death. As long as you still have a trace of will remaining, once I find this art, I’ll help you return to life and live anew,” Shen Yanzhou said with a smile.
    

    

    
      He wasn’t making empty promises—this was something truly recorded in the original story.
    

    

    
      However, the Summit of Convergence was extremely hard to locate. 
    

    

    
      Its opening was tied to the fate of the current world—it would only appear when the world’s fortune grew dense and surged to its peak.
    

    

    
      Only then would the Summit of Convergence reveal itself.
    

    

    
      Through that summit, one could enter the Great Chasm, and within it, find the Art of Rebirth. 
    

    

    
      In truth, this was originally Wu Ruyue’s side quest later in the story—“Resurrect Lin Qingcang.”
    

    

    
      But since Shen Yanzhou had intercepted it early, he could only take up that quest himself.
    

    

    
      “Heh, you little brat…”
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang gave a cold laugh. 
    

    

    
      His heart was as clear as a mirror—how could he not realize Shen Yanzhou had schemed this from the start? If he had known that finding the Art of Rebirth would be so troublesome, he would never have agreed to that wager so easily.
    

    

    
      The pit had already been dug—all he’d had to do was jump in.
    

    

    
      If he wanted to live again, he would now have to ensure Shen Yanzhou reached the Summit of Convergence. 
    

    

    
      Before that, as a will-incarnation, he’d have to act as Shen Yanzhou’s protector.
    

    

    
      No matter how the bet turned out, Shen Yanzhou would be the one to win in the end.
    

    

    
      “Does Senior have no faith in me?”
    

    

    
      “Or do you think there’s someone more suitable to help you find the Art of Rebirth?” Shen Yanzhou asked with a knowing smile, clearly aware of Lin Qingcang’s resentment.
    

    

    
      “That little girl who rescued you earlier—her talent isn’t bad. It seems she even shares some karmic connection with me…”
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang was referring to Wu Ruyue.
    

    

    
      “If Senior wishes to take her as a disciple, that’s fine as well,” Shen Yanzhou nodded.
    

    

    
      He had already spoken with Fu Yuying beforehand, ensuring that Wu Ruyue wouldn’t be too harshly treated. 
    

    

    
      By now, she was probably trapped within a prearranged formation set by the people of Luofu Cloud Cavern.
    

    

    
      “No need. Everything useful in the cave has already been taken by you. Even if I took a disciple now, what would I teach her?” Lin Qingcang said irritably.
    

    

    
      As they conversed, a black shadow descended from the sky—it was the Soul-devouring Flood Serpent, now in its human form.
    

    

    
      “Greetings, Young Master.”
    

    

    
      The Soul-devouring Flood Serpent transformed into a black-robed elder, bowing respectfully to Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      In its view, since Shen Yanzhou had been brought into its master’s cave, received all his inheritances and treasures, and now even carried its master’s presence within him—
    

    

    
      Addressing Shen Yanzhou as “Young Master” was only natural.
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang didn’t say anything about it. 
    

    

    
      Though he was reluctant to admit it, at present, Shen Yanzhou was indeed the one most likely to help him be reborn.
    

    

    
      “There’s no need to be so polite, Uncle Flood Serpent.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, who had long been coveting this near-Third-Rank demon king-level existence, showed genuine enthusiasm. 
    

    

    
      Smiling warmly, he reached out as if to lift the old serpent up in greeting.
    

    

    
      This was different from followers like Chunchao or Elder Mo, whose protection carried a sense of surveillance.
    

    

    
      This was, in the truest sense, someone who would henceforth be loyal to him alone—his trusted aide.
    

    

    
      “Young Master overpraises this old servant.”
    

    

    
      The Soul-devouring Flood Serpent bent slightly at the waist. 
    

    

    
      Though its expression remained cold and forbidding, making others instinctively avoid it, there was still a trace of genuine reverence in its demeanor at this moment.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou knew of the Flood Serpent’s foolish yet steadfast loyalty; otherwise, it wouldn’t have guarded the Cold Pool for so many years.
    

    

    
      He smiled faintly and didn’t say much more on that subject.
    

    

    
      “Uncle Flood Serpent, the beasts in the region of Hidden Moon Mountain—can they all be commanded by you?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      The Soul-devouring Flood Serpent nodded. 
    

    

    
      “Within several hundred li around Hidden Moon Mountain, there should be no creature stronger than this old servant.”
    

    

    
      That was a modest statement; in truth, within Hidden Moon Mountain, it was the oldest and most powerful of all the beasts.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded slightly.
    

    

    
      With the threat of Shen Tian resolved, it was time to consider the second phase of his plan. 
    

    

    
      Before that, however, he still needed to deal with a few “flies” from the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    

    
      The next moment, Shen Yanzhou slightly raised a finger, pointing toward a massive ancient tree behind him—so large it would take several people to encircle it. 
    

    

    
      The air seemed to ripple, a breeze brushed past, and a faint gleam of light flickered at the treetop. 
    

    

    
      Two muffled groans of pain followed, then the sound of bodies hitting the ground.
    

    

    
      “Spare… spare me…”
    

    

    
      A frightened voice pleaded from the shadows.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou lifted his gaze and saw a bearded man clutching his chest, pale-faced, struggling to his feet.
    

    

    
      Beside him stood a white-robed man with a soft, feminine voice, his chest pierced clean through with a bloody hole that gushed freely, staining his robe red. 
    

    

    
      His breathing was faint, life ebbing away.
    

    

    
      “I almost forgot about you two.”
    

    

    
      “Hiding in the dark from the very beginning—did you truly think no one noticed?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s tone was calm.
    

    

    
      He had withdrawn much of his strength earlier; otherwise, a single sword strike would have killed them both.
    

    

    
      Even so, he had underestimated one of them—the man couldn’t even withstand two-tenths of his sword power.
    

    

    
      The Soul-devouring Flood Serpent fixed its gaze on the two men as well. 
    

    

    
      It had sensed their presence from the start but, seeing Shen Yanzhou ignore them, had chosen not to interfere.
    

    

    
      “Spare us, Heir Shen! We meant no harm,” the bearded man said in panic, hastily pulling up his companion and feeding him a healing pill.
    

    

    
      He was trembling. 
    

    

    
      As a renowned apostle of the Nether Cult, he practiced the Ironwood Body Art, tempering his body until his skin was as hard as steel, impervious to ordinary blades.
    

    

    
      Yet, in that instant just now, he had felt his skin tear open.
    

    

    
      If not for the protective armor he wore, he would have ended up like his companion—pierced clean through.
    

    

    
      Who could have imagined that this Heir Shen not only had a demon king sworn to him but also possessed unfathomable personal strength—enough to even subdue the peerless Tantai Yuxian?
    

    

    
      “But you’ve heard far too much that you shouldn’t have,” Shen Yanzhou said coldly.
    

    

    
      “We only wished to investigate who framed our Holy Cult for kidnapping the Heir,” the bearded man quickly explained.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou naturally didn’t believe that. 
    

    

    
      If that were truly their purpose, they would have been following Fu Yuying and the others, not hiding here in the shadows.
    

    

    
      He flicked his finger, and a bloom of blood burst from the bearded man’s arm.
    

    

    
      “Heir Shen, spare us…”
    

    

    
      “Give me one reason not to kill you,” Shen Yanzhou said flatly.
    

    

    
      “We… we’re from the Nether Cult. We know many of its secrets. A high-ranking member has been laying out a plan in the Imperial Capital for nearly twenty years. He’s about to spread a message that will spark chaos in the capital.”
    

    

    
      “This matter concerns you, Heir Shen—it’s true! I wouldn’t dare lie.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s eyes narrowed slightly. 
    

    

    
      He knew this must be related to the “true and false heir” affair—and that the high-ranking member was none other than Shen Jingxiao himself.
    

    

    
      However, with Shen Tian now reduced to a mere fragment of soul, the recreation of his body was far out of reach.
    

    

    
      Even if the rumor of the false heir spread now, it wouldn’t stir much trouble.
    

    

    
      Instead, with Shen Tian’s body in their possession, the people of Luofu Cloud Cavern would surely use it as leverage to negotiate with Shen Jingxiao.
    

    

    
      “Until the real Shen Tian is found, Shen Jingxiao definitely won’t spread this news prematurely…”
    

    

    
      “But for now, I might as well do him a favor.”
    

    

    
      A thought flickered in Shen Yanzhou’s mind. 
    

    

    
      He glanced at the two men before him, eyes narrowing slightly before he smiled.
    

    

    
      “I can spare your lives—but you’ll have to use your influence within the Nether Cult to help me accomplish one thing.”
    

    

    
      “When it’s done, I’ll return your life souls to you.”
    

    

    
      Until now, without enough strength to protect himself, he had avoided spreading the rumor of the false heir—because he still needed the protection of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      But now… he no longer needed it.
    

    

    
      Let the storm grow wilder.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Moments later, the white-robed man’s thumb-sized wound gradually healed. 
    

    

    
      He steadied his breath and stood upright again, though his eyes still held fear when he looked at Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      The bearded man beside him seemed calmer, though his attitude toward Shen Yanzhou was obsequious.
    

    

    
      “From now on, Chansi and I will follow only you, Heir Shen.”
    

    

    
      “Whatever orders you have, we will obey.”
    

    

    
      The bearded man’s name was Song Tiemu. 
    

    

    
      He cultivated both martial arts and shamanic arts—his martial realm at the Sixth-Rank, Sea-Cleaving Realm, and his shamanic cultivation at the Eighth-Rank, Blood Fiend Realm. 
    

    

    
      He possessed a strange gift that allowed him to communicate with insects and ants.
    

    

    
      The white-robed man was named Zhu Chansi. 
    

    

    
      He cultivated within the shamanic system as well, at the Seventh-Rank, Shamanic Priest Realm, specializing in knot binding, curse threads, and straw man curses—arts that could kill unseen.
    

    

    
      Both obediently handed over a wisp of their life souls to Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      With those, he could control their lives and deaths at will—no fear of betrayal.
    

    

    
      “See to it first.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded slightly.
    

    

    
      “Rest assured, Heir Shen, it’s a simple matter. The higher-ups are already inclined toward it; we only need to quietly fan the flames,” Song Tiemu said with a hurried smile.
    

    

    
      The two then departed swiftly. 
    

    

    
      Once their injuries had stabilized, they leapt into the forest and vanished.
    

    

    
      “Dawn is nearly here.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou looked into the distance. 
    

    

    
      The fine drizzle that had fallen through the night was easing off, and even the mists of miasma were fading. 
    

    

    
      He stood there a moment in thought, then turned back toward the canyon.
    

    

    
      Since he had the chance, he might as well fulfill the wish of his original body—to witness the sunrise with his own eyes.
    

    

    
      It was also a good time to wait for the people from the Bureau of Immortal Inspection and the Chilin Guards to arrive.
    

    

    
      During this time, Shen Yanzhou glanced at his own panel.
    

    

    
      【Name: Shen Yanzhou】
    

    

    
      【Techniques: The True Explanation of Primordial Unity (Incomplete, First Stage 7/16)】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: Selfless Sword Heart (Fragmented, Minor Accomplishment 1/4)】
    

    

    
      【Realm: Martial Path, Eighth Rank; Daoist Path, Eighth Rank】
    

    

    
      【Available Basic Points: 0 (361.18/100)】
    

    

    
      “Time to add points again.”
    

    

    
      “Shen Tian truly is a fine leek to harvest.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled, and without hesitation, invested all his available basic points into The True Explanation of Primordial Unity.
    

    

    
      In the next instant, torrents of insights and memories flooded into his mind.
    

    

    
      【The True Explanation of Primordial Unity (Incomplete, First Stage 10/16)】
    

    

    
      Within his body, sounds like rushing rivers echoed. 
    

    

    
      The Breath of Chaos surged through his meridians like a falling Milky Way, accompanied by thunderous roars.
    

    

    
      His muscles, bones, and blood all began to transform. 
    

    

    
      Within the vortex of Primordial Qi, threads of chaotic essence continually washed over his body, colliding with the divine soul within his spirit sea—tempering it without pause.
    

    

    
      The second phase of the first stage of The True Explanation of Primordial Unity was “Guiding Qi to Refine the Body.”
    

    

    
      The third phase was “Fusion of Primordial Qi.” 
    

    

    
      Now, that third phase was complete.
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      At this moment, Shen Yanzhou naturally stepped into the third stage. 
    

    

    
      He could clearly sense strands of martial blood essence intertwining with the Daoist soul essence within the Primordial Qi vortex — colliding, dissipating, and attempting to merge.
    

    

    
      As the two forces clashed and fused, a current was born — one that blended the essences of Martial and Daoist origins, interwoven with the aura of the Primordial State.
    

    

    
      The first strand of Primordial Mother Qi was formed, and the stability of the Primordial Qi vortex could not exist without it.
    

    

    
      It was like injecting a continuous, bubbling spring into a stagnant pool of dead water.
    

    

    
      Previously, when Shen Yanzhou circulated the Breath of Primordial Chaos within the vortex, it could deplete entirely, requiring him to draw it anew from the boundless void.
    

    

    
      But with the birth of Primordial Mother Qi, his vortex could now autonomously generate and refine the Breath of Primordial Chaos.
    

    

    
      This marked the beginning of his physical body’s rebellion — the reconstruction of the Primordial Embryo.
    

    

    
      Upon entering the third stage of the True Explanation of Primordial Unity’s first realm, both his Martial and Daoist realms advanced together, breaking through to the Seventh Rank, Middle Stage.
    

    

    
      “You broke through again?”
    

    

    
      As Shen Yanzhou’s realm surged, Lin Qingcang, who had been recuperating within the Sumeru Ring, sensed the fluctuation. 
    

    

    
      His eyes snapped open in disbelief.
    

    

    
      Something wasn’t right.
    

    

    
      He clearly remembered that Shen Yanzhou had only advanced to the Eighth Rank last night — starting from having no cultivation at all.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t even dawn yet. 
    

    

    
      Only a few hours had passed, and he had already advanced to the Seventh Rank?
    

    

    
      “Just a stroke of luck.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou recalled a line and smiled faintly.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang fell into stunned silence.
    

    

    
      After several breaths, he finally asked with hesitant disbelief, “Be honest with me—are you the reincarnation of some ancient powerhouse?”
    

    

    
      One couldn’t blame him for suspecting so.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s composure — his disregard even for a Martial God like Lin Qingcang — and the superior attitude he maintained even against that sword-wielding girl of far higher cultivation, spoke volumes.
    

    

    
      What kind of youth behaved like this — so calculating, so shrewd, so unfathomably old in mind?
    

    

    
      “Senior, among the movement techniques you pride yourself on, which one would best suit me to learn?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled, sidestepping the question.
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang’s martial legacy was already in his possession — including the Martial God’s Secret Scripture he had created himself, as well as various other cultivation methods and techniques, none ranked below the Third Grade.
    

    

    
      If the current martial sects of this world learned of this, they would surely go mad with envy.
    

    

    
      Even a single Fourth-Grade technique could serve as a sect’s core inheritance — its Town-Guarding Technique.
    

    

    
      The classification of cultivation arts in this world was, in fact, quite simple. 
    

    

    
      Thousands of years ago — or even earlier — the system had been standardized into nine ranks.
    

    

    
      Generally speaking, as long as one’s aptitude wasn’t terrible, cultivating a Fourth-Grade technique to its limit could lead one to attain the Fourth Grade.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Lin Qingcang was thoroughly convinced that Shen Yanzhou must be the reincarnation of an ancient being.
    

    

    
      He snorted coldly. 
    

    

    
      “Those movement techniques of mine—would you even bother to look at them?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou truly didn’t know how to respond, for this was indeed a blind spot in his knowledge.
    

    

    
      In the original story, while higher-ranked movement techniques were strong, they didn’t necessarily suit him.
    

    

    
      Seeing Shen Yanzhou remain silent, Lin Qingcang suddenly felt inexplicably pleased. 
    

    

    
      After a moment, he continued, “The Martial God’s Secret Scripture I created includes a movement art called Seven Steps of the Martial God. With each step, a Martial God’s true form manifests; upon the seventh step, the heavens and earth are destroyed — none can stand against it.”
    

    

    
      “An offensive art. I’ll pass.” Shen Yanzhou shook his head.
    

    

    
      He was purely a numbers-type cultivator. 
    

    

    
      The Selfless Sword Heart already provided all the offense he needed — simple, direct, without any needless flourish: the will moves, the sword follows.
    

    

    
      Greed only leads to inefficiency.
    

    

    
      Learning another offensive technique would be useless. 
    

    

    
      It would be better to fully enhance his Selfless Sword Heart.
    

    

    
      Right now, what he sought was a high-speed movement art — ideally one with invulnerability frames or untrackable effects, something to ensure survival in critical moments.
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang raised an eyebrow and huffed coldly. 
    

    

    
      “Blind fool.”
    

    

    
      But soon, another thought crossed his mind.
    

    

    
      “The Phantom Steps of Star Treading, perhaps? Back then, I won it from the founder of the Ancient Stargazing Sect in a wager. He created it after three years of observing the shifting paths of the stars — walking their trajectories upon a fine sand plate. It’s elusive and bewildering, impossible to predict or guard against…”
    

    

    
      “This technique is indeed rather unique. In the end, it still fell into my hands.” His tone carried a trace of pride.
    

    

    
      “An illusion-type movement art? I’ll pass.” Shen Yanzhou shook his head again.
    

    

    
      “You—!”
    

    

    
      A vein twitched on Lin Qingcang’s forehead. 
    

    

    
      You won’t learn this, you won’t learn that — then why bother asking me at all? Was this just to toy with him?
    

    

    
      “Does Senior know of any techniques for escaping or evasion?” Shen Yanzhou asked directly.
    

    

    
      “Escaping?”
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang was taken aback, his expression turning strange.
    

    

    
      “When I face an enemy, I’ve never known what it means to flee, nor have I ever considered such things.”
    

    

    
      “But if you insist, there’s one I can recommend — called Ephemeral Crossing. Unfortunately, it has long been lost. I never obtained it myself. It was said to be created by a great master who, upon observing the mayfly’s life of dawn to dusk, devised a movement art embodying ultimate agility — ever-shifting, impossible to capture.”
    

    

    
      “Though the ages have long buried its origin, and its creator’s tomb may no longer be found, if one seeks it earnestly enough… perhaps it can still be discovered,” Lin Qingcang said.
    

    

    
      Hearing that, Shen Yanzhou couldn’t help but shake his head. 
    

    

    
      He had no intention of wasting time searching for a long-lost art.
    

    

    
      A movement technique was merely a safeguard. 
    

    

    
      True power lay in one’s own strength.
    

    

    
      “Besides Ephemeral Crossing, there’s another technique I know of — though far more difficult. To even begin, one must have mastered the Laws of Space. If blessed with spatial affinity, all the better. Generally, only certain special races — those dwelling hidden within the void — could ever hope to cultivate it.”
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang recalled that legendary movement art. 
    

    

    
      Even at his peak, he had only glimpsed it — and realized it didn’t suit his Martial Heart, for he despised stealth and concealment.
    

    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    

    
      “What movement art is it?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s interest was piqued.
    

    

    
      “Taixu Invocation.”
    

    

    
      “Transforming the body into nothingness, drawing upon and escaping into space,” said Lin Qingcang.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At that moment, near the gorge of Hidden Moon Mountain, Wu Ruyue frowned deeply as she studied the formation before her. 
    

    

    
      Thin mist drifted around, and though dawn was fast approaching in the distance, she still could not find the formation’s core.
    

    

    
      When she had tried to help Shen Yanzhou delay the villains of the Nether Cult, she had not expected to be lured here by them, only to end up trapped within the formation.
    

    

    
      Her martial cultivation was not shallow, yet her knowledge of formations was indeed lacking.
    

    

    
      She had already spent several hours here.
    

    

    
      “I wonder how the Young Heir Shen is faring…”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue attempted to contact Shen Yanzhou through his Transmission Jade Talisman, but no reply came.
    

    

    
      With no other choice, she could only wait in vain for the people of the Bureau of Immortal Inspection and the Chilin Guards to arrive.
    

    

    
      “Eh? The mist is dispersing…”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Wu Ruyue noticed that the mist not far away was thinning, the scene gradually becoming clearer. 
    

    

    
      Just as she felt puzzled, she noticed a few figures walking toward her.
    

    

    
      “Miss Wu?”
    

    

    
      One of them recognized her and called out in delight.
    

    

    
      Only then did Wu Ruyue see that it was Zhou Yang, a Hundred-man Commander of the Chilin Guards. 
    

    

    
      Behind him followed several other guards, all looking exhausted, their armor stained with blood as though they had just endured a fierce battle.
    

    

    
      Among the group of Chilin Guards were also Immortal Officers such as Gu Ruoxi and Chu Dao.
    

    

    
      “Have you seen anyone from the Nether Cult?”
    

    

    
      “What about the attendants and retainers of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion?”
    

    

    
      As the group approached Wu Ruyue and saw her alone, they could not help but ask in confusion.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue frowned slightly and explained how she and Daoist Qingfeng had been separated, as well as how she had encountered Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      “Dawn is almost breaking, and those frenzied beasts have already retreated. We were worried that we might encounter that Demon King, but now it seems that even its presence has vanished.”
    

    

    
      “But it’s strange—along the way, we saw traces of fighting, yet not a single person from the Nether Cult.”
    

    

    
      All the Chilin Guards found it odd.
    

    

    
      “Should we still proceed into the mountains toward the Forest of No Return?” someone asked.
    

    

    
      “No matter what, even knowing the path ahead is dangerous, we must go and take a look at the Forest of No Return.”
    

    

    
      The group did not linger. 
    

    

    
      After a brief discussion, they decided to continue deeper into the mountains, following the path through the gorge.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue quietly followed along.
    

    

    
      At first, everyone feared an ambush within the gorge and advanced cautiously, but aside from a few beast carcasses, they encountered no other presence.
    

    

    
      In fact, compared to the rest of Hidden Moon Mountain, this area was even quieter.
    

    

    
      Until daylight began to brighten the horizon, and the first pale light of dawn appeared, they finally exited the gorge and started along the mountain path toward the Forest of No Return atop Hidden Moon Mountain.
    

    

    
      “Why does everything about this feel suspicious? Chu Dao, do you think this could be some act staged by the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion?”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi, with her charming face and a floral dress swaying as she walked, whispered to her colleague beside her.
    

    

    
      “You think so too?”
    

    

    
      “In truth, there may never have been any Nether Cult members at all. From beginning to end, it was all the people of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion,” said Chu Dao, who, though rough-looking, was keen-minded. 
    

    

    
      He deliberately lowered his voice.
    

    

    
      “Even rousing the beasts and alarming the Demon King of Hidden Moon Mountain—likely all part of their arrangement.”
    

    

    
      “Those attendants and retainers must have been feigning loyalty while acting in secret,” murmured Gu Ruoxi thoughtfully. 
    

    

    
      Otherwise, how could one explain that they had not seen a single hidden member of the Nether Cult along the way?
    

    

    
      “They want to use the Nether Cult’s hand to justifiably eliminate the Young Heir Shen?”
    

    

    
      “And afterward, the blame for failing to protect him would conveniently fall upon us,” Chu Dao said with a cold laugh.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi frowned and said in a low voice, “But what would be the reason for doing so? Could it be internal strife within the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion?”
    

    

    
      “Have you forgotten the rumor that spread before the Young Heir was captured—that the Demon Suppression King has an illegitimate son…” Chu Dao’s gaze flickered.
    

    

    
      “That illegitimate son, who has never shown his face, seeks to remove the heir and seize the position?” Gu Ruoxi suddenly realized.
    

    

    
      “Most likely, this is a tacit agreement within the Prince’s Mansion itself. Compared to that frivolous wastrel of a second generation, the illegitimate son probably holds far greater potential and promise…” Chu Dao had nearly pieced the whole matter together.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi fell silent, shaking her head with a sigh.
    

    

    
      The power struggles within the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion were even more intricate than she had imagined.
    

    

    
      “At this point, by the time we reach the summit, we’ll likely be retrieving the Young Heir’s corpse,” Chu Dao said.
    

    

    
      The journey toward the mountain’s peak was not as perilous as they had imagined—there were not even any beasts in sight.
    

    

    
      Nor did they encounter any ambush.
    

    

    
      All this only deepened their unease.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, at the summit of Hidden Moon Mountain, the clouds had thinned, and the outlines of distant mountains faded into the vast horizon.
    

    

    
      A ray of brilliant golden light pierced from the distant edge of the sky, painting the forest in radiant hues, driving away the chill of the previous night. 
    

    

    
      The wilderness seemed to come alive with vigor.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou sat alone atop a half-human-tall green stone, watching as the great sun rose, its light spilling across the heavens. 
    

    

    
      Streams of purple qi ascended, converging into what looked like a magnificent brocade stretching for a thousand miles.
    

    

    
      “This long-held wish and obsession—I’ve finally helped you fulfill it.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou spoke quietly to himself.
    

    

    
      He could clearly feel faint traces of obsession dissolving within him, like prayer beads shattering one by one.
    

    

    
      At the same time, fragments of broken memories seemed to merge into his flesh and soul—at first blurred, then clear, then fading again.
    

    

    
      They were pieces of the original body’s past, fragments once buried deep in consciousness.
    

    

    
      Now they surged forth, scattered and indistinct.
    

    

    
      Compared to the descriptions in the book, these memories made Shen Yanzhou feel that the original body had indeed been a living person.
    

    

    
      Yet now, the two had become one. 
    

    

    
      Though these memories might stir his emotions, he could only view them as an observer looking upon his past self.
    

    

    
      After all, he was no longer that timid, weak man.
    

    

    
      Returning from his thoughts, Shen Yanzhou rose from the green stone. 
    

    

    
      Behind him stood the Soul-devouring Flood Serpent in its black-clad guise.
    

    

    
      “Young Master, a large group of people are heading this way,” the Soul-devouring Flood Serpent said.
    

    

    
      “It seems the Chilin Guards and the Bureau of Immortal Inspection have arrived first.”
    

    

    
      “Let the beasts begin their move.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou waved his hand.
    

    

    
      Obeying his command, the Soul-devouring Flood Serpent turned into a shadow and vanished into the clouds. 
    

    

    
      The next instant, a roar shook the heavens, echoing across all directions. 
    

    

    
      In that moment, the once-deadly stillness of Hidden Moon Mountain erupted into chaos as the roars of countless beasts rose one after another.
    

    

    
      The many beasts that had lain dormant through the night went mad again, charging out from every corner like a flood, surging toward the mountain’s periphery.
    

    

    
      For a time, the mountains trembled, the ground quaked, as though the earth itself shuddered. 
    

    

    
      Trees snapped along their path.
    

    

    
      Those from the Chilin Guards and the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, who were on their way to the summit, turned pale. 
    

    

    
      The quiet journey had lulled them into a false sense of security, and none expected this sudden eruption of madness among the beasts.
    

    

    
      A terrifying, overwhelming aura—like a vast river bursting through its banks—poured down from the mountain’s peak, washing over them like a flood. 
    

    

    
      Faces turned deathly white.
    

    

    
      A few of the weaker Chilin Guards nearly collapsed, unable to stand.
    

    

    
      “The Demon King! There’s a Demon King at the summit…”
    

    

    
      “We must not go any farther—it’s likely its territory!”
    

    

    
      The senior immortal officer from the Bureau of Immortal Inspection was the first to speak, his expression grim, refusing to take another step up the mountain.
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      Roar—
    

    

    
      At this moment, no one had any mind to continue forward.
    

    

    
      The demonic beasts within the surrounding mountains went mad once more; countless gigantic silhouettes charged toward them with earth-shaking force.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue, Zhou Yang, Gu Ruoxi, and the others, upon seeing several powerful beasts attacking from the front, had no choice but to scatter and flee. 
    

    

    
      None of them dared to overestimate themselves by attempting to block the assault.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “The beasts have gone mad again…”
    

    

    
      “Tsk, I wonder how the Heir is doing now. Could he have already been torn apart by those beasts?”
    

    

    
      “That might actually be a good thing. At least it’d be painless—and we can return to report without burden.”
    

    

    
      Several enshrined retainers of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, who had rested for the night at the outer base of Hidden Moon Mountain, were squinting their eyes at the campfire, sensing the situation deep within the mountains.
    

    

    
      They had no intention of going any further.
    

    

    
      Not to mention the danger of the maddened beasts—even if they found Shen Yanzhou, what of it? They would still have to kill him themselves.
    

    

    
      “Elder Mo is missing.”
    

    

    
      “That old fool really doesn’t know his place. He must have gone into the mountains alone last night while we slept.”
    

    

    
      “Heh, guess he got too sentimental after following that wastrel all these years, eating well and living comfortably.”
    

    

    
      “But what a fool—sentiment’s worthless. 
    

    

    
      Even if he finds that wastrel, can he possibly save him?”
    

    

    
      The few enshrined men looked at where Elder Mo had vanished, faintly annoyed that the old man refused to listen to reason.
    

    

    
      “Should’ve been more thorough last night. If he runs his mouth, it might affect the Prince’s plans.” Someone muttered coldly, his eyes glinting.
    

    

    
      “A mistake,” another said flatly.
    

    

    
      “It’s not the rescue that worries me. It’s what happens if he reaches the Chilin Guards or the Bureau of Immortal Inspection and starts talking about things he shouldn’t.”
    

    

    
      Daoist Qingfeng stood beside the fire, stroking his beard, his brows slightly furrowed in silent regret.
    

    

    
      Had he known Elder Mo intended to save Shen Yanzhou, he would’ve killed him yesterday instead of wasting words.
    

    

    
      “Heh, easy fix—just chase him down.”
    

    

    
      “It rained last night, and the footprints are still fresh. The old fool couldn’t have gone far.”
    

    

    
      Two enshrined men sneered, though their eyes gleamed with chilling intent.
    

    

    
      Daoist Qingfeng nodded. 
    

    

    
      For the sake of the bigger picture, that foolish old man would have to die.
    

    

    
      Soon, the two men packed up their weapons and followed the trail of footprints into the mountains.
    

    

    
      The rest remained where they were, still resting by the fire, not planning to move.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a faint breeze brushed past. 
    

    

    
      The campfire flickered violently, flames wavering as if about to be snuffed out.
    

    

    
      The other retainers of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion froze in confusion. 
    

    

    
      The first to react was Daoist Qingfeng—his expression shifted sharply as he turned to look behind them.
    

    

    
      “Who’s there?”
    

    

    
      Having cultivated the Daoist arts, he was now at the Sixth-Grade Core Formation Realm. 
    

    

    
      A golden core rested within his body, his spiritual power vast and enduring, able to perform many Taoist divine techniques. 
    

    

    
      His senses were exceptionally keen.
    

    

    
      Yet at this moment, his voice was no longer calm, but sharp and severe.
    

    

    
      The others also readied their weapons. 
    

    

    
      Before them, a swirling black whirlwind had appeared without warning, sweeping up dry leaves and exuding a suffocating chill.
    

    

    
      “Why so tense, honored enshrined ones?”
    

    

    
      Just as they were bracing themselves, a familiar voice, light and tinged with amusement, came from within the dark wind.
    

    

    
      The next instant, the black whirlwind collapsed. 
    

    

    
      From its midst stepped a tall, handsome young man, his smile graceful and composed as his eyes swept across them.
    

    

    
      At his side stood an old man dressed in black, his expression cold and his narrow eyes gleaming. 
    

    

    
      Simply by standing there, he caused the air to grow colder.
    

    

    
      “The Heir?”
    

    

    
      “You’re… alive?”
    

    

    
      All of them were stunned at Shen Yanzhou’s sudden appearance. 
    

    

    
      None had imagined he would return like this.
    

    

    
      Daoist Qingfeng remained silent, his expression grim and wary—not at Shen Yanzhou, but at the black-clad elder beside him.
    

    

    
      That man radiated a danger beyond measure—like an ancient beast awakened from the abyss.
    

    

    
      “What’s this? Is it so strange that I’m alive?” Shen Yanzhou asked lightly.
    

    

    
      “It’s good that the Heir yet lives. We were sent by the Prince’s elders to rescue you and bring you home.”
    

    

    
      “When we heard the Heir had been abducted by villains, we were filled with anxiety and regret—wishing only to rush to your side to ensure your safety.”
    

    

    
      “Now that we see you unharmed, our hearts can finally be at ease.” Several of them spoke at once, their faces full of what looked like genuine concern.
    

    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    

    
      “But to me, none of you seem intent on rescuing anyone.”
    

    

    
      “Tell me—was it Shen Zhigao who instructed you to ‘take care of me’ here? Or perhaps… my dear father?” Shen Yanzhou said with a faint smile.
    

    

    
      At those words, the enshrined men’s faces changed slightly.
    

    

    
      Some exchanged wary glances—clearly, Shen Yanzhou already knew more than they expected.
    

    

    
      Daoist Qingfeng, keeping a cautious eye on the Soul-devouring Flood Serpent, said calmly, “The Heir misunderstands. His Highness is far away in the southern frontier, guarding the Monster Pass. Though he worries deeply for you, duty binds him—he carries the burden of both family and nation. Unable to leave his post, he commanded us to do our utmost to rescue you—”
    

    

    
      “How hypocritical.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou shook his head faintly.
    

    

    
      A moment later, he extended two fingers in a sword gesture and pointed forward. 
    

    

    
      There was a soft puff—blood blossomed in midair. 
    

    

    
      Daoist Qingfeng’s eyes widened in disbelief.
    

    

    
      A hole pierced straight through his forehead. 
    

    

    
      He hadn’t even had time to react before his vision darkened.
    

    

    
      His soul did not vanish immediately; a golden bell rose to protect it, turning into a streak of golden light trying to flee. 
    

    

    
      But Shen Yanzhou made no move—only a faint glance, his will stirring, his sword moving with his thought.
    

    

    
      That single thread of his heart’s sword carried the Breath of Primordial Chaos—like the Primordial Heaven Sword cleaving through the skies. 
    

    

    
      Even across distance, it released an annihilating power that crushed all before it.
    

    

    
      With a soft puff, a bloom of golden radiance burst forth like fireworks. 
    

    

    
      The golden bell shattered, and along with it, Daoist Qingfeng’s soul was utterly obliterated.
    

    

    
      From beginning to end, Daoist Qingfeng never even realized what had happened. 
    

    

    
      The last light in his soul’s eyes was frozen in boundless terror and despair.
    

    

    
      For a moment, silence engulfed the surroundings.
    

    

    
      The enshrined retainers of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion stared in terror at the scene before them, trembling uncontrollably. 
    

    

    
      None of them had imagined that the most powerful among them, Daoist Qingfeng, would die so inexplicably.
    

    

    
      Nor could they believe that Shen Yanzhou—who had never cultivated before—could possess such terrifying power.
    

    

    
      “Demonic arts…”
    

    

    
      “This wastrel has colluded with a demon and betrayed the Prince’s Mansion!”
    

    

    
      Their fear deepened, mingling with fury.
    

    

    
      Someone tried to resist, but before he could even reach Shen Yanzhou, two streaks of sword light pierced through his legs, sending blood splattering as he collapsed to the ground.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was rather satisfied with the power of the Heart Sword—killing without form, striking before the enemy could react, slaughtering a Sixth-Grade expert as easily as slaughtering a chicken.
    

    

    
      If imbued with the Breath of Primordial Chaos, it carried a destructive aura that could annihilate everything.
    

    

    
      Under that breath, both inner strength and spiritual energy were crushed in an instant.
    

    

    
      “Then I’ll fight you to the death!”
    

    

    
      A gust of violent wind roared—one of the retainers, a burly man clad in thick armor, swung his massive copper hammer as he charged forward. 
    

    

    
      The blow rumbled like thunder, stirring ripples through the air itself.
    

    

    
      Protective true energy flared across his body; learning from his fallen comrade’s mistake, he shielded himself completely.
    

    

    
      Another retainer roared, activating a secret technique. 
    

    

    
      His eyes bulged with fury, his skin turning the color of ancient bronze as a wrathful Vajra phantom manifested behind him.
    

    

    
      Amid the morning mist, Shen Yanzhou stood calmly beside the flickering fire. 
    

    

    
      Facing their simultaneous attacks, he made no evasive movement. 
    

    

    
      He simply raised his palm and met their strikes head-on—intending to test the sheer physical power of his body.
    

    

    
      Puff—
    

    

    
      As expected, the moment their blows met, Shen Yanzhou felt as though he had struck a mass of cotton—there was no resistance, no sense of impact, no feeling of how much strength he had used.
    

    

    
      But the retainer who used the Wrathful Vajra technique felt as though he had slammed into a towering mountain.
    

    

    
      The terrifying force numbed his arm instantly. 
    

    

    
      Agonizing pain followed—so intense that his vision darkened, nearly knocking him unconscious.
    

    

    
      His entire arm exploded, as if a violent spiral of internal power had surged through his meridians and bones, crushing everything in its path.
    

    

    
      “Ah—!”
    

    

    
      He wanted to scream, but Shen Yanzhou’s descending palm, wrapped in the Breath of Primordial Chaos, crashed down like the heavens themselves.
    

    

    
      With a thunderous boom, the ground beneath him burst apart.
    

    

    
      Blood mist scattered in all directions—no trace of bone remained, only fragments of flesh and dust.
    

    

    
      Though it seemed slow to describe, it had all happened in a single motion.
    

    

    
      The retainer wielding the hammer reacted too late. 
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou sidestepped, then drove his other fist forward—no technique, no flourish, just raw, unrestrained power.
    

    

    
      In that instant, the nearby mountains trembled. 
    

    

    
      A deafening sonic boom shattered the air.
    

    

    
      With a resounding crack, the heavy hammer forged of black-gold secret iron shattered. 
    

    

    
      The resulting shockwave nearly broke the retainer’s arm.
    

    

    
      Wracked with pain, he dropped his weapon, but his body was flung backward like a torn sandbag, crashing into an ancient tree. 
    

    

    
      Blood gushed from his mouth, mixed with fragments of his organs. 
    

    

    
      He drew in more air than he exhaled—clearly beyond saving.
    

    

    
      The last remaining retainer turned pale, trembling violently. 
    

    

    
      He could hardly believe his eyes.
    

    

    
      Was this really the infamous wastrel of the imperial capital?
    

    

    
      The strength he possessed now—one could easily mistake him for a transformed Demon King!
    

    

    
      “Spare me, Heir…!”
    

    

    
      “It was the Mansion’s elders who ordered us to do it!”
    

    

    
      With a thud, the man collapsed to his knees, his legs shaking as he looked up at the elegant, unearthly figure of Shen Yanzhou—as if gazing upon a terrifying demon.
    

    

    
      “I know.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled faintly and stepped toward him.
    

    

    
      “Spare me, Heir, please…”
    

    

    
      Despair filled the man’s eyes. 
    

    

    
      Seeing that Shen Yanzhou had no intention of letting him go, he gritted his teeth and drew the blade from his back. 
    

    

    
      But before the cold blade light could even fall, Shen Yanzhou caught it in one hand.
    

    

    
      With a light squeeze, a sharp crack echoed—the finely forged steel blade shattered into countless fragments.
    

    

    
      “So this is the caliber of the Prince’s handpicked Sixth-Grade retainers. Truly disappointing.”
    

    

    
      With a casual palm strike, Shen Yanzhou ended his life, then lightly shook his head. 
    

    

    
      At least now he understood the full measure of his own strength.
    

    

    
      Though his status panel still showed his realm as Seventh-Rank, Mid-stage, ordinary Sixth-Rank cultivators could no longer harm him in the slightest.
    

    

    
      “These few have nothing useful on them, it seems…”
    

    

    
      He saw no Sumeru Rings or Sumeru Bags on their bodies.
    

    

    
      After a cursory search, he found only a Transmission Jade Talisman—likely used to contact the elders back at the mansion.
    

    

    
      Such talismans were instantaneous, like letters that burned after reading, leaving no trace behind.
    

    

    
      He glanced at it once, then crushed it effortlessly.
    

    

    
      “Let the beasts feed later—just don’t let them strip the bodies completely. Leave them in roughly human shape, so they can still be identified.” Shen Yanzhou said to the Soul-devouring Flood Serpent.
    

    

    
      “Yes, young master,” replied the creature with a nod.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Deep within Hidden Moon Mountain, an old man with sharp cheekbones and dressed in dark robes crouched behind a massive green boulder, drenched in sweat as he hid from several maddened beasts nearby. 
    

    

    
      His face had turned pale.
    

    

    
      “Sigh, why have the beasts suddenly gone mad again…”
    

    

    
      “I fear the young master’s situation is dire. 
    

    

    
      My strength is too weak to save him, but I hope at least to find his remains—or his robe—so that he may rest in peace.”
    

    

    
      He sighed inwardly.
    

    

    
      Last night, while the other retainers rested, he had quietly slipped away to enter the mountain. 
    

    

    
      But he lost his way in the thick fog and could not find a path upward.
    

    

    
      When dawn came, the beasts went mad, and Hidden Moon Mountain trembled violently. 
    

    

    
      He had no choice but to take shelter.
    

    

    
      “If Heaven spares the young master and he somehow survives, I pray he never returns to the capital.”
    

    

    
      “The true heir will never let him live.”
    

    

    
      “Had we known that Shen Tian was the true heir, the young master should never have humiliated him at the gates of the Wu Residence that day. The grudge born from that cannot be mended now.”
    

    

    
      Though he muttered to himself, his eyes betrayed the deep worry he felt for Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      He had served by Shen Yanzhou’s side since the boy’s youth.
    

    

    
      He had personally watched that once-bright and obedient child be twisted—bit by bit—into the arrogant, unruly wastrel he had become.
    

    

    
      In the end, all of this was the “arrangement” of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      Everyone had wanted Shen Yanzhou to grow into this very image.
    

    

    
      A young sapling once full of life had been forcibly twisted, pruned, and broken—until it grew into something gnarled and unloved.
    

    

    
      And in the end, they acted as though nothing had happened, blaming him for not living up to their expectations.
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      Although he had indeed stayed by Shen Yanzhou’s side at first with the intent of keeping watch, after spending so much time together, feelings inevitably developed.
    

    

    
      He still remembered the first time he saw that young boy—how the youth had smiled shyly and purely, calling him “Grandpa Mo”...
    

    

    
      He had never married in his lifetime, had no children nor descendants, and had served in the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion since his youth.
    

    

    
      In a sense, he truly regarded that boy as his own grandson.
    

    

    
      “Hehe, you old thing, why are you still lingering in this area after an entire night? I thought you had already entered the mountain.”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a cold and mocking voice interrupted Elder Mo’s recollection. He turned abruptly and saw two figures approaching swiftly through the thick forest behind him.
    

    

    
      “Liu Hu, Wang Kuang, it’s you two.”
    

    

    
      Elder Mo’s face changed; he hadn’t expected the other enshrined retainers of the Prince’s Mansion to chase after him.
    

    

    
      He certainly didn’t believe they were kindhearted enough to follow him into the mountain to rescue Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      “You’re already so old—stop struggling pointlessly. Be content to fulfill your assigned duties.”
    

    

    
      “Instead of enjoying your twilight years in peace, you’d rather ruin the Prince’s grand plan.”
    

    

    
      While the two men sneered, they quickly closed in on Elder Mo. 
    

    

    
      Both were in the Sixth-Rank, Sea-Cleaving Realm, in the prime of their years, their blood energy vigorous and confident they could take down this old man with ease.
    

    

    
      Elder Mo barked harshly, “As enshrined members of the Prince’s Mansion, instead of entering the mountain to save the heir, you dare to act deceitfully—do you even deserve the stipends you take?”
    

    

    
      “Hehe, what are you pretending for now? Don’t you know that wastrel is nothing but a stand-in impostor?”
    

    

    
      The two men laughed coldly again and again.
    

    

    
      Elder Mo’s hand reached for the weapon on his back. “Nonsense! In my heart, the heir will forever be the heir. No one can replace him.”
    

    

    
      “So stubborn…”
    

    

    
      “In that case, since you’re so loyal—go down and accompany him, then.”
    

    

    
      They spoke no more. Having come with killing intent, they didn’t wish to waste time.
    

    

    
      Whoosh! Whoosh!
    

    

    
      But just as the two drew their weapons and prepared to strike, a sharp sound split the air—like an arrow cutting through the heavens. It carried a terrifying force, stirring up dust and pebbles as it came rolling like a storm, enough to chill the soul.
    

    

    
      “Who’s ambushing us—!”
    

    

    
      Both men were strong, experienced fighters. 
    

    

    
      They reacted instantly, their weapons sweeping backward in circular arcs to block whatever projectile was coming.
    

    

    
      However, they had gravely underestimated the terrifying power behind that sound. It wasn’t an arrow at all—it was a single, verdant leaf.
    

    

    
      That leaf, like a blade plucked from the air, pierced the void. 
    

    

    
      With a faint puff, it shattered their weapons effortlessly before continuing forward without losing momentum—directly piercing through their bodies.
    

    

    
      A wet splurt—they didn’t even have time to scream.
    

    

    
      In midair, two clouds of blood mist burst open, mingling with shards of bone and fragments of their weapons that slowly drifted down.
    

    

    
      Elder Mo stood frozen, staring at the green leaf falling among the blood mist, unable to recover his senses for a long time.
    

    

    
      Then, he quickly turned toward the direction from which the leaf had flown—but there was only the faint stir of a breeze, no sign of any figure.
    

    

    
      “Such terrifying yet effortless power… Killing two in the Sixth-Rank from who knows how far away—”
    

    

    
      “Just who could have acted to aid me?”
    

    

    
      Elder Mo remained silent, then slowly bowed deeply toward that direction.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t tell whether it was his imagination or something else, but the once constant roars and cries of nearby beasts gradually faded into the distance, until they were barely audible.
    

    

    
      High upon the dense treetops, Shen Yanzhou stood silently, his hands loosely clasped behind him, while the Soul-devouring Flood Serpent stood respectfully by his side.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      He withdrew his gaze, gave a faint shake of his head, and headed deeper into the mountain range. 
    

    

    
      Next, he had to think about arranging his return to the capital.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      “Miss Wu Ruyue, we should split up and flee. These beasts seem to be coming after me…”
    

    

    
      Deep within the belly of Hidden Moon Mountain, Zhou Yang, clutching his arm and wearing shattered inner armor, looked pale as his true energy surged chaotically within him. 
    

    

    
      He fled with all his might, while four or five demonic beasts pursued him closely behind.
    

    

    
      From what he could tell, any one of those beasts could easily kill a Sixth-Rank martial artist.
    

    

    
      He had no idea why, but no matter how he and his companions split up, the beasts always seemed to chase after him—as if they had locked onto him specifically.
    

    

    
      “I don’t even have any treasure on me…”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yang was utterly bewildered. Why weren’t they chasing anyone else—why only him?
    

    

    
      “I think you’d better not follow me.”
    

    

    
      “These beasts are after me, not you.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s face was pale as she bit her lip. She wasn’t in great condition herself—her armor was torn and blood-stained. If not for her solid foundation and unbroken flow of inner qi, she wouldn’t have been able to run this far.
    

    

    
      She thought this Zhou Yang was like a stubborn piece of taffy.
    

    

    
      From the moment the beasts went berserk, he had insisted on following her. Anyone could see that the beasts were targeting her, and yet he’d still refused to part ways.
    

    

    
      It was as if he had only one track in his mind…
    

    

    
      “Then wouldn’t you be in greater danger, Miss Ruyue? No, I must stay with you—to protect you.” Zhou Yang hesitated for a moment but quickly clenched his teeth again.
    

    

    
      He recalled all those biographical tales he’d read—in them, hadn’t the hero and heroine always formed bonds after surviving life-and-death ordeals together?
    

    

    
      “Get lost.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue finally lost her patience. She was far stronger than Zhou Yang—why would she need his protection?
    

    

    
      Before the words had even fully left her mouth, she swung her red-tasseled spear and struck Zhou Yang squarely, sending him flying like a sandbag into a nearby thicket of thorn bushes.
    

    

    
      “Then… please be careful, Miss Ruyue.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yang, tough-skinned as he was, only grunted from the blow before scrambling to his feet and ducking into the thorns. 
    

    

    
      Watching the beasts chase after Wu Ruyue instead, he finally breathed a sigh of relief.
    

    

    
      Miss Wu would rather draw the beasts’ attention herself than burden him.
    

    

    
      What a good woman she was.
    

    

    
      But soon, his brow furrowed again. If he simply left like this, would Miss Wu think he was too cowardly and unmanly?
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Why are these demonic beasts chasing me?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s brows were also tightly furrowed. 
    

    

    
      She couldn’t understand it either—neither the Bureau of Immortal Inspection nor the Chilin Guards were being pursued, yet the beasts had fixed solely upon her.
    

    

    
      Was there something special about her body?
    

    

    
      Since childhood… other than that one peculiar encounter—
    

    

    
      “Could it be because of that reason?”
    

    

    
      True qi surged within Wu Ruyue’s body as she performed her movement technique, gliding swiftly as though flying over grass. Yet the demonic beasts behind her refused to relent. 
    

    

    
      The dense forest receded rapidly, and the distant sound of rushing waterfalls echoed, revealing that she had come to a sheer cliff.
    

    

    
      “This is bad… a dead end…”
    

    

    
      Hearing the thunderous crash of the waterfall and seeing the mist-shrouded abyss ahead, Wu Ruyue instantly knew how deep the precipice was. If she were to fall, her body would be smashed to pieces.
    

    

    
      Although she was of the Sixth Rank, she couldn’t remain suspended midair without a point of leverage. If a Daoist adept were present, they could have used a Wind Talisman to fly away.
    

    

    
      “Roar…”
    

    

    
      As the demonic beasts closed in, their foul stench pressing upon her like a dark cloud, Wu Ruyue clenched her silver-white teeth and finally chose to leap into the air.
    

    

    
      Rather than be devoured by beasts, she would gamble on that single thread of survival.
    

    

    
      “This woman is really reckless…”
    

    

    
      Watching Wu Ruyue’s figure plunge straight down the cliff, Shen Yanzhou who had followed her all the way here arched his brow slightly.
    

    

    
      Though all of this had been arranged by him a deliberate “fortunate encounter” staged for Wu Ruyue.
    

    

    
      He truly hadn’t expected her to jump without a moment’s hesitation.
    

    

    
      “She shouldn’t die from the fall, right? I picked this cliff on purpose it’s actually not that high.”
    

    

    
      After a brief thought, Shen Yanzhou followed as well. 
    

    

    
      The Soul-devouring Flood Serpent transformed into a black gale, wrapping around him as he plunged down the cliff.
    

    

    
      Whoosh—
    

    

    
      Wind howled past Wu Ruyue’s ears. 
    

    

    
      The icy river below surged wildly, spraying fine droplets that struck her face.
    

    

    
      Even with protective qi surrounding her body, she couldn’t withstand the impact for long. Her body kept crashing into jagged rocks along the cliff wall, tearing her robes and inner armor.
    

    

    
      Having already spent all her strength and qi in the chase, the pain overwhelmed her. Her vision dimmed, and her eyes slowly closed.
    

    

    
      Yet the heavy crash she expected never came.
    

    

    
      Instead of hitting the river or sharp stones, she felt herself land into a broad, warm embrace.
    

    

    
      “Miss Wu, are you all right?”
    

    

    
      A gentle and somewhat familiar voice sounded.
    

    

    
      “???”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue wanted to open her eyes, but her eyelids were far too heavy. 
    

    

    
      Exhaustion swept through her like a tide, dragging her into unconsciousness.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      When Wu Ruyue opened her eyes again, she found herself in what looked like an underground cavern. 
    

    

    
      All around her hung colorful stalactites that dripped steadily. 
    

    

    
      Through a crack above, she could see that the sky outside had already darkened.
    

    

    
      She lay upon a massive slab of bluish stone, her whole body aching as if her bones had shattered. 
    

    

    
      Draped over her was a white brocade robe embroidered with a qilin pattern, carrying a faintly refreshing, woody fragrance.
    

    

    
      That scent was familiar—she had caught it before losing consciousness.
    

    

    
      “Where… is this place?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue forced herself upright, grimacing at the sharp pain in her bones. Her face paled slightly.
    

    

    
      A campfire burned nearby, its faint warmth illuminating scattered dry branches and leaves—but no other figure was in sight.
    

    

    
      “This robe… it’s his. Did Young Master Shen save me?”
    

    

    
      “How could he be at the bottom of the cliff…”
    

    

    
      Grasping the robe around her shoulders, Wu Ruyue lowered her gaze, her thoughts in turmoil. 
    

    

    
      She still remembered everything before fainting clearly.
    

    

    
      She hadn’t fallen onto the rocks—someone had caught her steadily.
    

    

    
      Everyone was searching for the missing Shen Yanzhou. 
    

    

    
      The Bureau of Immortal Inspection and the Chilin Guards all believed he had perished.
    

    

    
      Yet he was here, hiding beneath the cliff.
    

    

    
      Her mind churned. She tried to remove the robe and stand up, but suddenly her fair face flushed bright red. 
    

    

    
      Hastily, she clutched the robe back over herself, her ears burning.
    

    

    
      Only then did she notice several pieces of cleaned, broken soft armor laid beside the fire.
    

    

    
      Her own robe hung drying nearby—washed, yet still torn in many places from the branches and thorns during her escape and the rocks during her fall.
    

    

    
      “So it was Young Master Shen who… cleaned and changed my armor and clothes?”
    

    

    
      As Wu Ruyue’s thoughts ran wild—
    

    

    
      Footsteps echoed from the cave’s entrance. 
    

    

    
      She looked up to see Shen Yanzhou, having removed his outer garment, walking in with an armful of wild fruits wrapped in leaves.
    

    

    
      “Miss Wu, you’re awake?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou seemed slightly surprised, but soon smiled warmly as he approached.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue instinctively clutched the robe tighter around herself and replied softly, “Mm.”
    

    

    
      “Good. I looked around but didn’t find any healing herbs nearby, and I’ve already used up my pills. I checked your condition—you’ve only sustained external injuries and some bone damage. Your inner qi is depleted, but with rest, you’ll recover.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou placed the washed wild fruits beside her and sat down on a stone next to the fire.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue nodded slightly. She knew her own condition—nothing fatal. Once she returned to the imperial capital, a few medicines would suffice.
    

    

    
      Just as she was about to ask why Shen Yanzhou was here, his voice sounded again:
    

    

    
      “By the way, Miss Wu, why did you jump off such a high cliff? If I hadn’t heard the noise and come out to check, your injuries would’ve been far worse.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue was silent for a few moments.
    

    

    
      Did he think she wanted to jump? She had no choice!
    

    

    
      “The demonic beasts on Hidden Moon Mountain went mad and wouldn’t stop chasing me. I reached a dead end and had no other option but to leap.” She gave a brief explanation.
    

    

    
      “There have been several incidents of beast rampages lately, but the causes all seem different.” Shen Yanzhou nodded thoughtfully.
    

    

    
      “Miss Wu, are you feeling unwell anywhere?”
    

    

    
      He looked at her again, puzzled.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s slender fingers tightened around the robe’s edge and collar. Always modest, she was unused to being so near a young man, and her whole body felt tense and uneasy.
    

    

    
      Especially now—clad only in an inner garment beneath the robe. Her skin, pale as lotus roots, glowed faintly in the firelight. Her shoulders were slightly bruised, yet still soft and fair.
    

    

    
      Hearing his question, Wu Ruyue felt her composure crumble further. Her voice trembled as she shook her head lightly. “N-no… I’m fine…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou froze briefly, then seemed to realize something. Smiling faintly, he said, “Ah, Miss Wu just woke up—perhaps you’re… a bit pressed for convenience. I’ll give you some privacy.”
    

    

    
      He rose, turning toward the cave’s exit.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s face flared crimson, and she blurted hastily, “N-no! That’s not it!”
    

    

    
      Unless one was a Daoist cultivator who had transcended mortal needs, everyone had such urges—yet she felt that Shen Yanzhou had said it deliberately.
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      “Master Shen, shouldn’t you explain why you’re here? The Bureau of Immortal Inspection and the Chilin Guards are searching for you, and His Majesty has personally ordered that you be safely escorted back to the Imperial Capital. You’ve used yourself as bait—what exactly are you planning?”
    

    

    
      “You and I have always stayed in touch through the Transmission Jade Talisman, so why did you suddenly go missing these past two days…”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue took a deep breath and poured out all the doubts that had been weighing on her heart.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s smile faded. As if expecting her question, he explained softly, “As you can see, I came here to protect myself—and to draw out those in the prince’s mansion who wish to harm me. Once everything settles, I’ll return to the capital with you.”
    

    

    
      “As for the Transmission Jade Talisman—it was confiscated by the people of the Nether Cult. You should know they wouldn’t allow me to communicate with anyone outside.”
    

    

    
      “It wasn’t that I saw your messages and ignored them…”
    

    

    
      “I see.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue was stunned for a moment after hearing that, unable to find anything else to say.
    

    

    
      Indeed, that made sense. 
    

    

    
      Since Shen Yanzhou had pretended to be captured by the Nether Cult, it was natural that his Transmission Jade Talisman would have been seized.
    

    

    
      “I wasn’t doubting you, Master Shen. I just wanted to understand the situation clearly…”
    

    

    
      Her tone softened considerably.
    

    

    
      “I understand. After all, I was the one who dragged you into this. It’s my fault for not explaining things sooner,” Shen Yanzhou said, nodding.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue fell silent again, her slender fingers clutching at Shen Yanzhou’s robe.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou continued, “Just now, the situation was urgent—you were unconscious, covered in blood, your soft armor torn. I took the liberty of removing your outer garments and soft armor to clean them. But since men and women are different, I did not touch the inner garments beneath.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue let out a quiet hum, her eyes lowered. Her fingers tightened around his robe, and the tips of her ears turned faintly red.
    

    

    
      Who would strip someone’s clothes while they were unconscious…
    

    

    
      Still, since Shen Yanzhou had done so out of pure goodwill—
    

    

    
      Gurgle…
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a sound broke the silence. 
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue instinctively pressed a hand against her stomach, her porcelain-white, delicate face flushing under the glow of the campfire.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou couldn’t help but chuckle. He handed her a freshly washed wild fruit from the side. “Here, have a bite first.”
    

    

    
      For martial practitioners, supplementing blood and energy was part of daily cultivation. 
    

    

    
      Once their True Qi was depleted, hunger struck fast.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue kept her head down, hands unmoving, replaying every humiliating moment of her life in her mind.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, of course, didn’t tease her. He stood up and said, “This underground river we don’t know where it leads. The water is freezing cold, and I didn’t spot any fish earlier. I’ll take another look, see if I can find something edible.”
    

    

    
      After speaking, he rolled up his trouser legs, took off his inner shirt, revealing a lean and powerful upper body, and with a splash, dove straight into the underground river.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue froze, her bright, water-like eyes glimmering like polished ink beneath the firelight, watching Shen Yanzhou splashing in the dark current.
    

    

    
      Somehow, the scene felt amusing. 
    

    

    
      The embarrassment from her rumbling stomach slowly faded.
    

    

    
      So she reached for one of the wild fruits beside her and began to nibble.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was more thoughtful than she had expected. 
    

    

    
      The fruit must have been tested beforehand—its taste wasn’t bitter but slightly sweet, with a hint of spiritual energy. 
    

    

    
      Likely not an ordinary fruit.
    

    

    
      Who would have thought the infamously dissolute young heir of the Imperial Capital would have such a side to him?
    

    

    
      Of course… that playboy persona was nothing but a mask.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue couldn’t help but let her thoughts wander.
    

    

    
      The cave was quiet. 
    

    

    
      Only the crackling of the fire and the dripping of water echoed within.
    

    

    
      After about half a stick of incense’s time—
    

    

    
      A strange fish, roughly palm-length, its scales faintly patterned with cloud motifs, suddenly shot out from the turbulent dark river and landed by the fire. It thrashed about vigorously its life force clearly strong.
    

    

    
      “Master Shen, you even know how to fish?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue glanced over. 
    

    

    
      Fish living in these swift underground rivers were rare, usually found only in calmer spots.
    

    

    
      “Just read about it in a book—this is my first time trying.”
    

    

    
      “The surface of the river looks turbulent, but beneath it’s relatively still. With True Qi forming a barrier to push the water aside, it’s easier to catch them.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou surfaced, dripping wet, a few more fish clutched in his hands, smiling as he spoke.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue nodded lightly. 
    

    

    
      When she had trained in the southern borderlands, she too had lived in the wild and learned similar survival tricks.
    

    

    
      Her gaze lingered on Shen Yanzhou’s upper body—strong and lean. 
    

    

    
      In the capital, she had thought him frail, as if a gust of wind could knock him over.
    

    

    
      Who knew that beneath those robes hid such strength?
    

    

    
      “Is there something on my face?” Shen Yanzhou asked with a smile, catching her gaze.
    

    

    
      “N-no, nothing. It’s just… those fish look rather ugly.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue lowered her head at once, turning away as her face grew hot.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou chuckled, tossing the fish onto the shore.
    

    

    
      He had, of course, made that explanation up. When he dove into the river, a sweep of his divine sense had revealed everything. 
    

    

    
      A single pulse of internal force could stun not just fish but even a small beast. He simply picked a few that seemed edible.
    

    

    
      The fish from this dark, sunless river looked… less than appetizing.
    

    

    
      Once back on shore, Shen Yanzhou shook himself lightly, evaporating the water from his body with True Qi. Then he picked up a sharp stone and began cleaning and gutting the fish.
    

    

    
      A classic setup—one man, one woman, alone by the fire in a cave, with freshly caught fish roasting over the flames.
    

    

    
      In any other life, this would have been the perfect “protagonist wins the heroine’s heart” moment.
    

    

    
      If Wu Ruyue’s head had a visible “affection meter,” Shen Yanzhou figured this little act would’ve raised it by at least a third.
    

    

    
      Not that he was trying to court her intentionally he simply needed her help to complete the next part of his plan when they returned to the capital.
    

    

    
      After all, the Chilin Guards and the Bureau of Immortal Inspection weren’t fools. They’d surely piece together the clues along the way and realize his “abduction” wasn’t the work of the Nether Cult.
    

    

    
      Most likely… they’d pin the blame squarely on the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      Which was precisely what Shen Yanzhou wanted.
    

    

    
      Later, he would have Song Tiemu and Zhu Chansi spread rumors about the “real and fake heirs.” 
    

    

    
      Once that happened, the pieces would fall into place, and people would start drawing their own conclusions.
    

    

    
      By then, the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion wouldn’t be able to escape the blame—whether they wanted to or not.
    

    

    
      And the only person aware of the truth—was Wu Ruyue.
    

    

    
      If Shen Yanzhou had been a bit more ruthless, he could have easily killed her in Hidden Moon Mountain and blamed it all on the maddened beasts afterward.
    

    

    
      But then—how could he explain surviving such a perilous place? 
    

    

    
      The matter of the Martial God’s inheritance would inevitably be exposed.
    

    

    
      Yet Shen Yanzhou did not wish to stand in the limelight, attracting envy and greed.
    

    

    

    
      He preferred to stay hidden in the shadows, harvesting negative emotions quietly while growing steadily stronger.
    

    

    
      Therefore, he had to push Wu Ruyue into the open.
    

    

    
      As a former Martial Champion, it was perfectly reasonable for her to have obtained the Martial God’s inheritance.
    

    

    
      In the original plot, this opportunity had actually belonged to her—Shen Yanzhou had merely seized it ahead of time.
    

    

    
      Sizzle sizzle…
    

    

    
      By the fire, Shen Yanzhou skewered the cleaned fish meat on a branch, controlling the heat evenly as he roasted it.
    

    

    
      Though he had no seasonings, the fish meat was tender. 
    

    

    
      As the hot oil dripped onto the flames, sparks crackled, and the color slowly turned golden. 
    

    

    
      Soon, a rich, primal fragrance spread through the cave.
    

    

    
      Thanks to his past experience as the “grill assistant boyfriend” during picnics in his previous life, Shen Yanzhou was rather confident in his skills.
    

    

    
      Not a single girlfriend had ever said his grilled fish tasted bad.
    

    

    
      When Wu Ruyue first saw how skillfully he cleaned the fish, removed the entrails and scales, she was quite surprised.
    

    

    
      Could it be that he often did such chores even in the prince’s mansion?
    

    

    
      As the scent of grilled fish drifted to her nose, she couldn’t help but swallow slightly.
    

    

    
      Why did it seem as though Shen Yanzhou knew how to do everything?
    

    

    
      During her time in the southern borderlands, she too had often hunted in the wild, roasting meat over a fire. But her cooking was always crude—just grilling until it wasn’t too raw or fishy, enough to fill her stomach.
    

    

    
      Yet Shen Yanzhou’s meticulous movements made even ordinary fish seem delicious—almost pleasing to the eye.
    

    

    
      “It’s ready. Would you like to try my cooking?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou stood up and handed her the grilled fish, his refined face softened with a faint smile.
    

    

    
      Though he appeared to focus on grilling, his peripheral gaze had been on Wu Ruyue the entire time. After all, casting charm at a blind man would be a waste.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, her reactions hadn’t disappointed him.
    

    

    
      The timing, the atmosphere, the hunger—all perfect. Add to that a few deliberate movements while grilling… In his previous life, every frame of this scene could’ve been a viral clip that captured countless female fans.
    

    

    
      Though Wu Ruyue was devoted to the Martial Path and claimed to abandon worldly emotions, that didn’t mean she was all that different from other girls her age.
    

    

    
      At her core, she was simply strong-willed and disciplined—suppressing emotions that should’ve bloomed long ago.
    

    

    
      In Shen Yanzhou’s view, if Shen Tian in the original story had been even a little bolder—less timid, less afraid of offending her—their relationship could’ve easily advanced much further.
    

    

    
      No matter how strong or independent a woman might appear, she was still soft and fragile inside. And Wu Ruyue—she had grown up starved of love.
    

    

    
      In truth, it was a hidden, approval-seeking nature.
    

    

    
      Treat her a little kindly, and she would feel indebted—compelled to repay it twice over.
    

    

    
      “Thank you…”
    

    

    
      Still wrapped in Shen Yanzhou’s outer robe, Wu Ruyue hesitated briefly before sitting up to accept the fish.
    

    

    
      She examined it carefully—the meat glowed golden, glistening with oil, its aroma rich and appetizing. 
    

    

    
      The heat had been controlled perfectly; there wasn’t a single charred spot.
    

    

    
      She parted her moist lips and took a small bite.
    

    

    
      The first taste was hot, purely meaty and fragrant. Then, as she chewed, subtle sweetness and savoriness bloomed on her tongue. Her bright eyes widened slightly in surprise—it was genuinely delicious.
    

    

    
      Why had her own roasted meat in the wild never tasted like this, even without seasonings?
    

    

    
      “Does Master Shen often grill fish at the mansion? This doesn’t seem like your first time.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue finished the fish quickly, still wanting more, and couldn’t resist asking curiously.
    

    

    
      “My mother has a fondness for fish. I sometimes roast some for her in her courtyard,” Shen Yanzhou replied casually, smiling without the slightest hesitation.
    

    

    
      Whether Yu Chenyu had ever liked fish, he didn’t know—but right now, she did.
    

    

    
      “I see,” Wu Ruyue said softly, realization dawning.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled. “Without seasonings, the flavor’s a bit plain. I hope you don’t mind.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue quickly shook her head. “It’s delicious—pure and clean, with a sweet aftertaste.”
    

    

    
      “Heh…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou chuckled, saying nothing more, and focused again on the roasting.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue watched him silently, her bright eyes reflecting the firelight. 
    

    

    
      The cave grew quiet again, save for the sizzle of oil dripping onto the flames.
    

    

    
      After a moment, Shen Yanzhou handed her another piece of grilled fish.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue accepted it and murmured a quiet thanks.
    

    

    
      For a while, an oddly intimate silence lingered between them—he cooked, and she ate.
    

    

    
      Before long, the ground was littered with fish bones and spines.
    

    

    
      At first, Wu Ruyue had been reserved, feeling slightly embarrassed. But soon she relaxed. 
    

    

    
      The scene before her brought an inexplicable sense of comfort—a warmth she hadn’t felt in years.
    

    

    
      So this was what it felt like… to be cared for.
    

    

    
      Since childhood, her parents had taught her to be strong. 
    

    

    
      They had forged her will through hardship whether wounded, bullied, or in pain from training, she was expected to endure alone. 
    

    

    
      Even when she bruised and bled, she was to grit her teeth and bear it.
    

    

    
      Whenever she faced obstacles or trouble, she was left to solve them by herself. Her parents never helped nor did they ever try to.
    

    

    
      Even when she fell ill, she simply endured until she recovered.
    

    

    
      Their affection and care had always gone to her younger brother though he was disobedient, mischievous, always causing trouble… she had long stopped keeping count.
    

    

    
      As she grew older, her strength and assertiveness only distanced her further from them. Even after becoming the Martial Champion of Great Qian, admired by many, her parents still scolded her for being less filial, less affectionate, than her brother.
    

    

    
      “Master Shen, aren’t you going to eat?”
    

    

    
      When Wu Ruyue realized that nearly all the fish he’d caught had gone into her stomach, she snapped out of her thoughts, her cheeks flushing as she asked softly.
    

    

    
      “I’ve eaten some wild fruit earlier I’m not hungry,” Shen Yanzhou replied with a smile.
    

    

    
      “You’re injured. You should eat some meat to recover.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled faintly.
    

    

    
      “Master Shen, you’re surprisingly good at taking care of people. I hadn’t expected that before.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue lowered her gaze slightly, her slender finger absently twirling the sleeve of Shen Yanzhou’s robe.
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      “It was nothing but a small favor.” Shen Yanzhou shook his head.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue rarely spent time with others like this. 
    

    

    
      After eating her fill, she felt that sitting together in such a way was somewhat awkward. 
    

    

    
      After thinking for a moment, she took the initiative to find a topic and couldn’t help asking, “Young Master Shen, how did you find this cave?”
    

    

    
      “If I told you that, like you, I first fell into the underground river and then found this place, would you believe it?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou picked up a branch and stirred the campfire.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue blinked her eyes and nodded. 
    

    

    
      “I’d believe it.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou chuckled. 
    

    

    
      “I’m lying to you. Actually, I came here looking for something.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue pursed her lips, wanting to glare at him. 
    

    

    
      She had trusted him so readily.
    

    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    

    
      Still, her curiosity got the better of her.
    

    

    
      “Not telling you.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou shook his head with a smile.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s curiosity was hooked. 
    

    

    
      The more Shen Yanzhou refused to tell her, the more she wanted to know. 
    

    

    
      She bit lightly on her silver teeth and, seeing him smiling to himself, couldn’t help letting out a soft snort from her nose.
    

    

    
      Just a moment ago, she had thought him to be a considerate person—despite being the heir to the Demon Suppression King, he was unexpectedly gentle. 
    

    

    
      But now, he had become utterly annoying again…
    

    

    
      “Do you really want to know?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was still smiling.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s bright eyes fixed on him. 
    

    

    
      How could such a handsome face look so hateful when he smiled?
    

    

    
      “I don’t want to anymore.”
    

    

    
      She lowered her head in mock anger, gripping the hem of her robe tightly with both hands, as if she were kneading it into Shen Yanzhou himself, trying to squeeze him flat.
    

    

    
      “It’s not really something I can’t talk about,” Shen Yanzhou said, “but it is quite an important matter.”
    

    

    
      “I can tell you—but in exchange, you’ll have to tell me a secret that belongs only to you.”
    

    

    
      He didn’t think Wu Ruyue was truly angry. 
    

    

    
      On the contrary, her petulant behavior suggested that the distance between them had grown smaller. 
    

    

    
      Otherwise, with her temperament, she would never show such emotions before others.
    

    

    
      “A secret that belongs only to me?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue raised her eyes, puzzled. 
    

    

    
      What secret could she possibly have?
    

    

    
      Only that, when she was younger, she had nearly gotten lost playing in the back mountain and had fallen into a pool where she had accidentally obtained a strand of seven-colored light.
    

    

    
      Could that be the secret she’d have to trade?
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou seemed to notice her hesitation. 
    

    

    
      Smiling faintly, he said, “If it’s inconvenient, we can change the condition. You could just agree to one request of mine instead.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s moist lips pressed together. 
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s smile seemed like that of a big bad wolf tempting a little white rabbit. 
    

    

    
      If she agreed to his terms, what if his request turned out to be something she couldn’t accept?
    

    

    
      “You can’t ask me to do anything impossible.”
    

    

    
      Still, after a moment’s thought, she agreed—she didn’t believe Shen Yanzhou was the kind of person who would take advantage of her.
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry, I won’t make things difficult for you,” he replied cheerfully.
    

    

    
      Only then did Wu Ruyue nod, her curiosity rekindled. 
    

    

    
      What could possibly be so important that he would treat it with such seriousness?
    

    

    
      “Did you know that Hidden Moon Mountain may be hiding a Martial God’s legacy?”
    

    

    
      The words that Shen Yanzhou spoke next stunned her completely. 
    

    

    
      Her mind went blank, and for a moment, she could hardly think.
    

    

    
      A Martial God’s legacy?
    

    

    
      Wasn’t the strand of seven-colored divine light she had obtained also related to a Martial God?
    

    

    
      “I came to Hidden Moon Mountain not only to lure out those who wish me harm,” Shen Yanzhou continued, “but more importantly, to search for the Martial God’s Trial Hall. If I can pass the trials within, perhaps I can obtain his legacy.”
    

    

    
      “A Martial God… someone who, according to legend, transcended even the First Rank. In this age, even a First Rank expert can’t be found—let alone one beyond it.”
    

    

    
      “I confirmed this only after consulting numerous ancient records.” Shen Yanzhou spoke casually, seemingly unaware of Wu Ruyue’s shifting expression.
    

    

    
      “Martial God’s legacy…” Wu Ruyue murmured softly, her heart still trembling.
    

    

    
      This was indeed no trivial matter. 
    

    

    
      If this information were leaked, it would throw the entire continent into chaos. 
    

    

    
      Not just the major sects and orthodoxy forces—even the Great Qian Dynasty and Beiyu would send people to investigate.
    

    

    
      A legacy from one who had transcended the peak of the mortal realm—such a thing would shake even the greatest powers.
    

    

    
      How could Shen Yanzhou casually reveal something so monumental to her?
    

    

    
      Just like back in the capital—he had trusted her so easily then too, exposing the secret of his self-imposed disgrace to conceal his true strength.
    

    

    
      “Young Master Shen, aren’t you afraid that after hearing such an earth-shaking secret, I might try to silence you to keep it for myself?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s chest rose and fell beneath her binding wrap as she took a few deep breaths to calm herself, speaking seriously so he wouldn’t think she was joking.
    

    

    
      She felt the need to correct him—to warn him not to trust her so easily. 
    

    

    
      What if she really did grow greedy one day?
    

    

    
      “And how would you plan to silence me?” Shen Yanzhou smiled, his gaze amused as it roamed over her.
    

    

    
      “With your current condition?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s chest trembled again. 
    

    

    
      Her lips parted as though to speak, but she swallowed her words. 
    

    

    
      A hint of defeat flickered in her eyes.
    

    

    
      He was right. 
    

    

    
      In her current state—when she still needed his care—how could she possibly threaten him?
    

    

    
      But wasn’t he afraid she might leak this secret?
    

    

    
      “You trust me too much.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue turned her head slightly, her flawless porcelain profile illuminated by the campfire. 
    

    

    
      Her gaze lingered on the flames, her voice soft and laced with emotions even she couldn’t quite describe.
    

    

    
      “Would you betray that trust?” Shen Yanzhou asked, still smiling.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue lowered her gaze, clutching her robe tighter.
    

    

    
      To be trusted like this… truth be told, it did feel warm.
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      After a moment, Wu Ruyue shook her head, answering with firm resolve.
    

    

    
      “That’s all that matters.” Shen Yanzhou rose to his feet atop a blue stone.
    

    

    
      “Unfortunately, I’ve only managed to gather some clues so far. I still haven’t determined where exactly the Martial God’s legacy lies…” he went on, speaking mostly to himself.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue pressed her lips together, listening to Shen Yanzhou ramble on about many secrets including the Martial God’s life experiences and such, of which he seemed to know quite a lot.
    

    

    
      However, Wu Ruyue recalled the previous incidents of frenzied spirit beasts, and how many of them had kept chasing her. 
    

    

    
      Could it be because of that wisp of seven-colored divine light on her body?
    

    

    
      If she was not mistaken, that wisp of true essence from the Martial God should have some inextricable connection with the Martial God’s inheritance here.
    

    

    
      “Actually… I have a secret too.”
    

    

    
      She hesitated slightly but still decided to tell Shen Yanzhou about it. 
    

    

    
      After all, he had been so open and sincere with her.
    

    

    
      “Oh? What kind of secret?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou seemed intrigued.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue still felt conflicted deep down, for this “secret” was tied to her fortuitous encounter—the fundamental reason behind her current achievements.
    

    

    
      Just as she finally decided to speak, a slender, pale finger suddenly pressed against her lips.
    

    

    
      “Forget it. Since it’s inconvenient, keep it to yourself.”
    

    

    
      “I’m not someone worth trusting.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled faintly, leaning down slightly.
    

    

    
      He knew what Wu Ruyue wanted to say, but it wasn’t a secret he wished to know. 
    

    

    
      Rather, he preferred that Wu Ruyue owed him something.
    

    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s beautiful eyes widened abruptly, feeling the warmth of his fingertip on her soft lips. 
    

    

    
      Her cheeks flushed scarlet in an instant.
    

    

    
      “You…”
    

    

    
      She hurriedly turned her head away, her gaze flustered and uneasy.
    

    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou appeared completely unaware of how ambiguous his gesture had been, looking puzzled.
    

    

    
      “You…” Wu Ruyue glared at him, certain that he had done it on purpose.
    

    

    
      “Haha…”
    

    

    
      “It’s getting late. You should rest. When dawn comes, I’ll search for clues to that Trial Palace.”
    

    

    
      “Once the maddened beasts outside calm down, the Chilin Guards and Bureau of Immortal Inspection will likely come searching again.” Shen Yanzhou tried to shift the topic.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      She had only just woken up—how could she possibly sleep again?
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue subconsciously pressed her lips together, but as soon as she did, she seemed to taste the warmth lingering from Shen Yanzhou’s fingertip. 
    

    

    
      She froze instantly, and soon, her fair ears turned rosy like her cheeks.
    

    

    
      When she noticed Shen Yanzhou glancing her way, she quickly averted her gaze and lowered her head, pretending to be calm—but her flushed face betrayed her thoughts.
    

    

    
      The night was long, and the sound of water echoed outside the cavern.
    

    

    
      From the crack above, light rain occasionally drifted in, but the campfire drove away the damp chill.
    

    

    
      Perhaps because of that earlier exchange of “secrets,” the atmosphere between them no longer felt as distant or restrained as before.
    

    

    
      Instead, it grew subtly warmer.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue wasn’t sleepy. 
    

    

    
      She curled up on the massive green stone, wrapped in Shen Yanzhou’s outer robe. 
    

    

    
      The faint woody scent that lingered on it soothed her heart, and before she knew it, she began to speak.
    

    

    
      She started talking to Shen Yanzhou about many things—
    

    

    
      her childhood, the poverty of her family, her parents’ favoritism and harshness, her mischievous younger brother’s troubles and fights…
    

    

    
       Her experience joining the martial examinations, training on Mount Wudang, enlisting in the Southern Frontier army to temper herself—her joys and sorrows, her laughter and tears.
    

    

    
      At first, Wu Ruyue worried that Shen Yanzhou might find her chatter tedious and lose patience, but soon realized she had overthought it.
    

    

    
      No matter what she said, Shen Yanzhou listened earnestly and responded sincerely—never perfunctory.
    

    

    
      It made her feel that she was being genuinely regarded.
    

    

    
      The more she spoke, the more her emotions were drawn out by old memories, and Shen Yanzhou gently comforted her when her tone wavered.
    

    

    
      In the end, she could barely remember what she had said—only that Shen Yanzhou had added more firewood to the flames, that she grew drowsy… and fell asleep.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      When Wu Ruyue awoke again, faint morning light was streaming through the cracks above, spilling into the underground cavern. 
    

    

    
      She felt much better; her wounds had mended somewhat, and strength was returning to her limbs.
    

    

    
      But soon, she sensed something wrong—her long, slender legs suddenly pressed tightly together.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had been awake long before her. 
    

    

    
      At his current martial realm, he could already go sleepless through the night, his spirit still vigorous.
    

    

    
      At the moment, he was crouched beside the campfire, poking at something with a stick—several wild sweet potatoes turning over the glowing coals.
    

    

    
      “Awake?”
    

    

    
      Hearing movement, he looked back at her.
    

    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue nodded, not knowing where Shen Yanzhou had found those sweet potatoes so early, nor how he had roasted them to such a fragrant aroma.
    

    

    
      She propped herself up on the stone, but as soon as she exerted force, that urgent pressure inside became unbearable. 
    

    

    
      Her calves tensed unconsciously.
    

    

    
      “What’s wrong?” Shen Yanzhou looked at her awkward posture, feigning confusion.
    

    

    
      “You… could you…”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue bit her lip, her legs pressed even tighter, her voice barely a whisper, her face steadily reddening.
    

    

    
      “Could I what?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s expression remained innocent, though the corners of his lips faintly curved upward.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue knew he was doing it on purpose—how could he not understand after seeing her like this?
    

    

    
      Her eyes shimmered with moisture, and she bit down gently, voice trembling with a hint of stubbornness. 
    

    

    
      “You’re… insufferable.”
    

    

    
      She had been woken by the pressure of her own need.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou laughed heartily. 
    

    

    
      Seeing her flustered like that, he found it amusing, but didn’t tease her further.
    

    

    
      “Go on then. I’ll turn around, face the other way, and promise not to look.”
    

    

    
      “No. You go outside.”
    

    

    
      “Can you even stand on your own? Need me to help you?”
    

    

    
      “I can. I don’t need you.”
    

    

    
      “Really?” he asked again.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s eyes glistened, her teeth clenched tight. 
    

    

    
      “You… hurry up and leave…”
    

    

    
      “Go farther from the cave.”
    

    

    
      “All right, all right…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou stopped teasing, sensing that another moment might make her snap and bite him out of spite.
    

    

    
      He turned the sweet potatoes in the coals so they wouldn’t burn, then rose and walked toward the cave’s entrance.
    

    

    
      Only when she was certain he had gone far did Wu Ruyue let out a long breath. 
    

    

    
      Her face burned crimson. 
    

    

    
      Enduring the pain of her wounds, she tried to stand from the stone—only to feel a sharp, searing pain in her leg, as though the bone itself were cracking.
    

    

    
      Even so, she didn’t utter a sound, merely grimacing as sweat dripped from her forehead. 
    

    

    
      Limping, she made her way to a distant corner—but then worried that Shen Yanzhou might come back and notice any traces. 
    

    

    
      Forcing herself on, she reached the edge of the dark river, and began fumbling to undo her inner garments.
    

    

    
      In truth, Shen Yanzhou’s current hearing far surpassed that of ordinary Seventh-Rank martial artists.
    

    

    
      Even though he had stepped outside the cavern, by the river beneath the falling waterfall, he could still faintly hear the sound of trickling water from within.
    

    

    
      “No wonder she was so anxious… how long has she been holding it in…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s expression turned a bit strange, but he maintained his decency and didn’t extend his spiritual sense to peek.
    

    

    
      As a Sixth-Rank martial artist, Wu Ruyue—had she been fully healed and her true qi restored—wouldn’t have been in such a rush.
    

    

    
      He understood.
    

    

    
      Still, to have witnessed such an awkward and embarrassing moment if this had been before, Wu Ruyue would probably have wanted to kill him.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou waited outside for half a stick of incense before finally hearing Wu Ruyue’s voice.
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      When he returned to the karst cave, she was wearing his slightly oversized outer robe, sitting on the bluestone with her legs folded to one side. 
    

    

    
      Her hair was loose, damp and glistening with droplets of water, and her flawless jade-like face was tinged with a faint blush.
    

    

    
      Her slender, fair calves hung over the edge of the stone, still marked by traces of water. 
    

    

    
      One leg, however, was visibly bruised and red it was clear that she had taken the chance earlier to wash herself in the underground river.
    

    

    
      When Wu Ruyue noticed Shen Yanzhou’s gaze fall perhaps unintentionally on her closed-together legs, she couldn’t help but recall the awkward incident from before. 
    

    

    
      Pretending nothing had happened, she continued to wipe her hair as if at ease.
    

    

    
      “It seems you’re recovering well.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled, not mentioning the earlier matter again. 
    

    

    
      He went to the campfire and picked up two roasted sweet potatoes.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue quietly let out a breath of relief; she naturally couldn’t tell him she had just been enduring the pain with effort.
    

    

    
      Her gaze fell upon the two golden-brown sweet potatoes.
    

    

    
      “These smell so good.”
    

    

    
      “When I was picking wild fruits yesterday, I dug them out of the field as well,” Shen Yanzhou said with a smile.
    

    

    
      “Why didn’t I see them yesterday…”
    

    

    
      “I dug them in advance…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue was merely looking for something to say, wanting to dispel the lingering awkwardness.
    

    

    
      “Where did you get that silk scarf? It’s quite pretty.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s attention turned to the white cloth embroidered with peach blossoms in her hands, from which a faint, delicate fragrance drifted.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s face flushed red again, and she instinctively wanted to hide the piece of cloth in her arms.
    

    

    
      That wasn’t a silk scarf at all—it was her chest binding. 
    

    

    
      When she had washed herself in the underground river earlier, she couldn’t find anything to dry her hair with, so she had taken it off to use.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou seemed to realize this a moment later; his gaze lingered briefly on her chest, which now rose and fell with a more natural rhythm, before he chuckled softly.
    

    

    
      He changed the subject, saying, “According to what I found in the ancient texts, the trial palace of the Martial God’s inheritance should be somewhere around here. But after countless years, it might have sunk into the riverbed. I plan to follow this underground river today and search for it.”
    

    

    
      “You can wait for me here in the cave.”
    

    

    
      “I’ll go with you…”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue blurted out instinctively.
    

    

    
      Then, fearing he might misunderstand, she explained, “I’m not after the Martial God’s legacy. I just think I might be able to help you.”
    

    

    
      After all, she carried within her a wisp of the Martial God’s true source—perhaps fate itself would guide her.
    

    

    
      Of course, she had originally planned to tell Shen Yanzhou this secret, but last night… he had stopped her mouth.
    

    

    
      “You can barely move on your own. How could you help me?” Shen Yanzhou’s gaze dropped to her leg.
    

    

    
      “I can walk on my own, just… slower than usual,” Wu Ruyue replied, her pride refusing to yield.
    

    

    
      “Then stand up and take two steps,” said Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue set aside the chest binding she had been using to dry her hair, gritted her teeth through the stabbing pain in her leg, and barely managed to stand. 
    

    

    
      Her face had turned pale, yet she pressed her lips together, refusing to make a sound.
    

    

    
      When she took two steps forward, her foot gave way, and she nearly fell to the ground if not for Shen Yanzhou’s quick reflexes catching her, she would have hit the floor.
    

    

    
      “Showing off strength isn’t always a virtue. Sometimes, admitting weakness takes more courage,” Shen Yanzhou said softly, helping her sit back on the bluestone.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue bit her lip and remained silent.
    

    

    
      After a moment of thought, Shen Yanzhou said, “It’s not good to leave you here alone either.”
    

    

    
      “In a while, you’ll get on my back.”
    

    

    
      At that suggestion, Wu Ruyue hesitated only briefly before agreeing.
    

    

    
      If it had been before, she would rather limp on her own than accept.
    

    

    
      To be carried by a man physically so close how could she ever agree to that?
    

    

    
      But… why didn’t she feel so resistant now? Was it because it was Shen Yanzhou?
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The underground river wound down from the higher reaches of the mountain. 
    

    

    
      After they had eaten the roasted sweet potatoes and tidied up, the two of them set off deeper into the passage, heading toward its source.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue, wrapped in Shen Yanzhou’s outer robe, leaned lightly against his back, her slender legs supported by his hands.
    

    

    
      At first, she felt shy in this position, her whole body tense and uneasy, even keeping her palms braced against his back.
    

    

    
      But after they had walked about half a li, faint roars—beastlike, yet strange—echoed from somewhere deep within the connected caverns.
    

    

    
      Most of her attention turned toward alertness and vigilance, and the tension in her body gradually eased.
    

    

    
      Before she knew it, she had subconsciously wrapped her arms around Shen Yanzhou’s neck, their chests and backs almost pressed together only a layer of clothing between them.
    

    

    
      Though Shen Yanzhou’s feet carried him forward, his mind was far from calm.
    

    

    
      He could distinctly feel the soft warmth pressing against his back. 
    

    

    
      Without the constraint of her chest binding, each uneven step along the rugged path made that sensation even more noticeable.
    

    

    
      The farther they went into the depths, the fainter the roars of beasts became, until at last they faded entirely into silence.
    

    

    
      Around them, the light dimmed until nearly complete darkness enveloped them.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue had been trying to sense something through the wisp of the Martial God’s true source within her. 
    

    

    
      She hadn’t truly expected success but suddenly, a strange and familiar pulse stirred in her mind.
    

    

    
      “There—there’s something…”
    

    

    
      Joy broke across her delicate face.
    

    

    
      “There’s something?”
    

    

    
      “What is it?” Shen Yanzhou asked, feigning ignorance.
    

    

    
      Just as Wu Ruyue was about to explain, the underground river ahead suddenly erupted—waves surged skyward, crashing down in a thunderous rush toward them.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      From the moment Wu Ruyue sensed the existence of the trial palace to when the Soul-devouring Flood Serpent emerged from the underground river—its colossal, mountain-sized body rising from the depths—only a heartbeat had passed.
    

    

    
      By the time she realized what was happening, the Soul-devouring Flood Serpent had already opened its massive jaws. 
    

    

    
      A torrent of black wind roared forth, engulfing both of them and dragging them into the bottomless darkness.
    

    

    
      She saw nothing clearly—only a vast shadow that blotted out everything. 
    

    

    
      Instinctively, she shut her eyes and clung tightly to Shen Yanzhou’s neck, pressing herself against his back.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue didn’t know how long had passed—it might have been the time for one stick of incense to burn, or perhaps only a few breaths.
    

    

    
      When she opened her eyes again, she found herself standing upon a vast and open underground palace floor.
    

    

    
      Before her rose a magnificent and ancient-looking palace. 
    

    

    
      Fist-sized luminous pearls hung high around the perimeter, lighting the entire space as bright as day.
    

    

    
      “This is… the Trial Palace?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou also appeared startled at that moment, frozen in place.
    

    

    
      On his back, Wu Ruyue was equally shocked—she hadn’t expected such a place to truly exist.
    

    

    
      “How did you… suddenly bring us here?” Shen Yanzhou couldn’t help but ask in surprise.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue herself didn’t quite understand either, but she could only attribute it to the wisp of the Martial God’s true source she possessed.
    

    

    
      Just as she was about to explain, Shen Yanzhou seemed to realize something and smiled calmly. 
    

    

    
      “I suppose this has to do with that secret you wanted to tell me.”
    

    

    
      He didn’t press further.
    

    

    
      Instead, his gaze swept over the vast underground palace.
    

    

    
      Hmm, second time coming here—but I still have to pretend it’s my first.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go in and take a look.”
    

    

    
      “According to what I’ve read in the ancient records, this place holds a Trial Cave Mansion. Only by passing the Martial God’s test can one obtain his inheritance. Now that we’re here, whether we gain it or not will depend entirely on our own ability.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, Shen Yanzhou stepped forward into the palace, his expression showing sincere joy.
    

    

    
      Still on his back, Wu Ruyue felt the wisp of the Martial God’s true source within her sea of consciousness pulsing ever more strongly. 
    

    

    
      She was certain this place was deeply connected to her.
    

    

    
      “Put me down,” she whispered softly.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded.
    

    

    
      Then, the two of them began exploring the underground palace separately. 
    

    

    
      After a short while, Wu Ruyue noticed a strange fluctuation. 
    

    

    
      Limping slightly, she followed a long corridor and finally arrived before a sealed cave mansion.
    

    

    
      “Master Shen, this place…”
    

    

    
      She instinctively reached out to touch the tightly closed gate. 
    

    

    
      Suddenly with a loud rumble the door burst open, and a tremendous suction force erupted from within, pulling her inside before she could react.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s eyes widened in shock; she turned her head toward Shen Yanzhou, wanting to say something, but her voice was cut off as the gate closed behind her.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Well, that was a bit of effort—but it worked.”
    

    

    
      Watching the scene unfold, Shen Yanzhou slowly approached the entrance after she had disappeared completely, rubbing his temples lightly.
    

    

    
      “My Lord.”
    

    

    
      A shadowy figure in black silently appeared behind him—it was the same Soul-devouring Flood Serpent from before.
    

    

    
      “When the time comes, send her to the Floating Island,” Shen Yanzhou ordered.
    

    

    
      The Martial God’s Secret Scripture created by Lin Qingcang didn’t interest him, but it could be left to Wu Ruyue.
    

    

    
      After all, in the original course of events, that was precisely the cultivation art she was meant to inherit.
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang himself had been willing to pass his legacy on to her.
    

    

    
      Once they returned to the imperial capital, Wu Ruyue would also be able to shield him from much suspicion and unnecessary trouble.
    

    

    
      “Senior, are you satisfied with this successor?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled faintly, gently rubbing the white jade ring on his hand to summon the remnant spirit of Lin Qingcang resting within.
    

    

    
      “You scheming brat.”
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang awoke, snorted coldly, then transformed into a blurred remnant shadow and stepped into the cave mansion ahead.
    

    

    
      He had long known of Shen Yanzhou’s plan otherwise, he would never have helped him stage this elaborate act.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      At that moment, on the outskirts of Hidden Moon Mountain, a massive cloud vessel hovered above an open plain. 
    

    

    
      Officials of the Great Qian Dynasty’s Bureau of Immortal Inspection were counting their casualties, while several hundred-man captains of the Chilin Guards stood wounded and silent.
    

    

    
      Compared to the Bureau’s immortals who could fly with talismans, the Chilin Guards had suffered much heavier losses.
    

    

    
      “Miss Wu has gone missing. I fear the chances of survival are slim…” Zhou Yang, his arm wrapped in white cloth and blood staining his forehead, sighed softly.
    

    

    
      “Should we return to the capital to report, or remain here to continue searching?” someone asked.
    

    

    
      “The offerings from the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion are also missing. Could they have been devoured by the beasts as well?”
    

    

    
      As they spoke, an elderly figure appeared in the distance disheveled, robes torn, clearly wounded from battle.
    

    

    
      “It’s Elder Mo from the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion!”
    

    

    
      “What about the others?”
    

    

    
      Someone recognized the old man and hurried forward to meet him.
    

    

    
      Elder Mo hesitated for a moment, then sighed and shook his head. 
    

    

    
      “I don’t know. We got separated.”
    

    

    
      “The situation at Hidden Moon Mountain has already been reported to the main office,” said the senior official of the Bureau of Immortal Inspection. 
    

    

    
      “At present, there are no Fourth-Rank True Persons stationed in the capital, but upon hearing of this, the Sect Master of my Jade Pure Upper Sect agreed to call in a favor—to have True Person Yin Han of the Purple Cloud Monastery intervene and suppress the Demon King.”
    

    

    
      The Purple Cloud Monastery was located in Lei Prefecture, bordering Yun Prefecture. 
    

    

    
      It was a thriving temple of great reputation. 
    

    

    
      Though its abbot was not officially registered with the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, he was indeed a genuine Fourth-Rank True Person—profound in cultivation and formidable in power.
    

    

    
      Hearing this, the gathered crowd visibly relaxed.
    

    

    
      “True Person Yin Han of the Purple Cloud Monastery…”
    

    

    
      Only Elder Mo’s expression subtly changed, as if recalling something unpleasant.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      In the imperial capital of the Great Qian Dynasty, within the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      Inside the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard, Yu Chenyu was draped in a sheer gauze outer robe as light as mist. 
    

    

    
      Beneath it, her moon-white inner garment was embroidered with clouds and peach blossoms, accentuating her graceful, alluring figure. 
    

    

    
      Reclining languidly on a soft couch, her long jade-like legs angled slightly as she twirled a lock of hair by her ear. 
    

    

    
      Her serene, dignified face carried a faint hint of seductive charm.
    

    

    
      “They’re dead?”
    

    

    
      “All of them?”
    

    

    
      Her lips parted lightly—her tone casual, yet full of intrigue.
    

    

    
      Chunchao stood beside her, sword in hand, and nodded obediently. 
    

    

    
      “I heard some people in the mansion talking this morning. Several of the elders were furious about it…”
    

    

    
      “How amusing. All the retainers and offerings we sent out are dead?”
    

    

    
      “Is Hidden Moon Mountain really that dangerous?”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu’s eyes shimmered softly as she coiled a strand of hair around her slender, fair fingertips, a strange gleam flickering there.
    

    

    
      Chunchao shook her head. 
    

    

    
      “They say they encountered a Demon King level existence, which drove the surrounding beasts into a frenzy.”
    

    

    
      “However, Elder Mo’s life token hasn’t shattered.”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu arched a delicate brow. 
    

    

    
      “Heh… so it’s Elder Mo who survived. Shen Zhigao and the others’ fine little plans seem to have been crushed entirely.”
    

    

    
      “Shen Jingxiao’s calculations miss nothing but did he foresee this outcome?”
    

    

    
      Chunchao didn’t quite understand, only feeling that the mission had been truly perilous the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion had nearly been wiped out.
    

    

    
      Could the Heir have survived?
    

    

    
      “Still no news of him?”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu asked again, sounding almost indifferent.
    

    

    
      Hadn’t she said before that she would no longer concern herself with the Heir’s fate?
    

    

    
      Chunchao thought so but said nothing aloud. 
    

    

    
      She only shook her head. 
    

    

    
      “No. Neither the Bureau of Immortal Inspection nor the Chilin Guards have found any trace of the Heir. It’s said that only that Miss Wu, who volunteered to follow, had seen him—but she too is now missing.”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu’s gaze drifted toward the colorful golden-feathered canary in the nearby cage. 
    

    

    
      Her tone carried subtle meaning as she said softly, “The sky beyond the cage may be vast, but it isn’t necessarily safe. Where hawks and tigers roam together, even spreading one’s wings might not lead to freedom.”
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      Chunchao could not help but ask, “Is Your Highness worried about the Heir?”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu lifted her lips into a sneer. 
    

    

    
      “Worried about that heartless man? Why should I? I just want him to understand the cruelty of this world.”
    

    

    
      Chunchao said nothing, the arms that held her sword tightening slightly.
    

    

    
      She felt that Her Highness’s anger over the Heir, Shen Yanzhou, secretly leaving the capital some time ago, had gradually faded. 
    

    

    
      Otherwise, she would not have brought him up today of her own accord.
    

    

    
      After all, just a few days ago, when Chunchao had mentioned the Heir’s name on her own initiative, it had provoked Her Highness’s fury, resulting in a harsh punishment.
    

    

    
      “Write a letter,” Yu Chenyu said calmly, “and send it to Qilin City.”
    

    

    
      “Have Ji Donghe personally make a trip to Hidden Moon Mountain.”
    

    

    
      Chunchao was startled. 
    

    

    
      “You mean to have that lord go there himself?”
    

    

    
      The Sword Lodge of Qilin City had four grandmasters of swordsmanship whose names resounded across the world all beings of the Dragon-Elephant Realm.
    

    

    
      It was said that he had once, in the desolate city of Northern Desert Prefecture, blocked a thousand cavalrymen with nine strikes, and with a single sword, decapitated the enemy general, making his name renowned throughout the realm.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu nodded.
    

    

    
      “Is Lord Donghe to bring the Heir back?” Chunchao asked tentatively.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu shook her head.
    

    

    
      Her lips curved slightly, carrying an indescribable chill. 
    

    

    
      “No. It’s enough for Ji Donghe to go.”
    

    

    
      She wanted Shen Yanzhou to know that, in this world, only she could protect him.
    

    

    
      Ji Donghe’s journey itself was her message.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was intelligent. He would surely understand what she meant. 
    

    

    
      As for how he would choose, that would be for him to decide.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      In the eastern courtyard of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, within an underground meditation chamber, Shen Zhigao and several elders of the clan gathered with grave expressions. 
    

    

    
      Before them stood a projection jade tablet, half as tall as a man.
    

    

    
      Within it appeared the image of Shen Jingxiao.
    

    

    
      He wore splendid robes, his bearing refined and handsome. 
    

    

    
      His slender hand, fair as carved jade, toyed idly with a white jade thumb ring engraved with the image of a qilin.
    

    

    
      “So, you’re saying that Daoist Qingfeng and the other consecrators who were sent out… are all dead.”
    

    

    
      “Only Elder Mo survived,” Shen Jingxiao said evenly, his tone devoid of emotion.
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao frowned deeply. 
    

    

    
      “Their life tablets shattered almost at the same time barely a few breaths apart. If they were truly devoured by beasts, it shouldn’t have been that quick. I know Daoist Qingfeng’s abilities. Unless… it was a Demon King who acted.”
    

    

    
      “But reports from the Chilin Guards and the Bureau of Immortal Inspection only sensed a Demon King’s pressure. None saw its true form.”
    

    

    
      “Could it be that another force intervened and killed them instead?”
    

    

    
      The other elders fell silent. 
    

    

    
      Compared to the losses of the Chilin Guards and the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, the damage to the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion was far more severe.
    

    

    
      “How amusing.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao chuckled, though his eyes were cold. 
    

    

    
      “Who would dare make a move against my Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion?”
    

    

    
      He naturally did not believe those consecrators had died at the claws of beasts someone must have interfered.
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao hesitated, then asked carefully, “Jingxiao… could it be that the people of the Nether Cult abducted that brat, Shen Yanzhou?”
    

    

    
      He knew the question was improper, but Shen Jingxiao surely knew the truth.
    

    

    
      The meditation chamber fell silent for a moment. 
    

    

    
      The elders’ faces subtly shifted.
    

    

    
      Only Shen Jingxiao’s expression remained calm. 
    

    

    
      “Of course not,” he said lightly. 
    

    

    
      “I’ve already investigated. It should be one of the hidden sects of the Southern Border who acted they wanted to abduct that wastrel to force me to compromise on the Southern Border matter.”
    

    

    
      The elders exchanged glances of realization.
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou’s life is truly tenacious. Hidden Moon Mountain is so perilous, yet he’s still alive?”
    

    

    
      “Why not simply use that thing, Jingxiao, and let him die quietly there?”
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao’s gaze chilled as he made the suggestion.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou also had a life tablet stored in the Mansion. 
    

    

    
      Through it, they knew he was still alive and well which left them all feeling somewhat stifled.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao thought for a moment, then waved his hand. 
    

    

    
      “No. It would leave traces too easily.”
    

    

    
      The Nether Curse implanted in Shen Yanzhou’s body was, in essence, meant to slowly consume his life force — causing him to “die of illness” quietly in his twenties.
    

    

    
      It could be triggered early, yes, but if his body were found and returned to the capital, the Imperial Medical Bureau would easily detect the irregularities.
    

    

    
      The Nether Gu required time to mature, gradually devouring its host’s vitality — and during that process, no abnormalities could be observed. 
    

    

    
      When the life force was finally exhausted, it would all appear quite “natural,” indistinguishable from a normal death by illness.
    

    

    
      Centuries ago, the Nether Gu had been a favored assassination tool during struggles for the imperial throne — until it was outlawed by the Great Qian Dynasty as a forbidden gu.
    

    

    
      Triggering it prematurely would cause the host’s life force to collapse abruptly — any experienced physician could identify the cause.
    

    

    
      Moreover, the Nether Gu could not have been planted recently the depletion of life force required a gradual process. 
    

    

    
      If so, how could Shen Jingxiao explain being unaware that his own son carried such a gu all these years?
    

    

    
      The hidden sects of the Southern Border would never take the blame for that.
    

    

    
      “I already have other arrangements for Shen Yanzhou,” Shen Jingxiao said.
    

    

    
      “The Sect Master of the Jade Pure Upper Sect has already contacted the Purple Cloud Monastery in Lei Prefecture. True Person Yin Han will personally go to Hidden Moon Mountain. I am on good terms with him if he encounters Shen Yanzhou, he will personally escort him back.”
    

    

    
      That, of course, was his public stance. 
    

    

    
      Privately, he had no wish for Shen Yanzhou to return at all.
    

    

    
      For now, the hidden sects of the Southern Border likely would not harm Shen Yanzhou either, as they still hoped to use him to negotiate.
    

    

    
      Though unwilling, the elders had no choice but to nod in agreement.
    

    

    
      “By the way, Jingxiao, do you know where Xiao Tian is recently?”
    

    

    
      “I’ve tried to contact him through the Transmission Jade Talisman, but there’s been no response.”
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao suddenly remembered something and asked.
    

    

    
      By “Xiao Tian,” he naturally meant Shen Tian. 
    

    

    
      In secret, he had already acknowledged Shen Tian’s lineage and introduced him to several elders. 
    

    

    
      Only the engraving of his life tablet into the ancestral shrine remained.
    

    

    
      “What’s wrong? He’s not in the capital?” Shen Jingxiao asked, slightly surprised.
    

    

    
      Clearly, he cared deeply about Shen Tian, the son he had raised and cultivated in secret, into whom he had poured immeasurable effort.
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao smiled bitterly. 
    

    

    
      “Even you don’t know? I haven’t been able to reach him for several days now. I was thinking that, while Shen Yanzhou has been abducted, I’d take Shen Tian back to the mansion and let him spend more time with his birth mother, to foster some affection after all these years.”
    

    

    
      “Shen Tian has gone missing too?”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s brows furrowed involuntarily, and for the first time, the calm and composed face that never showed much emotion revealed a sharp fluctuation.
    

    

    
      The few elders nodded.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao took a deep breath, a faint sense of foreboding rising in his chest. 
    

    

    
      At his level, any such feeling born from intuition was rarely without reason.
    

    

    
      He suddenly closed his eyes. 
    

    

    
      His wide sleeves stirred without wind, as though an invisible pressure was surging around him.
    

    

    
      The next moment, light shone between his brows. 
    

    

    
      Deep within his cheekbones, a vague golden divine palace seemed to appear sacred and ancient, radiating a majestic aura, as if an ancient will slumbered within.
    

    

    
      A low hum echoed through the air!
    

    

    
      A drop of blood, faintly glowing gold, suddenly flew out from between his brows.
    

    

    
      “Go.”
    

    

    
      He uttered the word softly, golden light blazing in his eyes twin suns blazing in miniature as the drop of blood spun rapidly and vanished into the void in an instant.
    

    

    
      Even though the elders were separated by the projection jade tablet, they could not help but feel their hearts tremble in awe.
    

    

    
      This was the oppressive might of the Great Qian’s current Guardian War God.
    

    

    
      “I’ve used the bloodline tracing method to seek Shen Tian’s whereabouts.”
    

    

    
      “But the place where he disappeared is far from the Southern Border. Judging roughly, he might have gone to Yun Prefecture.”
    

    

    
      When Shen Jingxiao opened his eyes again, all trace of his earlier gentleness had vanished, leaving only a chilling, oppressive aura that made others’ hearts quiver.
    

    

    
      “Shen Tian is in trouble.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, his expression darkened like storm clouds.
    

    

    
      In that brief instant, Shen Jingxiao had already pieced together what had happened.
    

    

    
      Aside from the few elders within the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion and the hidden hostile forces, the one who most wanted Shen Yanzhou gone… could only be Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      He knew Shen Tian had endured countless grievances, hardships, and struggles over the years. 
    

    

    
      For someone like him, to see his rightful identity usurped by Shen Yanzhou, his hatred must have long since festered beyond tolerance.
    

    

    
      Given such a perfect chance to eliminate Shen Yanzhou, how could Shen Tian possibly let it slip away?
    

    

    
      “What…”
    

    

    
      The elders in the meditation chamber were all visibly shaken.
    

    

    
      “Xiao Tian… why would he go to Yun Prefecture…” Shen Zhigao murmured, his lips trembling.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao said nothing more. 
    

    

    
      His figure vanished instantly from within the projection tablet and when he reappeared, he stood within a quiet courtyard.
    

    

    
      Inside, a middle-aged man wearing a high crown and long robes, with a neatly kept beard, was studying a chessboard with a furrowed brow.
    

    

    
      “Your Highness…”
    

    

    
      Seeing Shen Jingxiao appear, the man hurriedly rose to his feet.
    

    

    
      “Lead three hundred of the Demon Suppression Army in secret,” Shen Jingxiao ordered coldly. 
    

    

    
      “Head deep into the Southern Border and investigate the movements of the Thirty-Six Caverns and Seventy-Two Dens.”
    

    

    
      A faint sense of unease nagged at him. 
    

    

    
      There should not be many who knew that Shen Tian was his biological son.
    

    

    
      And yet… it was precisely at this moment that Shen Tian had gone missing.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      Yun Prefecture.
    

    

    
      Deep within Hidden Moon Mountain, night had already fallen. 
    

    

    
      The sky was draped in a fine drizzle, and occasionally, the roars of distant beasts echoed through the forest.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue had just passed the trial left behind by the Martial God’s lingering will. 
    

    

    
      After ascending to the Floating Island at the mountaintop to receive his inheritance, an entire day had passed.
    

    

    
      Before the underground palace, Shen Yanzhou was waiting for her.
    

    

    
      “So, you’ve obtained the inheritance?”
    

    

    
      “Congratulations.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Wu Ruyue emerge, he rose from the stone he had been sitting on and walked forward to greet her.
    

    

    
      When Wu Ruyue accepted the Martial God’s remaining scripture, the trace of Martial God true essence within her body had awakened on its own, purging impurities from her meridians and rebuilding a pure Martial Body.
    

    

    
      During the process, her broken bones were healed, and even her dried-up ancestral aperture and dantian brimmed once more with true energy.
    

    

    
      Originally at the early stage of the Sixth Rank, Sea-Cleaving Realm, she had smoothly broken through to the mid-stage, with all her injuries fully recovered.
    

    

    
      “I… I’m sorry. This inheritance was something you had been searching for.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s gaze lowered slightly, her eyes avoiding his. 
    

    

    
      Standing before Shen Yanzhou outside the underground palace, she could not help but feel a bit guilty.
    

    

    
      While receiving the inheritance, her heart had been conflicted. 
    

    

    
      After all, this was something Shen Yanzhou had long been seeking.
    

    

    
      If he hadn’t told her about it, perhaps the Martial God’s inheritance would have belonged to him.
    

    

    
      In a sense, she had snatched it from under his nose.
    

    

    
      When she had stepped out of the palace moments ago, her emotions had been tangled guilt, apology, and a vague unease about facing Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      “When fate wills it, it will be yours. When it does not, there’s no use forcing it.”
    

    

    
      “Your injuries have healed, and your realm has even improved. Seems you’ve had quite the fortune.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled, observing her carefully. 
    

    

    
      His tone held a hint of admiration — and a trace of envy.
    

    

    
      “From the early to the mid-stage of the Sixth Rank, Sea-Cleaving Realm.”
    

    

    
      “I’m sorry. This opportunity should have been yours. I never expected that simply touching that cave gate would send me straight inside — then somehow I passed the trial and was transported to a nameless floating island…”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s voice carried faint sorrow.
    

    

    
      She had even asked the Martial God’s lingering will whether the inheritance could be passed on to others, or whether someone else who passed the trial could also receive it.
    

    

    
      But the Martial God’s remnant was cold and absolute it said the inheritance was meant for one person only. 
    

    

    
      Once the first had passed, no others could ever enter the trial cave again.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou waved a hand lightly. 
    

    

    
      “No need to apologize.”
    

    

    
      “Perhaps that’s just fate.”
    

    

    
      “You found this place effortlessly, opened that gate with ease, while I despite all my efforts and every possible method couldn’t find it. Even when I did, I couldn’t open it no matter what I tried.”
    

    

    
      “This was never meant to be mine.”
    

    

    
      He sighed softly as he spoke.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue bit her lip, not knowing what to say.
    

    

    
      Should she comfort Shen Yanzhou?
    

    

    
      But how could she? What words could make that sound sincere?
    

    

    
      “I’m sorry…” Wu Ruyue said again, her voice low.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou didn’t look at her. 
    

    

    
      His gaze remained fixed on the underground palace, and he let out a bitter chuckle. 
    

    

    
      “Sometimes, fate is just like this when you struggle desperately to climb out of the river, a giant unseen hand reaches out and pulls you back in, drags you back to where you belong.”
    

    

    
      “Changing one’s fate, what a ridiculous joke.”
    

    

    
      “What do you mean…” Wu Ruyue froze, stunned.
    

    

    
      She could sense that something in Shen Yanzhou’s mood was off.
    

    

    
      It was the first time she had seen such self-mockery in his expression as though some of his spirit and confidence had been stripped away, utterly different from his usual composed and assured demeanor.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      “It’s time to leave this place.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou took a deep breath, as though forcing himself to calm down, then turned and walked toward the exit.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue stood there for a moment, gazing at his retreating back. 
    

    

    
      Biting her lip again, she hurried after him.
    

    

    
      Unlike before when Shen Yanzhou had carried her on his back through the dark underground river, the two talking and laughing along the way despite the dangers this time, silence stretched between them.
    

    

    
      No one spoke.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou walked ahead. 
    

    

    
      She followed quietly behind.
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      Splash…
    

    

    
      The dark river shimmered with a chill as icy air rose from its depths. From time to time, the current surged against the rocks, scattering a few splashes of foam.
    

    

    
      The return journey was made in silence.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue suddenly thought of those adventurer companions who had turned against each other for the sake of secret realm treasures, their blades crossing as they parted ways. A faint heaviness lodged in her chest.
    

    

    
      It felt as though, because of this Martial God’s inheritance, there now existed an unseen distance between Shen Yanzhou and herself—something faint yet unmistakably real.
    

    

    
      Scenes from last night flashed before her eyes. Back then, the two of them had been so close—almost intimate. They had spoken of everything; she had even told him many embarrassing stories from her childhood.
    

    

    
      “How can I make up for it… This inheritance should have been his to begin with…”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue clenched her hand. She had never been one good with words.
    

    

    
      But there was nothing she could change now.
    

    

    
      The moment she accepted the Martial God’s inheritance, she could no longer freely pass it to anyone else.
    

    

    
      Still, her chest felt tight, a hollow emptiness settling within.
    

    

    
      The two returned in tacit silence to the same cave as before.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou once again gathered the dry branches to start a fire.
    

    

    
      Finally, Wu Ruyue couldn’t hold back any longer. “Young Master Shen, is the Martial God’s inheritance… very important to you?”
    

    

    
      Yet the instant the words left her mouth, regret washed over her.
    

    

    
      What kind of question was that?
    

    

    
      This was the Martial God’s inheritance—the supreme realm pursued by countless martial cultivators across the land.
    

    

    
      Even the greatest experts from other cultivation systems would shed blood to claim it.
    

    

    
      How could it not be important? Husbands and wives would turn against each other, fathers and sons become enemies for its sake.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou paused, lowering the firewood and looking up at her. “It is indeed very important.”
    

    

    
      “In fact, I’ve spent half my life thinking about how to obtain it.”
    

    

    
      His voice was uncharacteristically soft.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue dared not meet his gaze. His eyes seemed heavy, filled with things left unsaid.
    

    

    
      She could understand.
    

    

    
      It was like struggling for years toward something, only to see it fall effortlessly into another’s hands.
    

    

    
      As a child, her younger brother had been the same—able to easily gain from their parents what she could never earn no matter how hard she tried.
    

    

    
      Hadn’t she also felt that same loss, that same unwillingness?
    

    

    
      “If you hadn’t saved me that day, if I had fallen to my death beneath that cliff, this Martial God’s inheritance would have been yours.” Her gaze dropped, her hands tightening unconsciously.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou froze for a moment—then laughed softly.
    

    

    
      Looking into her eyes, he said, “There are no ifs. Even if I could do it all again, I would still save you.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue stared at him, startled. Something stirred faintly behind her gaze.
    

    

    
      “Then why… have you ignored me all the way back?”
    

    

    
      She couldn’t help but ask.
    

    

    
      Yet as soon as she said it, she felt strange—it sounded almost like a complaint, tinged with something… ambiguous.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou blinked, then smiled. “Do you know what your tone just now sounded like?”
    

    

    
      “Like what?” she asked curiously.
    

    

    
      “Like a wronged little wife.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s face flushed crimson in an instant. Her heart panicked. The hand that had been clenched at her side instinctively tugged at her sleeve—then she remembered she was still wearing his outer robe.
    

    

    
      “What nonsense are you talking about…”
    

    

    
      She turned her gaze away, her heart beating faster in her chest.
    

    

    
      “Anyway, you don’t need to feel guilty. I don’t blame you for anything.” Shen Yanzhou’s tone softened. “It’s just that I suddenly realized how powerless I am. Schemes, plans—they’re useless. Before true fate, all of it crumbles.”
    

    

    
      “I hate my own weakness.”
    

    

    
      He sighed quietly.
    

    

    
      “Why would you think that way?”
    

    

    
      “You had everything planned in advance. If it weren’t for my unexpected appearance disrupting your original plan—”
    

    

    
      “The result shouldn’t have been like this,” Wu Ruyue quickly said, trying to comfort him.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou looked at her, amused by her simplicity and kindness. He shook his head. “You don’t understand what I mean.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue bit her lip. Suddenly, she didn’t know where the courage came from, but she stepped forward and grasped his wrist. “Young Master Shen, why do you belittle yourself so much? In my eyes, you’ve endured humiliation for years, never caring about the world’s mockery, hiding your strength and refining your heart. Just that alone places you above countless others.”
    

    

    
      “I don’t know why you’re so obsessed with fate, but if it’s the Martial God’s inheritance you seek to become stronger, then I can help you. Whatever you need me to do—I’ll do it.”
    

    

    
      Words of loyalty, is it?
    

    

    
      The corner of Shen Yanzhou’s lips curved upward briefly before he let the smile fade. He met her gaze directly. “Anything?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue nodded earnestly. She didn’t believe Shen Yanzhou would ever do something immoral.
    

    

    
      “What if what I want… is your body?”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue froze. Why had he suddenly turned to that? It was obvious he was testing her. She hurriedly tried to change the subject. “Young Master Shen, please be serious. Now’s not the time to joke about such things.”
    

    

    
      “Didn’t you say ‘anything’? Isn’t that included?” He sighed softly, as though unsurprised.
    

    

    
      “How could that be the same…”
    

    

    
      “To me, it is the same. If you can’t do it, then don’t promise lightly.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue didn’t know how to respond.
    

    

    
      Who talked like that right from the start? Before, she would have thought he was being lewd, teasing her.
    

    

    
      But now… she felt he was doing it on purpose—to test her sincerity.
    

    

    
      After all, compared to the Martial God’s inheritance, countless women in this world would trade their bodies without hesitation.
    

    

    
      She took a deep breath, her chest rising and falling rapidly, as if trying to convince herself. Her face turned red as blood. “If Young Master Shen truly wishes it, then when the time is right, I will agree… It’s just… not here, in this cave…”
    

    

    
      After all, her whole life was devoted to the Martial Path. She had no heart for romance, nor did she regard a woman’s chastity as something sacred above all else.
    

    

    
      Even Shen Tian had once expressed his affection for her—and she had turned him down.
    

    

    
      Of course… deep down, she still believed Shen Yanzhou didn’t truly want her body. It was merely a test.
    

    

    
      “Really?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou seemed surprised by her answer, staring for a moment before asking again.
    

    

    
      “Really.”
    

    

    
      After saying that, Wu Ruyue finally felt a little relieved. The tightness in her chest eased. She didn’t know how else to make it up to him—but a woman’s purity was no small thing.
    

    

    
      She had shown her sincerity.
    

    

    
      “Heh…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou suddenly chuckled. “Miss Wu, do you trust me that much?”
    

    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue frowned slightly, a little angry. This wasn’t the first time he had asked her that.
    

    

    
      Did he really think she was that naïve?
    

    

    
      No one who had trained on the frontier and walked the rivers and lakes could be so simple-minded.
    

    

    
      “But what if I told you—I’ve been lying to you all along?” Shen Yanzhou interrupted her, meeting her eyes.
    

    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue froze.
    

    

    
      “What if I told you… I’m not the heir of the Demon Suppression King—not the ‘Young Master Shen’ you think I am?”
    

    

    
      He spoke each word slowly, his tone indifferent.
    

    

    
      “What…”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue stood there, stunned. Her mind went blank.
    

    

    
      He wasn’t the heir of the Demon Suppression King? But that was something everyone in the capital knew!
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou gently withdrew his wrist from her grasp. His voice turned cold. “From the very beginning, I’ve been deceiving you—using you. I’m not the humble, self-restraining heir you thought I was. The real heir… is someone else.”
    

    

    
      “This…”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s eyes widened in disbelief.
    

    

    
      “The things you said to me that day at Yuxian Pavilion…” Her head spun.
    

    

    
      “All lies,” Shen Yanzhou said calmly. “Even the so-called decree from the Demon Suppression King I gave you—it was forged. I was only using you.”
    

    

    
      “That’s impossible…”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s beautiful eyes trembled as she took several steps back.
    

    

    
      He had to be joking—but his expression showed no hint of deceit.
    

    

    
      The revelations came too fast, too shocking to believe.
    

    

    
      “Young Master Shen, you’re lying to me… aren’t you?” she murmured.
    

    

    
      “I’m not lying now.”
    

    

    
      His voice was quiet, detached.
    

    

    
      “Then… why?” Wu Ruyue whispered, confused.
    

    

    
      “Why tell me all this now?”
    

    

    
      “Because,” Shen Yanzhou said with a faint laugh, “I’ll be dead soon anyway.”
    

    

    
      “Why?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s eyes widened in shock.
    

    

    
      “Because I’m just a false heir. I have no value left.”
    

    

    
      “I wanted to struggle, to fight fate, but in the end—fate only mocked me.” He smiled faintly, as though at peace.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue forced herself to accept the truth.
    

    

    
      After a long silence, she pieced it together.
    

    

    
      If Shen Yanzhou was a false heir, then the real one was hidden somewhere in the shadows.
    

    

    
      He was merely a puppet used to buy time for the true heir.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue couldn’t help but say, “Even so, you’ve lived in the Prince’s Mansion for twenty years. With the Demon Suppression King’s sense of honor, he would surely save you, protect you.”
    

    

    
      She thought Shen Yanzhou was simply despairing, believing the Prince’s Mansion had abandoned him.
    

    

    
      And now, she finally understood why, back on Hidden Moon Mountain, Daoist Qingfeng and the other retainers had shown so little urgency to rescue him.
    

    

    
      But at her words, Shen Yanzhou suddenly laughed—loudly, coldly. His eyes sharpened.
    

    

    
      “Shen Jingxiao would save me? Protect me?”
    

    

    
      “That’s the funniest joke I’ve heard this year. The righteous, loyal Demon Suppression King you admire so much—he’s nothing like what you imagine.”
    

    

    
      “On the contrary, he’s a traitor to the throne—a usurper filled with ambition. He hid his real son away to raise in secret, while throwing me out front as a decoy in the capital. I was the scapegoat—the target of suspicion and assassination. He crippled my bones, forbade me from practicing martial arts, from even reading or writing, forcing me to bear every humiliation in silence.”
    

    

    
      “He even feared I might live too long. So he planted a Nether Gu in me—letting it gnaw away at my life day and night for twenty years.”
    

    

    
      “You think he’d protect me? No—he’s praying I die here, on Hidden Moon Mountain, at the hands of the so-called Nether Cult.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue stood frozen, completely stunned.
    

    

    
      The sheer weight of what he said left her scalp tingling, her mind reeling.
    

    

    
      So that was why Shen Yanzhou had viewed the Martial God’s inheritance as his only chance to defy fate.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The cave fell into deep silence.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s chest ached—not from anger at being deceived, but from something else entirely.
    

    

    
      Now that he had laid bare the truth, she only felt sorrow for him. There was even a trace of something she couldn’t name—perhaps pity.
    

    

    
      To live as a false heir, a puppet—it must have been unbearable.
    

    

    
      “Rest well. Tomorrow morning, the Bureau of Immortal Inspection and the Chilin Guards should arrive.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou broke the silence first.
    

    

    
      If he wished to win her complete loyalty, then revealing his true identity was a necessary step.
    

    

    
      After all, he had deceived her—using a forged decree to trick her.
    

    

    
      Sooner or later, she would have found out.
    

    

    
      And with the bond between them now deepened, this was the perfect moment to tell her.
    

    

    
      “All right.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue leaned lightly against a slab of blue stone, glancing at Shen Yanzhou as he sat by the fire with his eyes closed, seemingly asleep.
    

    

    
      She closed her eyes as well, pretending to rest.
    

    

    
      But that night, she couldn’t sleep at all.
    

    

    
      Countless truths resurfaced in her mind, and the threads gradually connected.
    

    

    
      Even without his saying, she already had her guesses about who the real heir was.
    

    

    
      At dawn, they left the cave and made their way down Hidden Moon Mountain.
    

    

    
      Perhaps because the Martial God’s inheritance had already been taken by Wu Ruyue, the wild beasts outside had quieted.
    

    

    
      Through the thin mist, they followed the mountain path toward the outer ridge. The journey was calm, without danger.
    

    

    
      “It’s Miss Wu.”
    

    

    
      “And Young Master Shen!”
    

    

    
      As they stepped out of the dense forest into a more open area of the mountain, a surprised voice called out—one of the Chilin Guards searching nearby had spotted them.
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      The people of the Chilin Guards were the first to arrive, with Zhou Yang and the other Hundred-Household Captains closely following behind.
    

    

    
      The rest of the Bureau of Immortal Inspection officials also hurried over upon hearing the news. When they learned that Shen Yanzhou was still alive, everyone was utterly shocked.
    

    

    
      A few days earlier, the demonic beasts within Hidden Moon Mountain had gone completely mad, charging at anyone they saw as if in a frenzy, desperate to tear apart every living creature.
    

    

    
      It was only by the late hours of last night that the chaos had gradually subsided.
    

    

    
      Early this morning, they entered the mountain to carefully search for survivors—but all they found were several mangled corpses.
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion’s offering, Elder Mo, stepped forward to identify them. As soon as he recognized the bodies, he collapsed onto them in tears, clutching at the tattered clothing and shattered weapons as he wailed, naming each deceased offering and retainer of the mansion. His grief was palpable.
    

    

    
      The surrounding Chilin Guards, moved by his anguish, remembered their fallen comrades with whom they had shared drinks and meals not long ago, and their eyes too began to redden.
    

    

    
      At last, one of the Chilin Guards’ Hundred-Household Captains stepped forward, helping Elder Mo to his feet and covering the bodies with white cloth.
    

    

    
      Several officials of the Bureau of Immortal Inspection came to examine the remains, but the corpses were far too mutilated—barely distinguishable from scraps of fabric. After a brief inspection, they could only conclude that the victims had likely been devoured by demonic beasts.
    

    

    
      Because of this, a heavy gloom settled over everyone’s hearts. They all thought that the chances of Shen Yanzhou’s survival were slim.
    

    

    
      “Your Lordship…”
    

    

    
      “Thank heavens, you’re alive!”
    

    

    
      The moment they saw Shen Yanzhou standing before them—alive and well—Elder Mo was so shocked that his eyes turned red. He rushed forward to grasp Shen Yanzhou’s arm, intending to check his condition.
    

    

    
      “What’s this?”
    

    

    
      “Would you only be happy if this heir were dead?” Shen Yanzhou scolded with a faint smile.
    

    

    
      “How could that be? As long as Your Lordship is safe, this old servant’s heart is at ease. Heaven truly blesses Your Lordship; your fortune is boundless.” Elder Mo wiped at his reddened eyes, though worry still lingered deep within.
    

    

    
      This time, his young master had survived by sheer luck—but what about the next?
    

    

    
      Though it appeared the mansion’s offerings had died at the claws of demonic beasts, Elder Mo knew the truth.
    

    

    
      Leaves that could slice like blades—it had to be the work of a mysterious expert hidden within Hidden Moon Mountain.
    

    

    
      But what if such a protector hadn’t been there?
    

    

    
      He had even wondered if the Demon Suppression Princess Consort had secretly sent someone to protect the young lord.
    

    

    
      Zhou Yang and the other Chilin Captains were equally astonished. They had never even encountered the ones who had kidnapped Shen Yanzhou—yet here he was, returning whole and unscathed.
    

    

    
      “Miss Wu, what exactly happened?”
    

    

    
      “How did the Young Heir end up with you?” Zhou Yang couldn’t help but ask, noticing that Wu Ruyue was wearing a man’s robe—clearly Shen Yanzhou’s.
    

    

    
      “It’s a long story,” Wu Ruyue replied, shaking her head. “But this matter can only be reported to the Supervisor and the National Preceptor after we return to the capital.”
    

    

    
      The inheritance of the Martial God was a matter of great consequence—something that could not be disclosed lightly.
    

    

    
      “So, Miss Wu encountered some other fortuitous chance here in Hidden Moon Mountain?”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi’s charming face carried a faint smile. Her starry eyes flickered as she studied Wu Ruyue, sensing the great change in her aura—she was far stronger than before.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue simply nodded, unwilling to elaborate.
    

    

    
      “I had planned to wait for True Person Yin Han to arrive before entering the mountain’s inner region,” said Daoist Ziyang, the senior Immortal Officer. “But now it seems there’s no longer any need. The demon king within has also ceased its rampage.”
    

    

    
      He was clearly eager to leave this place.
    

    

    
      The others agreed—the most urgent task now was to escort Shen Yanzhou back to the capital to report in.
    

    

    
      Elder Mo, however, grew anxious upon hearing this. Grabbing Shen Yanzhou’s arm, he said hastily, “My Lord, perhaps we should wait a bit longer.”
    

    

    
      He knew well the relationship between True Person Yin Han and Shen Jingxiao, the Demon Suppression King.
    

    

    
      Though Yin Han claimed to have come to subdue the demon king, there was no telling what other intentions he might harbor.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue glanced over, her expression shifting slightly. “Is it the Yin Han from Purple Cloud Monastery in Lei Prefecture?” she asked.
    

    

    
      Elder Mo nodded. “Miss Wu, you know of him?”
    

    

    
      The Chilin Captains were puzzled by Elder Mo’s insistence on waiting. Wouldn’t traveling with Yin Han ensure their safety on the way back to the capital?
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s brows furrowed. She could sense Elder Mo’s concern—he feared that Yin Han might be a threat to Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Back in the Southern Border, Yin Han’s two disciples had gone there for training, befriending many, including herself.
    

    

    
      Especially Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      She remembered clearly that someone in the army had mentioned that the prince had instructed special care be given to those two disciples.
    

    

    
      It seemed Yin Han indeed had a close relationship with the Demon Suppression King.
    

    

    
      The internal affairs of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion were far more complex than she had imagined. That those who wished Shen Yanzhou dead even included a Daoist True Person was something she hadn’t expected.
    

    

    
      She sighed inwardly.
    

    

    
      If Shen Yanzhou truly inherited the Martial God’s legacy, at least he would have greater power to protect himself amidst the coming storm.
    

    

    
      “Rest assured,” she said to Elder Mo, “I will remain by Shen Yanzhou’s side and protect him.”
    

    

    
      Elder Mo doubted Wu Ruyue’s ability to keep such a promise, but he said nothing more. He could only silently pray that the mysterious expert was still watching over them.
    

    

    
      Zhou Yang, Gu Ruoxi, and the others sensed that something was off, but they were not fools. They had already guessed that Shen Yanzhou’s kidnapping might have been a staged act orchestrated by the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion itself.
    

    

    
      Now, they wisely kept their suspicions to themselves, pretending not to notice anything.
    

    

    
      No one questioned Shen Yanzhou about his abduction, and he, in turn, offered no explanation—saving him the trouble.
    

    

    
      He gently rubbed the white jade ring on his finger.
    

    

    
      Everything was unfolding just as he had anticipated. The arrival of Yin Han proved Shen Jingxiao’s compromise.
    

    

    
      However, by now, Shen Jingxiao likely knew that Shen Tian had gone missing.
    

    

    
      Yin Han’s arrival here must have another purpose as well.
    

    

    
      Whether Yin Han intended to harm him or not, Shen Yanzhou felt no fear.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao was no fool. The Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion was already under scrutiny, many suspecting that the kidnapping had been staged.
    

    

    
      At such a time, even if he had to hold his nose, Shen Jingxiao would be forced to ensure Shen Yanzhou’s safety.
    

    

    
      Of course, Shen Yanzhou had another “gift” prepared for him.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      Not long after, the sound of wind stirred above them. In the distance, a massive white celestial crane appeared, wings spreading several meters wide, gliding slowly through the clouds with ethereal grace.
    

    

    
      “True Person Yin Han has arrived.”
    

    

    
      Daoist Ziyang was the first to notice. His usually calm face lit with genuine joy as he respectfully bowed toward the approaching figure.
    

    

    
      The other Immortal Officers followed suit, bowing low despite their official status.
    

    

    
      To be addressed as “True Person” was to have reached the Fourth Rank—Nascent Soul Realm in the Daoist path, one qualified to establish a sect.
    

    

    
      “Greetings, True Person.”
    

    

    
      A middle-aged man in a flowing robe of misty clouds and a golden crown stood atop the crane.
    

    

    
      His temples were touched with white, his gaze deep and serene. With his hands behind his back and long beard fluttering in the wind, he exuded an unworldly grace.
    

    

    
      Beside him stood a young man and woman. The man was a handsome Daoist with a wooden hairpin, while the girl, dressed as a Daoist nun, was lively and bright-eyed, with skin pale as snow.
    

    

    
      “No need for ceremony.”
    

    

    
      True Person Yin Han lightly waved his hand, and a gentle breeze lifted all those bowing, setting them back on their feet.
    

    

    
      Zhou Yang and the Chilin Captains did not bow but saluted respectfully.
    

    

    
      “So the Young Heir Shen is here as well? It seems this visit was unnecessary after all.”
    

    

    
      Yin Han stepped down from the crane, walking through the air as if on invisible steps. Ripples formed beneath each step, Daoist energy swirling around him as he descended with unearthly composure.
    

    

    
      His eyes fell upon Shen Yanzhou—mildly surprised.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled. “Then I’ve troubled True Person Yin to make a wasted trip.”
    

    

    
      Yin Han’s brows furrowed slightly, but he said nothing.
    

    

    
      His two disciples landed behind him, both surprised. The young man studied Shen Yanzhou with a faint frown, while the Daoist nun smiled warmly.
    

    

    
      “Miss Wu, long time no see.”
    

    

    
      “Miss Wu.”
    

    

    
      The two greeted her politely—Xu Fan and Yu Meng.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue recognized them immediately and returned the greeting. They had once trained together in the Southern Border—alongside Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      “I didn’t expect to meet you here again,” Yu Meng said cheerfully, placing a friendly hand on Wu Ruyue’s shoulder.
    

    

    
      Xu Fan smiled. “I still remember when we worked together to destroy that great demon’s lair. Without your and Brother Shen Tian’s help, it would have cost us dearly.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s expression shifted slightly at the mention of Shen Tian. She instinctively glanced toward Shen Yanzhou, but he appeared calm and unaffected.
    

    

    
      “This was long ago,” she said softly. “Back then, we were simply fulfilling our duty.”
    

    

    
      “The next time I see Brother Shen Tian, I must share a drink with him,” Xu Fan said, then added with a faint smile, “Though perhaps, next time, it won’t be right to call him simply ‘Brother Shen Tian.’”
    

    

    
      He cast a deliberate glance at Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      As Shen Tian’s close friend, Xu Fan knew more than he let on—but this was not the time to reveal it.
    

    

    
      “Mind your tongue,” Yin Han warned his disciple.
    

    

    
      “Since the Young Heir Shen is unharmed, I can rest easy. The journey back to the capital may be perilous, so my two disciples will escort you. As for me, I’ll personally confront the demon king lurking in this mountain to ensure it causes no more trouble.”
    

    

    
      With that, he paid the crowd no further heed. His robe flared as he rose upon a swirl of mist, transforming into a streak of rainbow light that shot deep into the heart of Hidden Moon Mountain.
    

    

    
      Everyone was taken aback—none had expected Yin Han to act so straightforwardly. Did he truly mean to subdue the demon king?
    

    

    
      Only Shen Yanzhou narrowed his eyes knowingly.
    

    

    
      Yin Han’s supposed “meeting” with the demon king was merely an excuse—to investigate on Shen Jingxiao’s orders, and to search for traces of Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      Given Shen Jingxiao’s ability, he must have already deduced that Shen Tian’s last known location was within this mountain.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled faintly and dismissed the thought.
    

    

    
      “Since True Person Yin Han said so, let us depart for the capital,” Daoist Ziyang said, ordering the Moon-Chasing Vessel prepared for departure.
    

    

    
      The Chilin Guards began to pack up.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      “Seems I won’t need to make an appearance after all.”
    

    

    
      On a distant peak stood a tall man dressed in white, hair pale as snow, his eyes bright and sharp. A sword case rested upon his back, invisible sword intent coiling around him, stilling even the wind and snow. His presence was vast and immovable.
    

    

    
      Two child attendants stood beside him, both dressed in white and holding swords.
    

    

    
      “To think Master came all this way just because of that wastrel,” the little girl muttered, clearly displeased.
    

    

    
      “Since it was at Senior Sister Yu’s request, I came,” the man said calmly, his gaze lingering on Shen Yanzhou in the distance.
    

    

    
      After a moment, he murmured, “He doesn’t seem like her child.”
    

    

    
      The girl’s black eyes gleamed. “Master, you mean Shen Yanzhou isn’t Senior Sister Yu’s real son?”
    

    

    
      The man was silent for a while before replying, “He doesn’t resemble her.”
    

    

    
      “But Master, you haven’t seen Senior Sister Yu for nearly twenty years! How can you be sure just by looking once?”
    

    

    
      “Surely the Demon Suppression King can tell, can’t he?”
    

    

    
      The man answered simply, “He can.”
    

    

    
      The girl fell silent.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, as the group from Hidden Moon Mountain took flight on their cloud vessel back to the capital—
    

    

    
      A shocking rumor was spreading like wildfire through the streets and alleys of the Great Qian Dynasty’s imperial capital, stirring immense uproar.
    

    

    
      “What…”
    

    

    
      “The Demon Suppression King deceived the court, hiding the true heir—Shen Yanzhou is merely a false heir?”
    

    

    
      Within every grand mansion, countless important figures were thrown into chaos. Upon hearing the news, they immediately dispatched servants to verify its authenticity.
    

    

    
      Within the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, several clan elders turned pale with terror, their very souls seeming to scatter.
    

    

    
      “Who—who dares spread such audacious lies?”
    

    

    
      “Find out immediately!”
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao’s face twisted in fury as he crushed the fine porcelain teacup in his hand.
    

    

    
      Inside a modest inn, Song Tiemu and Zhu Chansi, both in disguise, sat by the window, sipping wine and nibbling on peanuts.
    

    

    
      “There’s no need for anything complicated,” Song Tiemu said with a grin. “To spread rumors, just find some hungry beggars at a temple, threaten or bribe them with a few copper coins and steamed buns…”
    

    

    
      “Master Shen will surely be pleased.”
    

    

    
      Zhu Chansi gave him a speechless look. “Aren’t you afraid the Nether Cult will trace the source and find you?”
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      “Anyway, the Holy Sect also intends to stir up the turmoil in the imperial capital. I’ve found Gou Tianji — he and I hit it off at once and decided to use the network of people he’s cultivated in the capital all these years to help me.”
    

    

    
      “You must trust my judgment. Following Young Master Shen now is far better than following the Holy Sect.” Song Tiemu’s tone brimmed with confidence.
    

    

    
      He still remembered vividly the scenes on Hidden Moon Mountain — even a figure at the absolute peak like Tantai Yuxian had been deftly handled by Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Anyone who dared to treat him as a frivolous wastrel would be utterly foolish.
    

    

    
      “The premise is that we can keep our lives.”
    

    

    
      “Spreading such rumors will surely earn the hatred of that great figure in the capital. You’re sabotaging his carefully laid plans.” Zhu Chansi lifted a cup of clear tea, his expression grave.
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Song Tiemu merely grinned carelessly. “Want to bet? That great figure won’t even have the time to trouble us. Right now, I bet he’s in even greater chaos himself.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At the Crown Prince’s residence, Xia Chongming paced restlessly along the corridor, hands clasped behind his back, his expression shifting between gloom and uncertainty.
    

    

    
      Behind him, his retainers and attendants stood silent, heads lowered.
    

    

    
      “So, Shen Yanzhou is a false heir, merely a stand-in put forward by the Demon Suppression King, and the real heir is someone else?”
    

    

    
      “Where did this rumor even come from?”
    

    

    
      “Is it true or false?”
    

    

    
      “Is this real, or is someone deliberately stirring unrest in the capital to unsettle the people?”
    

    

    
      When Xia Chongming had first heard this, his shock and disbelief were beyond words.
    

    

    
      Compared to the earlier rumor that the Demon Suppression King had an illegitimate son this matter of the true and false heir would cause far greater waves and consequences.
    

    

    
      If it was true... then the Demon Suppression King was far too bold, deceiving his liege for so many years — was he plotting rebellion?
    

    

    
      “Your Highness, we’ve already sent people to trace the source of the rumor. It seems a few beggars were spreading it…”
    

    

    
      A retainer hurriedly came forward to report.
    

    

    
      “If it’s slander, so be it. But if it’s true… heh.”
    

    

    
      “Shen Jingxiao, this prince will demand an explanation from you! Over all these years, how much has Father trusted you?”
    

    

    
      “Guards, prepare the carriage — I’ll enter the palace to see Father.”
    

    

    
      A cold smile tugged at the corner of Xia Chongming’s lips as he strode swiftly out of the residence.
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression King had monopolized the military power for years, commanding vast forces — a thorn in his eye all along.
    

    

    
      Now, he finally saw an opportunity to remove it.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The rumor that Shen Yanzhou was merely a false heir quickly spread throughout the Great Qian Dynasty’s capital, causing heated discussions in every street and alley.
    

    

    
      Even the prodigies in secluded cultivation at the Dragon-Tiger Institute heard the news and were utterly shocked.
    

    

    
      Soon after, several venerable elders from the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion came forward to clarify, declaring that this was the malicious work of vile schemers.
    

    

    
      The loyalty of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, they said, was as clear as heaven and earth, bright as the sun and moon.
    

    

    
      Yet the entire capital was thrown into turbulent waves; great clans and noble families began to observe closely, dispatching people to verify the truth.
    

    

    
      There was no sign of this storm quieting.
    

    

    
      Even those aristocratic houses that had long maintained cordial ties with the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion began to distance themselves subtly.
    

    

    
      If it were true, the consequences would be unimaginable.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao had deceived the emperor for years, commanding three hundred thousand troops in the southern border, with countless powerful experts under his banner — even several hidden immortal sects had pledged allegiance to him.
    

    

    
      What was his goal?
    

    

    
      Rebellion?
    

    

    
      That very day, many ministers rushed to the Hall of Virtuous Enlightenment to seek audience.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde, who had entrusted much of the court affairs to the National Preceptor Sikong Fenghua and the Crown Prince, had no choice but to emerge from seclusion.
    

    

    
      Upon the grand hall’s dais, the ruler of Great Qian sat upright in majesty, awe-inspiring even without anger. 
    

    

    
      Time had barely touched him; none could tell if this was truly his real form. Wisps of imperial dragon qi surrounded him, obscuring his figure.
    

    

    
      Beneath the broad yellow dragon robe emanated faint martial pressure — each inch of space seemed bound by his will, able to suppress the world itself.
    

    

    
      The ministers knelt respectfully.
    

    
      At the front, Crown Prince Xia Chongming’s lips curved with a subtle smile.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao, Father has come out of seclusion this time because of you.
    

    

    
      Moments later—
    

    

    
      A voice of immense authority rolled across the Great Qian Palace, shattering the clouds over the horizon.
    

    

    
      “Summon Shen Jingxiao — to the capital!”
    

    

    
      The entire capital was shaken once more.
    

    
      Many sensed an ominous air — a scent of blood and battle was rising.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Within the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, the elders gathered in a secret meditation chamber underground, their faces dark and furious.
    

    

    
      “This was clearly deliberate. At such a critical moment, to spread this rumor — they mean to make our Mansion the target of all.”
    

    

    
      “Have we found where the rumor originated?”
    

    

    
      “It came from a few beggars in a ruined temple in the eastern city. The ones behind them are still being traced — we should have leads soon.”
    

    

    
      “Damn it! Everything was in place, yet the destruction of Tianji Studio delayed our plans. Now this uproar — how are we to explain ourselves afterward?”
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao’s face was grim enough to drip water.
    

    

    
      Before the shimmering projection curtain, Shen Jingxiao’s expression was equally dark.
    

    

    
      But compared to the elders’ rage and anxiety, he appeared calm.
    

    

    
      “The moment Shen Tian met with trouble, I already expected someone in the capital would move.”
    

    

    
      “I didn’t think the enemy would act so swiftly — but I’ve long been prepared.”
    

    

    
      “No matter. Since His Majesty has summoned me, I shall go to the capital personally.”
    

    

    
      His tone was even, eyes deep as an ocean, unreadable.
    

    

    
      The elders were all startled.
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao couldn’t help but say, “Jingxiao, the capital’s situation is unstable, and this is a critical moment. You mustn’t act rashly. Going there is easy — returning may not be.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao replied lightly, “Before His Majesty ascended the throne, I already served by his side. I know his temperament well. Even if he learns that Shen Yanzhou was a stand-in, he won’t truly harm me. The southern border is still unsettled and needs me to stabilize it.”
    

    

    
      “If I were to meet misfortune in the capital, who would command the three hundred thousand Demon Suppression troops? Who would guard the Southern Border Demon Defense Pass? Not to mention the myriad hidden sects and cults deep in the mountains — who would keep them subdued?”
    

    

    
      “Besides, I have other arrangements. Since the southern border already knows that Shen Tian is my biological son, they’ll surely act upon this. Did they think I hadn’t foreseen such a day?”
    

    

    
      “Third Uncle, you’ll go personally to the antique shop on North City’s Nanli Street and find Tao Luobai. Then arrange for someone to deliver all the recorded evidence he holds to the Ministry of Justice.”
    

    

    
      At this, Shen Zhigao was taken aback. He knew well how sensitive Nanli Street was.
    

    

    
      “So you’re abandoning the plans you’ve built for years over there?” he asked, unable to restrain himself.
    

    

    
      “I’ve laid my plans for many years — all for this very moment.”
    

    

    
      “When the truth comes to light, the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion will naturally be vindicated.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s gaze was fathomless.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The wind roared endlessly as mountains and rivers receded behind the Moon-Chasing Vessel of the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, carrying everyone back toward the capital.
    

    

    
      “The capital must be lively right now…”
    

    

    
      “Didn’t expect this — wonder if it’s true or not.”
    

    

    
      “If it’s true, then things just got interesting.”
    

    

    
      “Heh, true and false heir, indeed.”
    

    

    
      A few hundred-household officers of the Chilin Guards sat together around a bamboo mat, drinking wine and eating beef and peanuts, talking loudly without restraint, occasionally glancing toward the upper deck’s private rooms.
    

    

    
      “I always thought something was off — looks like I was right.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yang, his trouser legs rolled up and chest half-bared, joined in the feast, his beard messy and unkempt.
    

    

    
      Perhaps from drinking too much, their words became increasingly unfiltered.
    

    

    
      The vessel was spacious, two floors tall like a moving pavilion.
    

    

    
      The Chilin Guards were resting on the lower level, weary from the days of searching Hidden Moon Mountain. Soon, their drinking turned to drunken chatter — and whether intentionally or not, they discussed the latest rumor.
    

    

    
      News traveled swiftly in the capital, and the Guards had ways to stay informed.
    

    

    
      Besides, this was news directly tied to Shen Yanzhou — how could they not be curious?
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue frowned, standing at the second-floor railing, wanting to tell them to shut up.
    

    

    
      She hadn’t expected that only shortly after Shen Yanzhou had confessed the truth to her, such news would already spread from the capital.
    

    

    
      Even Zhou Yang and the others now spoke of him with less respect — if he was only a false heir, who would care about such a title anymore?
    

    

    
      “Didn’t expect the rumor to spread so fast.”
    

    

    
      “Too bad Brother Shen Tian isn’t here — he’d probably find it amusing.”
    

    

    
      Beside Wu Ruyue, Xu Fan also listened to the chatter below, a faintly gloating smile on his handsome face.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue said nothing, only glancing toward the tightly closed room where Shen Yanzhou was resting.
    

    

    
      “I heard Brother Shen Tian also went to the capital. Once we’re there, we should have a good drink with him.”
    

    

    
      “Why does Miss Wu look so worried?”
    

    

    
      Xu Fan spoke for a while, realizing she wasn’t responding, and scratched his nose awkwardly.
    

    

    
      “Maybe you’re just tired,” Wu Ruyue replied perfunctorily before returning to another cabin.
    

    

    
      Xu Fan found her behavior odd — back in the southern border, she hadn’t been like this at all, far more cheerful and bold.
    

    

    
      “Ah, Senior Brother, don’t embarrass yourself,” came a teasing voice. Dressed like a Daoist nun, Yu Meng tugged on Xu Fan’s sleeve with a grin. “Can’t you tell Miss Wu’s in a bad mood?”
    

    

    
      “How could she be in a bad mood for no reason? Don’t tell me it’s because Brother Shen Tian isn’t here?” Xu Fan scratched his head, confused.
    

    

    
      Yu Meng rolled her eyes playfully. “You’re blind. Can’t you see how much Miss Wu cares about that Heir Shen?”
    

    

    
      Women understood women best — Wu Ruyue’s current state was plain as day to her.
    

    

    
      Xu Fan blinked, then frowned. “Now that you mention it… maybe.”
    

    

    
      “But that’s not right. You know how Brother Shen Tian feels about her. It’s barely been any time, and she’s already… moved on?”
    

    

    
      “That’s just one-sided on Shen Tian’s part.” Yu Meng huffed. “That false heir — he might have good looks, but Miss Wu isn’t shallow. Besides, the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion will soon clear things up. Shen Tian’s way better than that wastrel.”
    

    

    
      Xu Fan couldn’t make sense of it. As Shen Tian’s close friend, he felt he should keep an eye on Wu Ruyue — make sure she didn’t cross any lines.
    

    

    
      What right did Shen Yanzhou have to make her care so much?
    

    

    
      Was he blackmailing her somehow?
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      On the other side of the deck, Gu Ruoxi and several other immortal officers were resting with eyes closed.
    

    

    
      Unlike the Chilin Guards, they didn’t speak openly, but they too listened closely.
    

    

    
      “This is even bigger than the rumor about the illegitimate son,” Chu Dao murmured quietly.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi opened her eyes, glanced at him, then at the second floor above. Her gaze flickered as she transmitted her voice: “If that’s the case, it makes sense. Couldn’t it mean that the Heir’s abduction was orchestrated by the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion itself? Pity the Heir survived?”
    

    

    
      Chu Dao grinned, lowering his voice. “Maybe this heir is smarter than we think. Hidden Moon Mountain was full of danger — abducted, betrayed, the mansion’s offerings all slaughtered — yet he survived. Foolish on the surface, maybe shrewd inside?”
    

    

    
      “Why don’t you try probing him? Either way, we’ve completed our task bringing him safely back to the capital. If you uncover something useful, our merits will increase. Then maybe you’ll get that Fifth-Rank Diamond Demon-subduing Fist you’ve wanted.”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi, wearing a colorful long dress, her slim waist and full chest accentuated, smiled seductively. “Oh? And what about you?”
    

    

    
      Chu Dao’s heart stirred. Before hearing the capital’s rumors, he’d have avoided meddling with Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      But now that the imperial court itself seemed interested, clearly wanting them to extract information from Shen Yanzhou, he couldn’t resist the temptation.
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression King’s power was immense, and many in the capital wished to curb it.
    

    

    
      The Bureau of Immortal Inspection might appear independent, led by the National Preceptor, but its true role was to safeguard imperial stability — preventing the sects and clans from seizing control.
    

    

    
      Yet in the southern border, the Demon Suppression King’s reach covered the sky.
    

    
      The hidden immortal sects that should have been registered under the court were now all under his rule — a blatant usurpation of authority.
    

    

    
      “Heh, I’m a rough man — even if I approached, he wouldn’t bother with me.”
    

    

    
      “I might want that martial art, sure — but don’t you have your own goals? Why not make the move yourself? A touch of charm, and the heir will be eating out of your hand. No man could resist you.”
    

    

    
      Chu Dao chuckled.
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      Chu Dao was merely a martial warrior, whereas Gu Ruoxi came from an immortal sect—she cultivated Daoist arts and even possessed a special physique.
    

    

    
      In the past, when interrogating criminals, she only needed to make a move, toss a charming glance, and the criminal would instantly go weak all over, confessing even to wetting the bed in childhood.
    

    

    
      “Sounds easy, but what if I slip up and get eaten by him instead? You know the reputation this Heir Shen has in the Imperial Capital.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t regret it later.”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi shot him a sidelong glance, instantly full of allure.
    

    

    
      If he didn’t already know her temperament, Chu Dao might have fallen for it. He quickly lowered his gaze, focusing his breath to steady his heart.
    

    

    
      He certainly didn’t believe that someone like Gu Ruoxi—a proud daughter of heaven—would harbor any thoughts toward a rough man like him.
    

    

    
      Their cooperation as partners was purely a matter of complementing each other: his experience matched her extraordinary talent, clear mind, and decisive methods.
    

    

    
      After speaking, Gu Ruoxi rose and made her way toward the upper pavilion, confident in her own abilities.
    

    

    
      Her graceful figure swayed elegantly, the pink dress outlining every curve. With each step, her long, snow-white legs shimmered beneath the hem.
    

    

    
      Many Chilin Guards couldn’t help but glance her way, their throats slightly dry, before hastily lowering their heads in unison.
    

    

    
      Anyone who knew Immortal Officer Gu dared not harbor any improper thoughts toward her.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Xu Fan +7 +7 +7...
    

    

    
      What a baffling fellow. Still, since you’re providing me with negative emotions, I’ll let it slide.
    

    

    
      By the window in the private room, Shen Yanzhou sat lazily on the soft couch, appearing to enjoy the grand scenery outside the window.
    

    

    
      In truth, his gaze was fixed upon his own panel.
    

    

    
      【Name: Shen Yanzhou】
    

    
      【Technique: The True Explanation of Primordial Unity (Incomplete, First Realm 10/16)】
    

    
      【Secret Art: Selfless Sword Heart (Fragmented, Minor Accomplishment 1/4)】
    

    
      【Realm: Martial Path—Seventh Rank; Daoist Path—Seventh Rank】
    

    
      【Available Basic Points: 0 (61.33/100)】
    

    

    
      Since losing Shen Tian—the biggest “leek”—the negative emotions others provided him had become very scarce.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t even managed to accumulate a full 100 points in the past few days.
    

    

    
      Of course, that was also because here, in the Hidden Moon Mountain region, it was hard to find suitable “targets” to harvest emotions from.
    

    

    
      Only Zhou Yang and a few of the Chilin Guards, due to their feelings for Wu Ruyue, occasionally harbored some jealousy toward him.
    

    

    
      “I still need to return to the Imperial Capital—after all, it’s the power center of the entire Great Qian Dynasty, full of plump leeks waiting for me to harvest...”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou sighed inwardly, thinking fondly of the thriving new leeks within the Dragon-Tiger Institute.
    

    

    
      So far, Shen Jingxiao hadn’t provided him with any negative emotions—meaning Shen Jingxiao still hadn’t begun to suspect him.
    

    

    
      “Young Master has finally matured.”
    

    

    
      Elder Mo had been worried that Shen Yanzhou would get angry or lose control upon hearing the outside news, perhaps raging as he had before the Princess Consort Yu Chenyu.
    

    

    
      Instead, he was calm, betraying no emotion.
    

    

    
      That pleased Elder Mo deeply; the crisis at Hidden Moon Mountain had indeed made Shen Yanzhou grow.
    

    

    
      Knock, knock, knock...
    

    

    
      Just as Elder Mo was about to advise Shen Yanzhou to study martial techniques for self-defense, a knock sounded at the door.
    

    

    
      Perplexed, he went to open it—only to see a radiant beauty smiling sweetly in the doorway.
    

    

    
      “Immortal Officer Gu.”
    

    

    
      Elder Mo naturally recognized the woman before him—the famous prodigy of the Imperial Capital, a woman whose skill had solved many major cases that even the Chilin Guards couldn’t crack.
    

    

    
      Not even twenty-five years old, and already an Immortal Officer within the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, holding a Seventh Rank official title.
    

    

    
      “Elder Mo, might you allow me to speak with the Heir Shen alone? I represent the Bureau of Immortal Inspection and wish to ask the Heir some questions.”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi spoke with a gentle smile, brows curved, skin like porcelain—like a blooming, bewitching flower.
    

    

    
      Her tone was polite, even soft, with none of the stiff formality of an official.
    

    

    
      Elder Mo hesitated, but given her identity and official capacity, she surely meant no harm.
    

    

    
      “Young Master?”
    

    

    
      He turned back to Shen Yanzhou to seek his opinion.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou sat up from the couch and nodded slightly. “Since she represents the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, you may withdraw.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Elder Mo obeyed, and once Gu Ruoxi stepped in, he closed the door behind her.
    

    

    
      “Heir Shen doesn’t seem surprised by my arrival?”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi smiled as she walked forward, her steps light and fragrant, seating herself casually as though it were her own room.
    

    

    
      Her posture was neither refined nor demure—crossing one leg over the other, the hem of her skirt lifting slightly to reveal pale, delicate skin.
    

    

    
      “A little surprised, but not entirely. My thanks to you all for the effort spent searching and rescuing me,” Shen Yanzhou replied calmly.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi raised a brow, intrigued. His composure was beyond her expectations.
    

    

    
      So this Heir Shen wasn’t as simple as he appeared.
    

    

    
      If he were truly a lecherous wastrel, his eyes should be glued to her by now.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi was confident in her charm.
    

    

    
      “By convention, shouldn’t the Heir be asking why I’ve come?” she asked with a teasing smile.
    

    

    
      “It’s nothing more than questions about my abduction, and whether the rumors of the real and fake Heir are true,” Shen Yanzhou said casually.
    

    

    
      “It seems your mind is as clear as a mirror—you’re not as foolish as the rumors say.”
    

    

    
      “Well, that saves us both some time.”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi’s eyes narrowed slightly, a trace of amusement glimmering as she chuckled behind her hand.
    

    

    
      “Then why should I waste time on you?” Shen Yanzhou replied coolly.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Her smile froze; she hadn’t expected him to reject her outright.
    

    

    
      Recovering quickly, she kept her tone playful. “Heir Shen, no need to be so heartless. It’s just a few trivial details—telling me wouldn’t affect you at all.”
    

    

    
      Speaking, she slowly rose from her seat, smiling enchantingly as she walked toward him.
    

    

    
      A faint, intoxicating fragrance wafted from her body. Strands of her dark hair brushed past his cheek.
    

    

    
      A shadow loomed over him from above.
    

    

    
      At some point, that soft, alluring pink figure had moved behind him.
    

    

    
      She lowered her head slightly, her flawless face bearing a gentle yet seductive smile.
    

    

    
      Her figure was full and graceful—pure as a maiden yet enticing as a ripe peach.
    

    

    
      “Tell me, how were you captured?”
    

    

    
      “And this matter of the real and false Heir—is it true? Have you truly been a wastrel all these years, or merely pretended to be one?”
    

    

    
      Her voice carried a subtle enchantment as it drifted down from above his head.
    

    

    
      “Lean a little closer, and I’ll tell you.”
    

    

    
      At his words, Shen Yanzhou lifted his head.
    

    

    
      Following his gaze, one could see a vivid lotus embroidered at her collar, the petals framing a faintly visible expanse of snowy skin.
    

    

    
      Then, he turned and reached toward that slightly open neckline.
    

    

    
      Yet just as he was about to touch, she tilted back slightly to evade him.
    

    

    
      “Then tell me first—how were you captured, how did you escape safely, and are the rumors from the Capital true or false?”
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      “There’s no such thing as getting something for nothing,” Shen Yanzhou said, shaking his head, reaching again.
    

    

    
      Such a crude charm technique—anyone with a strong enough spirit could see through it easily.
    

    

    
      The real Gu Ruoxi still sat in her seat, propping her chin on one hand, watching him with an amused smile.
    

    

    
      But in the next instant, her expression froze—shock filling her eyes as goosebumps rose on her skin. She tried to move away, but a firm, strong hand pressed heavily on her shoulder, pinning her in place.
    

    

    
      The other hand followed the exact movement from the illusion just now.
    

    

    
      Pain flickered briefly on her face as she turned in disbelief—Shen Yanzhou was no longer on the couch but standing right behind her, his eyes calm and deep.
    

    

    
      “Mm—”
    

    

    
      “You... stop it…”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi bit her lip, her face burning with shame and anger. She couldn’t believe she—the hunter—had been caught by her prey.
    

    

    
      She hadn’t even seen when Shen Yanzhou had moved behind her—was he really that fast? Wasn’t he supposed to be trapped in her illusion?
    

    

    
      Even if his panel said he was only Seventh Rank in both Martial and Daoist Paths, his spirit strength had already far surpassed cultivators of the same realm.
    

    

    
      The essence of charm arts lay in manipulating the soul and altering sensory perception.
    

    

    
      Treating him like an ordinary man and trying to bewitch him was pure folly.
    

    

    
      In the True Explanation of Primordial Unity’s first realm, once the third stage was achieved, the Primordial Mother Qi within formed a self-cycling flow, granting his soul “chaotic resistance” and “chaotic perception.”
    

    

    
      These two traits allowed his soul to easily perceive the nature of any spell and resist its influence.
    

    

    
      Her clumsy charm art had been instantly seen through—her own spell even backfired under his subtle interference.
    

    

    
      Of course, Shen Yanzhou had no intention of explaining any of this to her.
    

    

    
      “Feels nice.”
    

    

    
      He commented casually, sensing her attempt to struggle. With a slight increase in pressure, she was completely immobilized.
    

    

    
      “Stop—let’s talk this out.”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi’s face burned like fire, her usual seductive demeanor completely gone.
    

    

    
      Though she often played the part of a temptress, that didn’t mean she truly was one.
    

    

    
      “So now you want to talk properly? You’re the one who first used charm arts—no sense of martial virtue,” Shen Yanzhou said mildly, not moving his hand.
    

    

    
      “I apologize! I was wrong...”
    

    

    
      “Please let go.”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi hurriedly pleaded, truly stunned by how deep he hid his strength.
    

    

    
      Before coming upstairs, she had even joked with Chu Dao—never imagining it would actually come true.
    

    

    
      “Your apology doesn’t sound sincere.”
    

    

    
      “And even if it did, that doesn’t mean I have to accept it.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou glanced around the room. As a special cloud vessel of the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, the chamber was engraved with formations—its soundproofing far better than any inn room in the Capital.
    

    

    
      “You...”
    

    

    
      “Don’t do anything rash.”
    

    

    
      Seeing his gaze, panic surged within her. Remembering the tales of Shen Yanzhou’s debauchery in the Capital, she truly felt a trace of fear.
    

    

    
      From the power in that one hand alone, his martial strength must be profound.
    

    

    
      If he restrained her completely, silencing her voice, even screaming herself hoarse would be futile—no one outside would hear a thing.
    

    

    
      “Now, can we talk properly?”
    

    

    
      Sensing her fear and confusion, Shen Yanzhou finally loosened his grip slightly, allowing her to breathe.
    

    

    
      “Yes, yes…”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi nodded rapidly, like a pecking chick, not daring to hesitate.
    

    

    
      Only then did he release her.
    

    

    
      She instantly tried to flee for the door—but an invisible gust of force swept out, slamming into her like a wall of iron. She gasped and nearly fell.
    

    

    
      “If you dare step a single foot outside this room, consider the consequences yourself.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou sat back down calmly, lifted the cup of hot tea Elder Mo had poured earlier, and gently blew on it.
    

    

    
      Clutching her aching chest, Gu Ruoxi cast him a wary glance before obediently sitting back in her original seat.
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      “The Bureau of Immortal Inspection—someone there intends to move against the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou took a sip of tea, setting it down as he asked casually—but his tone was certain.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi froze. Under his gaze, she could only nod honestly. “Yes.”
    

    

    
      “You come from the Gu Family. Though the Bureau of Immortal Inspection is nominally overseen by the National Preceptor, in truth, since the founding of the Great Qian Dynasty, it’s been controlled behind the scenes by three great families—the former National Preceptor was a Gu as well.”
    

    

    
      “A prodigy like you—entering the Bureau at such a young age and already holding a Sixth Rank title—wouldn’t personally descend just for a trivial merit.”
    

    

    
      “It must be that someone in your family ordered you to act, yes?” Shen Yanzhou said, meeting her eyes directly.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi sat stunned, a chill running down her spine. Shen Yanzhou was terrifying.
    

    

    
      With just a few words, he had seen through everything.
    

    

    
      And this was the man everyone in the Capital called a debauched wastrel?
    

    

    
      Some even claimed he was a false Heir?
    

    

    
      Which version was true?
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      The private chamber fell into complete silence.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi’s pale hand clutched the hem of her dress, and the seductive charm that usually adorned her beautiful face was gone—replaced by unease.
    

    

    
      “You’re silent—so that means my guess is correct?”
    

    

    
      After a moment, Shen Yanzhou gently rubbed the white jade ring between his fingers, his tone steady and sure.
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi bit her lip lightly and, meeting Shen Yanzhou’s gaze, could only force herself to reply.
    

    

    
      “The teacup’s empty…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou glanced sideways at the empty teacup before him.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi froze for a moment, her chest suddenly rising and falling sharply. What did he take her for—a servant girl to order around? She was an Immortal Officer of the Bureau of Immortal Inspection! After being humiliated by him just now, he still wanted her to pour tea?
    

    

    
      Wasn’t this bullying?
    

    

    
      Still, though she thought that in her heart, her actions remained obedient. She smoothed her skirt, stood up, walked to his side, and poured the tea.
    

    

    
      After witnessing Shen Yanzhou’s terrifying strength firsthand, she dared not defy him again in such a private space.
    

    

    
      “You’re rather obedient.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded slightly, raising the cup and blowing gently across the steaming surface.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi rolled her eyes ever so slightly.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Gu Ruoxi +9 +10 +11 +14…
    

    

    
      “Who ordered you to spy on me?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou pretended not to notice her small reaction and continued asking calmly.
    

    

    
      In the original plot, Gu Ruoxi didn’t have much presence. She was, at best, a background character—something like a “Divine Constable” archetype.
    

    

    
      Even during the main arc of the True and False Heir, her involvement was limited.
    

    

    
      What Shen Yanzhou remembered clearly was that Gu Ruoxi had, through bits and clues, uncovered the hidden secret behind the fire that struck the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion twenty years ago.
    

    

    
      The supposed “truth” she found—that the Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao, had deliberately staged the event to blame the Nether Cult—was, in fact, exactly what Shen Jingxiao wanted the world to believe.
    

    

    
      Thus, the entire capital came to believe that twenty years ago, on the night the Princess Consort gave birth, the Nether Cult had seized the chance to attack and burn down the mansion.
    

    

    
      At that time, Shen Jingxiao was on his way back to the capital, with a solid alibi.
    

    

    
      During the attack, the cultists switched the real heir with a courtesan’s son—one who was supposed to have drowned in the filthy ditch along Vermilion Bird Street.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi’s role in the story was to uncover this so-called “truth,” but in truth, she had merely been a pawn in Shen Jingxiao’s grand scheme.
    

    

    
      “It was one of my clan’s elders,” Gu Ruoxi confessed honestly, not daring to hide anything.
    

    

    
      “Truly?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      She quickly nodded. “Truly. When that elder learned of the rumors about the True and False Heir spreading in the capital—and that we had already rescued you and were preparing to return—he instructed me to seize the chance to investigate.”
    

    

    
      She still didn’t know whether the rumors were true or false.
    

    

    
      Was Shen Yanzhou really the false heir?
    

    

    
      Could a false heir possess such unfathomable strength? Had his years of idle, debauched behavior all been an act?
    

    

    
      She didn’t dare think too deeply.
    

    

    
      “In that case, tell the elder behind you this.”
    

    

    
      “Shen Jingxiao intends to rebel. The true heir is someone else. My abduction was all orchestrated by the Demon Suppression King himself.” Shen Yanzhou’s tone was calm.
    

    

    
      In any case, the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion had no choice but to shoulder this black pot.
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi froze, looking at him suspiciously. Was he planning to betray the Demon Suppression King?
    

    

    
      No—that wasn’t right. If what he said was true, then he must already hate that household deeply.
    

    

    
      But what if he was lying?
    

    

    
      “As you see, I am indeed a false heir—a mere puppet substitute.”
    

    

    
      “The Demon Suppression King’s Mansion abandoned me like a worn-out mule and now wishes to kill me. Isn’t it normal that I’d want revenge?” Shen Yanzhou said lightly, as though he could read her thoughts.
    

    

    
      “You’re not lying to me?”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi still couldn’t believe it. If he were truly a false heir, how could he have reached such a terrifying realm of cultivation without the mansion’s resources or secret techniques?
    

    

    
      If he really had done it on his own—then just how monstrous was his talent?
    

    

    
      “Why would I lie to you?”
    

    

    
      “Your Bureau has long been dissatisfied with the Demon Suppression King’s reach into the Southern Border, hasn’t it? I’m giving you solid evidence to impeach him—isn’t that exactly what you want?” Shen Yanzhou tapped the teacup.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi knew she had no right to doubt him now. After a moment of silence, she nodded. “Then I’ll report it as such to the elder.”
    

    

    
      That elder held a high post within the Bureau of Immortal Inspection.
    

    

    
      Seeing Shen Yanzhou nod in silent approval, she hesitated briefly before preparing to stand and leave.
    

    

    
      This wretched little chamber—she didn’t want to stay here another moment.
    

    

    
      “Wait.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s voice suddenly sounded, freezing her mid-step.
    

    

    
      Forcing a charming smile onto her face, she turned back. “What else does the Heir wish to command?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou looked at her, amused. “You know my secret and still think you can just walk away so easily? Isn’t that a bit naïve?”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi instinctively covered her chest again, wary. It still ached from earlier.
    

    

    
      “What must I do for you to let me go?”
    

    

    
      “I can swear never to reveal any of your secrets. I’ll pretend none of this ever happened.”
    

    

    
      “But if you plan to force me into anything, then abandon that thought.”
    

    

    
      “If something happens to me here—or any accident occurs—you’ll be the first suspect…”
    

    

    
      “You’ve hidden yourself for years. Surely you wouldn’t want to expose all your disguises over a mere woman like me?”
    

    

    
      She took a deep breath, trying to stay calm, as she would before interrogating a criminal.
    

    

    
      “It seems your intellect has finally returned to your head.”
    

    

    
      “If only you’d been this reasonable when you walked in,” Shen Yanzhou said, his tone faintly amused.
    

    

    
      “…” Gu Ruoxi froze. Was he calling her stupid just now?
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      “I’m a very suspicious man. I don’t easily trust anyone—not even oaths.”
    

    

    
      “Here’s a Ten-Thousand Gu Heart-Piercing Pill. Take it. Every half month, you’ll come find me for the antidote.”
    

    

    
      “If, after half a year, you’ve proven yourself satisfactory, I’ll lift the poison.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, a black, bead-like pill appeared in his palm without warning.
    

    

    
      The pill emitted a faint fragrance, though wreathed with wisps of mist resembling the Breath of Chaos, deep and mysterious.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi’s eyes fixed on it.
    

    

    
      She hadn’t heard of the Ten-Thousand Gu Heart-Piercing Pill, but she knew of poisons like the Hundred Gu Devouring Pill and Life-Death Seal Pill—toxic concoctions that could seize control over a cultivator’s life. Once activated, the victim would suffer pain beyond death.
    

    

    
      This pill… even more terrifying, perhaps.
    

    

    
      Where had Shen Yanzhou obtained such a thing?
    

    

    
      “If you don’t wish to swallow the pill, that’s fine. You can instead open your Sea of Consciousness and let me plant a slave mark.”
    

    

    
      “Your choice.”
    

    

    
      Seeing her hesitate, Shen Yanzhou remained unhurried, placing the pill on the table beside him.
    

    

    
      Then, with a flick of his finger, a faint gray flame appeared—emitting a searing, soul-stirring heat.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi’s eyes widened. Slave marks were Daoist techniques. She had thought he was only bluffing—but he actually knew Daoist arts too?
    

    

    
      That terrifying power from earlier already proved his martial cultivation was deep.
    

    

    
      And now he could also wield Daoist arts?
    

    

    
      That simple flame technique… why did it feel even more potent than one cast by a pure fire-spirit cultivator?
    

    

    
      “I’ll take the pill.”
    

    

    
      “I only hope you’ll keep your word.”
    

    

    
      Gritting her teeth, Gu Ruoxi stepped forward, her face resolute, picked up the pill, and swallowed it.
    

    

    
      She knew she had no choice. Even if she refused, Shen Yanzhou had countless ways to control her. With his mysterious methods, he could likely plant a mark within her Sea of Consciousness with ease.
    

    

    
      Better to endure six months of suffering than lifelong enslavement.
    

    

    
      The pill melted instantly in her mouth, flowing like a warm current through her limbs.
    

    

    
      Her fatigue faded at once.
    

    

    
      The sensation startled her—it felt suspiciously like the Rejuvenation Pill she had taken before.
    

    

    
      Was he tricking her?
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou seemed to read her thoughts. With a small motion of his finger—
    

    

    
      “Ah—!”
    

    

    
      “It hurts…”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi’s face turned deathly pale. Sweat beaded down her forehead as searing pain tore through her body, as if her organs were shattering.
    

    

    
      “Don’t entertain lucky thoughts. I’m not joking.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou withdrew his hand calmly.
    

    

    
      “…Understood.”
    

    

    
      The agony dissipated, and Gu Ruoxi stood again, though her face remained ghostly pale, her gaze filled with fear.
    

    

    
      “You may leave. Remember to find me every half month,” Shen Yanzhou said, waving his hand dismissively.
    

    

    
      The pill she swallowed had, of course, merely been a Rejuvenation Pill—a common medicine found in any apothecary.
    

    

    
      It was something Shen Yanzhou had taken from Elder Mo earlier, knowing it might come in handy.
    

    

    
      He had simply infused it with a trace of Primordial Qi.
    

    

    
      Once that Qi entered her body, it merged seamlessly with her spiritual energy—imperceptible even to experts of the Martial Path or Daoist masters.
    

    

    
      Within a certain range, Shen Yanzhou could manipulate that thread of Primordial Qi, effectively controlling her life or death.
    

    

    
      And as his cultivation rose, so too would the range and precision of that control.
    

    

    
      “This so-called flame control is nothing more than converting spiritual energy into elemental form.”
    

    

    
      “The energy within my body exists in a Primordial State—encompassing all, birthing all five elements.”
    

    

    
      “So even without the specific spiritual roots, I can learn any technique with ease.”
    

    

    
      After Gu Ruoxi left, Shen Yanzhou lifted his hand. Streams of water coiled between his fingers, shifting into Wood Qi full of life, then Gold Qi sharp as a blade, then Earth Qi solid and heavy—cycling endlessly.
    

    

    
      As the elements evolved, arcs of lightning began to flicker among them—forming attributes beyond the Five Elements themselves.
    

    

    
      That earlier flame hadn’t been any Fire Control Technique. Shen Yanzhou didn’t even know such spells.
    

    

    
      It was pure elemental transformation—authentic Five Elemental Qi, drawn from his own Primordial Essence.
    

    

    
      “To spend basic attribute points on such arts would be wasteful.”
    

    

    
      “But if I have time, I can still learn a few techniques and martial skills on my own. Now that the Primordial Embryo has formed, my talent in all areas should be above average.”
    

    

    
      He had once thought diversifying too much would dilute his strength—basic points were too precious to waste.
    

    

    
      But now his view had shifted slightly.
    

    

    
      His martial and Daoist talents were both remarkable; it wouldn’t hurt to learn more means of survival.
    

    

    
      After all, he wasn’t bound by the system’s so-called skill slot limitations. He could learn as much as he wished—mastery didn’t matter.
    

    

    
      “Senior…”
    

    

    
      With that thought, Shen Yanzhou rubbed the white jade ring again, summoning Lin Qingcang’s remnant will—hoping to extract a few martial techniques from him.
    

    

    
      Aboard the Moon-Chasing Vessel, all the Immortal Officers and Chilin Guards watched as Gu Ruoxi entered Shen Yanzhou’s chamber. She stayed there for half a stick of incense before emerging—her complexion far from normal.
    

    

    
      Normally, the outspoken officers would have teased her with lewd remarks.
    

    

    
      But this time, none dared.
    

    

    
      They only felt a pang of envy—sharing a room with such a stunning woman was every man’s dream.
    

    

    
      And yet, Shen Yanzhou—the Heir of the Demon Suppression King, whose title now hung by a thread—still enjoyed such “fortune.”
    

    

    
      “How did it go? Did you learn anything useful?”
    

    

    
      Chu Dao approached Gu Ruoxi first, lowering his voice deliberately. His gaze, however, was tinged with curiosity and confusion.
    

    

    
      He had worked with her long enough to know—no matter her emotions, she always maintained that alluring composure before others.
    

    

    
      But now, her cold, expressionless face was a rare sight indeed.
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      “Go find out yourself if you’re so curious.”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi was in a foul mood at the moment, her temper utterly sour, and she had no desire to speak to anyone.
    

    

    
      At those words, she coldly threw down the remark, then moved aside to sit down and meditate by herself.
    

    

    
      After some thought, she still took out a Transmission Jade Talisman, reluctantly responding to the family’s arrangements on the other side.
    

    

    
      “With that guy’s temperament, could he actually have suffered a loss?”
    

    

    
      “Is that Heir Shen such a difficult person to deal with?”
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Chu Dao rubbed the back of his head, astonished—and then relieved that he hadn’t gone himself.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      To the others, this was merely a brief interlude. Soon, no one paid it any mind.
    

    
      The Chilin Guards continued to drink and feast, and by nightfall even pulled out dice to gamble on the spot.
    

    

    
      At dawn the next day, the Cloud Vessel sailed out of Yun Prefecture’s borders, heading straight toward the Great Qian Dynasty’s imperial capital.
    

    

    
      At the same time, in the southern lands of the Southern Border, within an underground palace of Luofu Cloud Cavern, Fu Yuying—who had returned there—was conferring with several elders, preparing for the sacrificial refining of a living puppet.
    

    

    
      “Word from the capital says that Emperor Mingde intends to summon Shen Jingxiao back to the capital.”
    

    

    
      “The matter of the true and false heir has already spread, causing a great uproar in the capital—faster than we anticipated.”
    

    

    
      “We still don’t know which faction was behind this. Their movements were even quicker than ours.”
    

    

    
      “For us, this is naturally a good thing. In the past two days, our spies have already noticed the movements of the Demon Suppression Army within the Hundred-Thousand Mountains.”
    

    

    
      “The Demon Suppression King has likely realized that his own son has fallen into our hands.”
    

    

    

    
      As they spoke, the elders’ gazes turned toward the center of the underground palace, where a sacrificial altar—constructed from grayish-white jade—stood.
    

    

    
      Upon the altar lay the body of a young man, eyes tightly shut, a faint deathly aura coiling between his brows.
    

    

    
      Strange, intricate markings spread over his skin like tangled wild grass—eerily grotesque.
    

    

    
      All around the altar crawled swarms of Gu worms, rustling as they crawled in and out of the corpse’s nose, ears, and open mouth—making one’s scalp tingle.
    

    

    
      If the Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao, were here, he would surely recognize that corpse—his own son, Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying stood nearby, her face veiled with gauze, dressed in a plain robe of fine translucent silk.
    

    

    
      Her posture was graceful, her figure long and slender. “The final ingredient, the living death grass, has been retrieved from Biluo Cavern. Now, only the last step remains. I trust that the elders will not grow negligent.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, Holy Maiden.”
    

    

    
      At her words, all the elders immediately held their breath, focusing their minds, ceasing all further conversation.
    

    

    
      Below the altar burned a red bronze furnace, its fierce flames occasionally spitting out sparks like miniature fireworks, carrying a thick, pungent herbal scent.
    

    

    
      Ordinary human puppets were simple enough to refine.
    

    

    
      But this one—they needed to preserve the subject’s memories from life, and conceal it from the perception of a peerless being of this age.
    

    

    
      Thus, the process was exceedingly intricate and required utmost caution.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying oversaw the procedure for a while longer, but soon the stench in the air became unbearable.
    

    

    
      Covering her nose lightly, she turned and departed.
    

    

    
      Outside the underground palace lay a landscape of green peaks and serene valleys, the mountains vast and winding.
    

    

    
      Pavilions and towers dotted the misty terrain between lakes and hills, the scenery picturesque.
    

    

    

    
      The crystal waters shimmered like embedded jade, exuding a cool and moist fragrance.
    

    

    
      “My lady, judging by the Bureau of Immortal Inspection’s Cloud Vessel’s pace, Young Master Shen should have arrived at the capital by now,” reported Chu Xiuer, coming to Fu Yuying’s side.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying stood beneath a pine breeze, her veil fluttering with the wind.
    

    

    
      Her silhouette was lithe and tall, her neck slender, her skin so pale it glowed like polished jade—an image of pure perfection.
    

    

    
      “With the matter of the true and false heir exposed, his situation should only worsen. Why insist on returning?” Fu Yuying frowned slightly, puzzled.
    

    

    
      From what she had witnessed of Shen Yanzhou’s means that day, if he didn’t wish to return to the capital, no one could have forced him.
    

    

    
      Originally, she had thought that after parting ways, Shen Yanzhou would head for the Eastern Sea. She hadn’t expected him to remain near Hidden Moon Mountain.
    

    

    
      “My lady, are you thinking that you should’ve brought Young Master Shen with you to the Southern Border instead?”
    

    

    
      “If the Sect Master allowed it, you could take a husband, after all,” Chu Xiuer teased playfully.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying gave her a sidelong glance—she even dared to joke like this now?
    

    

    
      “Young Master Shen doesn’t seem the type to willingly become someone’s husband. If he stays in the capital… could it be he intends to move against Shen Jingxiao?” she mused.
    

    

    
      “Oh my, my lady, you’ve been mentioning Young Master Shen almost every day lately. You never used to do that.”
    

    

    
      “Could it be the Shewu Gu still hasn’t worn off?” Chu Xiuer muttered.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying chose not to respond.
    

    

    
      The effects of the Shewu Gu could not possibly last that long.
    

    

    
      “Young Master Shen helped us immensely. Isn’t it normal for me to be concerned about him?” she said matter-of-factly.
    

    

    
      Chu Xiuer sniffed. “I think you’ve fallen for him. That Young Master Shen—whatever he did that night—he actually managed to drive off someone like Tantai Yuxian…”
    

    

    

    

    
      Fu Yuying had told no one about that night’s details—it involved Shen Yanzhou’s secrets. Thus, even her personal maid Chu Xiuer had no idea what truly happened.
    

    
      She only knew that Fu Yuying had brought back Shen Tian’s body, which still contained a faint, muddled wisp of soul.
    

    

    
      “Do I like him?”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying quietly asked herself, then murmured softly, “It should be… affection, perhaps.”
    

    

    
      Chu Xiuer’s eyes flew wide open. She had only asked casually, and yet—what did she just hear? Her lady actually admitted to having affection for Shen Yanzhou?
    

    

    
      She was, after all, the acknowledged number one of the younger generation in the Southern Border—the region’s most celebrated beauty.
    

    

    
      Countless young prodigies from hidden sects adored her; many longed for even a single smile, yet could not approach her.
    

    

    
      “If Jun Wuji heard this, he’d probably go mad…” Chu Xiuer mumbled.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying cast her a glance but offered no explanation.
    

    

    
      “Shen Jingxiao has been summoned by Emperor Mingde to return to the capital. Young Master Shen will soon face him directly.”
    

    

    
      “I can’t leave the Southern Border for the time being, so I can’t help him much.”
    

    

    
      “All I can do is use this puppet of Shen Tian to distract Shen Jingxiao—keep him too occupied to deal with the capital’s matters.”
    

    

    
      “Xiuer, take the jade pendant from Shen Tian’s body and go to Hantian Prefecture,” she instructed after a moment’s thought.
    

    

    
      Hantian Prefecture was Shen Jingxiao’s fief in the Southern Border—fertile, vast, and strategically placed.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Great Qian Dynasty’s Imperial Capital — Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      Morning dew still clung to the wild grass along the walls, glimmering beneath the rising sun.
    

    

    
      “The Heir has returned! The Heir has returned!”
    

    

    
      At the cries of the guards before the vermilion gates, the entire mansion seemed to come alive again—rousing from the heavy gloom of the past two days.
    

    

    
      The ordinary maids and guards had no idea what had truly happened. They only knew from the rumors of the past two days that the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion was now like meat roasting over a fire.
    

    

    
      Rumors filled the imperial capital, all sorts of wild tales spreading in chaos.
    

    

    
      The heir had been abducted and gone missing, and now there were whispers that the heir was merely a fake, a stand-in. The one within the Golden Luan Hall had flown into a rage, issuing an imperial decree summoning the prince back to court.
    

    

    
      In the past, noble guests and officials had come to visit in endless streams, so many that the household could hardly entertain them all.
    

    

    
      But in the past two days, there had been fewer luxurious carriages before the gates—almost no visitors came to call.
    

    

    
      This alone said enough. Some even whispered that the Demon Suppression King was plotting rebellion, their faces turning pale at the thought.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, now the heir had finally returned safely.
    

    

    
      Soon, along the winding corridors of the mansion, many maids and guards came out to greet him. Even the few clan elders who rarely appeared emerged from their respective courtyards.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, followed by Elder Mo, came to stand before the mansion gates.
    

    

    
      Before the Bureau of Immortal Inspection’s Cloud Vessel even arrived at the capital, the clan elders of the mansion had already received word.
    

    

    
      By rights, after being abducted and going missing, Shen Yanzhou should have been taken first to the headquarters of the Chilin Guards, or perhaps the Ministry of Justice, for investigation and questioning.
    

    

    
      However, Wu Ruyue had long since contacted Commander Liu Ci of the Chilin Guards, who would personally report the detailed circumstances.
    

    

    
      As for the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, Gu Ruoxi, due to the matter of the Ten-Thousand Gu Heart-Piercing Pill, had already received from Shen Yanzhou a complete, carefully crafted account and had reported it to her clan elders.
    

    

    
      Thus, the Bureau had no further intention of questioning him again.
    

    

    
      After all, the Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao, would soon return to the capital—by then, the Bureau would naturally demand an explanation from him.
    

    

    
      Since no one was troubling him, Shen Yanzhou returned directly to the mansion.
    

    

    
      “Good, Yanzhou, it’s a relief that you’re safe…”
    

    

    
      “These days while you were gone, we’ve been so worried.”
    

    

    
      “Your mother has missed you so much she’s been unable to eat or sleep.”
    

    

    
      Before the mansion gates, the clan elders came forward, faces filled with anxious concern.
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao, who now held great authority, usually kept a cold and detached demeanor, but even he showed a rare expression of heartfelt emotion, his eyes slightly reddened.
    

    

    
      Several maids nearby even wept softly as they wiped their tears.
    

    

    
      To anyone who didn’t know better, it would have seemed that Shen Yanzhou was deeply beloved within the mansion, admired and adored by maids and guards alike.
    

    

    
      At this moment, outside the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, many eyes were fixed upon them.
    

    

    
      Commoners rarely ventured into this street, and the carriages parked nearby belonged mostly to the noble and aristocratic families of the capital—their spies.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s return drew countless hidden gazes, even from the Crown Prince’s Eastern Palace, which had sent men to keep watch.
    

    

    
      “Stop pretending—you’re all so fake. Weren’t you wishing I’d die out there?”
    

    

    
      “Heh, too bad I’ve got a stubborn life. I didn’t die.”
    

    

    
      “Not only am I alive and well, but the ones you sent to kill me—they’re the ones who died.”
    

    

    
      Standing before the mansion gates, Shen Yanzhou made no move to step inside.
    

    

    
      Looking at the clan elders’ faces, filled with concern and affection, his expression instead grew fierce and angry. He slapped away Shen Zhigao’s outstretched hand and sneered coldly.
    

    

    
      He didn’t bother to lower his voice—it was as if he intended for everyone nearby to hear him.
    

    

    
      Such an arrogant, defiant demeanor made the elders’ expressions change instantly.
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao felt deeply humiliated, anger flickering in his eyes. He knew that in the capital right now, countless eyes were fixed upon the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      With Shen Yanzhou’s outburst, wouldn’t the clarifications they’d worked so hard to spread over the past two days all go to waste?
    

    

    
      What would people think now?
    

    

    
      “Yanzhou, have you lost your mind? Were you deceived or bewitched by someone?”
    

    

    
      “We are your elders, your family. How could we ever harm you?”
    

    

    
      “Come back inside quickly, don’t make a scene here and invite ridicule.”
    

    

    
      The elders hurriedly tried to explain, reaching to take Shen Yanzhou’s hand and pull him inside.
    

    

    
      If they let him continue ranting, the rumors would only spread faster.
    

    

    
      “No, I’m not going back.”
    

    

    
      “The moment I return, you’ll lock me away—or even secretly kill me. Heh, did you think I wouldn’t know what you’re plotting?”
    

    

    
      “I’m just the fake son of Shen Jingxiao. You’re preparing to bring his real son back.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou kept sneering, ruthlessly shaking off their reaching hands.
    

    

    
      “You—Yanzhou, what nonsense are you spouting…”
    

    

    
      “You must have been bewitched by the monsters of the Nether Cult, to speak such madness.”
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao and the others’ faces darkened again and again. They wanted to lash out, but with so many eyes watching, they could only suppress their anger and offer gentle persuasion.
    

    

    
      Yet no matter how they coaxed, Shen Yanzhou ignored them completely.
    

    

    
      Just as it seemed he would continue his outburst—
    

    

    
      A cold, elegant voice suddenly came from within the mansion.
    

    

    
      “Yanzhou, what more foolishness do you intend?”
    

    

    
      “You’ve been missing and abducted all this time—do you have any idea how worried we’ve been for your safety? Yet you ignore that, and instead bring outsiders here to slander your own home.”
    

    

    
      “Do you need another taste of the bamboo whip?”
    

    

    
      As the voice fell, a woman in a palace gown walked out slowly, accompanied by a group of maids. Her hair was coiled high in a cloudlike bun, revealing a slender, snow-white neck.
    

    

    
      She was poised and breathtakingly beautiful, her figure graceful and refined, every gesture carrying a serene and dignified charm. Anyone who saw her would sigh in awe—what a stunning beauty.
    

    

    
      Seeing Yu Chenyu appear, Shen Zhigao and the others breathed sighs of relief.
    

    

    
      That morning, they had sent word to the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard to inform the princess consort that Shen Yanzhou had returned to the capital, but had received only a curt acknowledgment.
    

    

    
      Had they known she would appear in person, they wouldn’t have bothered pretending to welcome him.
    

    

    
      “Mother…”
    

    

    
      When Shen Yanzhou saw Yu Chenyu approaching, his expression shifted again and again. It was as if countless grievances were bottled up inside him, yet in the end he could only murmur softly, losing the earlier defiance.
    

    

    
      “You’ve grown thin over these days.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t believe the rumors and slander. When your father returns, he will surely give you an explanation.”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu came to stand before him, sighing softly. Her eyes brimmed with affection as she reached out and gently caressed his face.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s expression stiffened slightly. Though she appeared to caress him tenderly, he clearly felt the subtle pressure of her fingers pinching his cheek—a hidden warning.
    

    

    
      Of course, to the onlookers, this looked like nothing more than the princess consort’s loving affection.
    

    

    
      “Your son will listen to mother,” Shen Yanzhou replied evenly, his face calm.
    

    

    
      Only then did Yu Chenyu withdraw her hand. Her gaze swept briefly across the clan elders, carrying a hint of warning. After a moment’s thought, she reached out again to take Shen Yanzhou’s hand, leading him back toward the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard.
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao and the others did their best to maintain their earlier expressions of awkward helplessness.
    

    

    
      Once Yu Chenyu and Shen Yanzhou had entered the mansion, they turned to the onlookers, offering polite bows, and ordered the servants to close the gates.
    

    

    
      “This wastrel—where did he even learn such things?”
    

    

    
      “The matter of Shen Tian’s disappearance may well be connected to him. Being taken to Hidden Moon Mountain, there must be ties to those Southern Border sects.”
    

    

    
      Once back inside, the smiles on their faces vanished instantly, replaced with dark, heavy expressions.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s earlier behavior would surely stir new waves of gossip throughout the capital—something extremely unfavorable for the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      And indeed, just as they expected, the scene that had played out before the mansion gates spread through the capital with astonishing speed, igniting fervent discussion.
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      Chapter 67: Mother, What Have You Protected Me From?
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion spanned hundreds of acres, filled with pavilions, towers, and winding corridors. 
    

    

    
      Moving through them in silence, Shen Yanzhou was led by Yu Chenyu toward the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard where she had once cultivated in seclusion. Along the way, no one spoke a word.
    

    

    
      Chunchao followed behind, cradling her sword. Her high ponytail was smooth and glossy, reflecting light like distant ink-blue mountains, highlighting her delicate and petite figure even more.
    

    

    
      “Have you nothing you wish to say to me?”
    

    

    
      It was only when the distant bamboo grove came into view, lush and tranquil, that Yu Chenyu finally released Shen Yanzhou’s hand. Dismissing the remaining maids with a wave, she asked coolly.
    

    

    
      “What does Mother wish to hear?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou blinked with feigned innocence.
    

    

    
      “Why have you suddenly returned?”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu’s tone was faint. Her slender figure stood still as her clear gaze carried an unreadable depth.
    

    

    
      She had once ordered Chunchao to send word to Ji Donghe of the Sword Forge in Tianshui’s Qilin City, instructing him to make a trip to Hidden Moon Mountain.
    

    

    
      Ji Donghe had indeed gone, but never appeared. Knowing that Shen Yanzhou would be escorted back to the capital by the Chilin Guards and the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, he had chosen not to interfere.
    

    

    
      He had merely shadowed Shen Yanzhou for a short while, confirmed there was no imminent danger, and quietly withdrew—fulfilling Yu Chenyu’s command.
    

    

    
      “What does Mother mean by this? The capital, after all, is where your child grew up.”
    

    

    
      “Though I may not be your own by blood, I am still your child. How could I not come home?”
    

    

    
      “Wherever Mother is, that is where I belong,” Shen Yanzhou said with a smile.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu’s gaze flickered slightly before she slowly turned to face him. Her tone was cool. “Enough with the empty pleasantries. You can’t hide what’s in your heart from me.”
    

    

    
      “Mother, what do you mean by that? Do you no longer want your child?” Shen Yanzhou asked, sounding wronged. “I was captured by villains, faced countless life-and-death crises, yet in my heart, I thought of you always. I never truly intended to leave your side. I only failed to send word ahead due to some unforeseen troubles.”
    

    

    
      “I’ve caused you needless worry.”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu’s expression remained emotionless as she suddenly let out a cold laugh. “You dare to be glib and evasive before me now? Truly, your wings have hardened. You know full well what you did in Hidden Moon Mountain. Did you take the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion for a nest of fools like Shen Zhigao and the others?”
    

    

    
      At her words, Shen Yanzhou’s smile vanished. He asked flatly, “Then what does Mother wish me to confess?”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu’s eyes chilled. “You should know that yourself.”
    

    

    
      A woman’s heart was truly as unfathomable as the depths of the sea. Even though Shen Yanzhou had dealt with women all his past life, he still couldn’t withstand Yu Chenyu’s sudden burst of temper.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian wasn’t even her real son. His death shouldn’t have mattered to her—if anything, it would bring her peace, sparing her the trouble of pretending before Shen Jingxiao when he returned.
    

    

    
      In a way, he had done her a favor.
    

    

    
      Various thoughts crossed Shen Yanzhou’s mind. If Yu Chenyu’s anger was merely an act, it was too convincing. But if it wasn’t an act—could it be that she was truly angry out of worry for him? Or because he had left without a word, making her think he had truly run away from the capital for good?
    

    

    
      Considering these possibilities, Shen Yanzhou drew a slow breath, suppressing the turmoil within. “Mother thinks I stormed out that day and went drinking at Yuxian Pavilion without telling you, because I didn’t trust you?”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu’s eyes grew sharper as she stared at him without speaking.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Shen Yanzhou knew he had guessed correctly.
    

    

    
      To someone like her—confident, manipulative, always pulling the strings from the shadows—he was supposed to be her most obedient pawn, firmly under her control. Yet he had suddenly slipped free from her grasp, out of the cage she had built for him.
    

    

    
      Her anger, then, wasn’t born from concern—it came from pride, arrogance, and selfishness. She couldn’t stand the thought of him acting beyond her control, disrupting the meticulous plans she had laid.
    

    

    
      Truly, she was as cold and calculating as ever.
    

    

    
      He laughed inwardly but kept his expression calm. “I know why Mother is angry. You think I plotted to leave the capital just to strike at Shen Tian. You pity him, don’t you?”
    

    

    
      “After all, he’s your true-born son, while I am merely the puppet substitute, the scapegoat you placed in the open for him.”
    

    

    
      “My existence is dispensable, but if Shen Tian dies, the entire Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion would go mad.”
    

    

    
      “You say Father will protect me, that he will give me an explanation—but in the end, he sent retainers from the mansion to kill me at Hidden Moon Mountain, leaving me to die without a grave.”
    

    

    
      “Heh, if I had stayed in the capital, who would have ensured my safety? You? Yet I never saw you send anyone to protect me. Hidden Moon Mountain was full of dangers—every one of which I survived on my own.”
    

    

    
      “Mother, what exactly have you protected me from?”
    

    

    
      “This morning, I almost caused a great scene at the gates of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, to let all the nobles of the capital see its true face. But you appeared—I didn’t wish to embarrass you, so I backed down.”
    

    

    
      “I never intended to set foot in this wretched city again. I could have gone far away, to a place even Shen Jingxiao could never find me. But I came back.”
    

    

    
      “Do you know why?”
    

    

    
      “Because you are still here.”
    

    

    
      By the time Shen Yanzhou finished, a bitter, self-deprecating smile curved his lips. His tone was heavy with sorrow.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu froze.
    

    

    
      She had not expected that her demand for an explanation would turn into Shen Yanzhou’s interrogation of her.
    

    

    
      Because of her… he had returned to the capital?
    

    

    
      Her lips parted slightly, as though to speak, but no words came out.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Indeed, she had nothing to say.
    

    

    
      From Shen Yanzhou’s perspective, everything that happened at Hidden Moon Mountain had been resolved by his own hand.
    

    

    
      But wasn’t it his own doing to begin with?
    

    

    
      Had he stayed obediently in the capital, none of this would have happened.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao had only sent assassins after him because he left the capital.
    

    

    
      Even if Shen Tian had died, it had nothing to do with her—why would she care about someone unrelated to her?
    

    

    
      Yet these were things she could never say aloud to Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      A strange irritation stirred in Yu Chenyu’s chest.
    

    

    
      “If Mother thinks my return to the capital an eyesore, I can disappear again.”
    

    

    
      “When Shen Jingxiao returns, he certainly won’t spare me.”
    

    

    
      “This place of right and wrong… truly isn’t one where I should stay.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou lowered his eyes slightly, as if to hide the emotions within them.
    

    

    
      Hearing Shen Yanzhou’s sorrowful words, Yu Chenyu’s heart inexplicably twinged. A moment later, she tried to soften her tone and said gently, “Zhou’er, I know you’ve suffered grievances outside…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou looked up abruptly and cut her off. “No, I haven’t suffered any grievance outside. All the grievances I’ve suffered were in this wretched place.”
    

    

    
      “All of you knew long ago that I was only a stand-in, a fake heir. Yet you all kept me in the dark, treating me like a clown on stage, letting everyone in the capital mock and humiliate me. Even a random passerby could secretly call me trash.”
    

    

    
      “But if I wanted to survive, I had no choice but to live like this—to be the despised, worthless one. None of you ever thought about how degrading, how miserable, how painful it was for me to keep on living like that…”
    

    

    
      “No one ever cared about me. Even after living in this mansion for twenty years, I still couldn’t compare to that Shen Tian who just appeared out of nowhere.”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu’s words stuck in her throat.
    

    

    
      She fell silent, looking at Shen Yanzhou’s reddened eyes. Beneath her wide sleeves, her jade hands clenched tightly.
    

    

    
      Even Chunchao, who had been standing quietly to the side, was dumbfounded. She hadn’t expected Shen Yanzhou to suddenly erupt with such intense emotion.
    

    

    
      And come to think of it, it was true—few in the mansion had ever truly cared about him. No one paid attention to what he did. Even when he caused trouble, the matter would be smoothed over with just a few casual words.
    

    

    
      His existence seemed to depend solely on his identity.
    

    

    
      This fake heir could have been Shen Yanzhou—or any other man surnamed Shen.
    

    

    
      A long silence hung in the air.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu grew increasingly irritable.
    

    

    
      In the end, Shen Yanzhou’s words all stemmed from Shen Tian’s existence, which had made him distrustful of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      That distrust extended to everyone—including herself.
    

    

    
      “I’m sorry,” she finally said. “As your mother, I’ve neglected your feelings for too long. But rest assured, as long as you remain in the capital, I can guarantee your safety.”
    

    

    
      “Neither your father, Shen Jingxiao, nor that so-called true heir in your eyes, Shen Tian, will ever be able to harm you.”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu’s red lips parted slightly as she spoke, her voice soft but filled with confidence—confidence that seemed capable of steadying everything.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou looked deeply at her. He truly couldn’t tell whether her words came from sincerity—or if she was still acting.
    

    

    
      Had it been anyone else, that emotional outpouring from earlier would have easily stirred compassion.
    

    

    
      But Yu Chenyu was a woman of cold selfishness, driven only by interest; few emotions could ever move her.
    

    

    
      “Very well.”
    

    

    
      “Thank you, Mother.”
    

    

    
      “After traveling back from Hidden Moon Mountain, I’ve been exhausted, sleepless for several days. I’d like to rest for a while.”
    

    

    
      “Once I’ve washed away the dust and regained my spirit, I’ll come again to the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard to pay my respects.”
    

    

    
      He bowed obediently, but before Yu Chenyu could respond, he turned and walked toward his own courtyard.
    

    

    
      Just moments ago, he had spoken so fiercely—yet now he acted as if nothing had happened.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu’s expression remained unchanged. She made no response, only watched quietly as Shen Yanzhou departed, her gaze following him until he vanished into the corridor.
    

    

    
      Chunchao had been holding her breath the entire time, not daring to speak.
    

    

    
      She had never imagined that the usually respectful and well-behaved heir would return today only to lose his temper so completely.
    

    

    
      And then to leave on his own, without waiting for the Princess Consort’s permission.
    

    

    
      Earlier that morning, the Princess Consort had been informed of his return. She had even instructed the kitchens to prepare breakfast so they could share the meal upon his arrival.
    

    

    
      “Princess Consort, you’re… not angry, are you?” Chunchao asked carefully.
    

    

    
      “His wings have indeed hardened.”
    

    

    
      “That’s a good thing.”
    

    

    
      “Why should I be angry?”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu spoke faintly, her expression calm and detached, as though nothing had happened.
    

    

    
      Chunchao was just about to breathe a sigh of relief when Yu Chenyu added, “Tell them to take the breakfast and feed it to the dogs.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Chunchao trembled. So much for not being angry.
    

    

    
      Under her sleeves, Yu Chenyu’s hand was tightly clenched.
    

    

    
      So, Shen Yanzhou—your little display was to show me that you can live safely in the capital without me?
    

    

    
      Don’t think that just because you’ve mastered the Heart Sword technique, you can do as you please.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Shen Zhigao +15 +17 +19…
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Chunchao +3 +3 +5…
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Yu Chenyu +21 +31 +33…
    

    

    
      When Shen Yanzhou returned to his own courtyard, it was clear that even during his absence, someone had kept it tidy. Under the tall birch tree, no fallen leaves had gathered; even the room itself was spotless.
    

    

    
      Sensing the influx of negative emotions in his mind, he wasn’t surprised.
    

    

    
      After all, his original plan had been to make a huge scene outside the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion—to throw the place into chaos once again. At this point, he was already someone with nothing left to lose.
    

    

    
      Just as he had expected, the mansion’s elders were still seething with anger, constantly supplying him with waves of negative emotion.
    

    

    
      In just a short while, it was already comparable to what he had gained during those days in Hidden Moon Mountain.
    

    

    
      As for why he had deliberately provoked Yu Chenyu, it wasn’t out of recklessness or loss of temper.
    

    

    
      He simply wanted to stir her emotions. For someone as cold and manipulative as her, only strong emotional agitation could move her heart—and in turn, feed him negative emotions.
    

    

    
      Since ancient times, it was always the child who cried who got the candy.
    

    

    
      He guessed Yu Chenyu’s anger would fade soon enough—perhaps in a day or two.
    

    

    
      “Roughly two hundred points of negative emotion accumulated.”
    

    

    
      Glancing over his internal panel, Shen Yanzhou pondered for a moment but didn’t rush to allocate his points.
    

    

    
      After returning to his room, he tidied up briefly, then devoted himself to cultivation.
    

    

    
      On his journey back to the capital, he had obtained several Third-rank martial arts from Lin Qingcang, which—aside from movement techniques—filled his current gaps.
    

    

    
      One of them was a secret art called the Grand Ascension of Five Emperors, which could greatly boost one’s realm for a short period—similar to the Nine Nether Star Prayer Art that Fu Yuying had used before.
    

    

    
      Likewise, this blood-burning secret art carried a similar side effect—a long period of weakness afterward.
    

    

    
      To learn it, one had to meet a prerequisite: the opening of the Five Martial Meridians, corresponding to the Five Elements—metal, wood, water, fire, and earth.
    

    

    
      Conveniently, the True Explanation of Primordial Unity he practiced generated the Primordial Qi of Unity, which fulfilled this condition.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was in no hurry to spend his attribute points. Instead, he began exploring the practice on his own—and the results were rather promising.
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      Although he had yet to truly begin cultivation, he had already gained a faint understanding. After further exploration, he should be able to learn it. By then, when a crucial moment arose, it would serve its purpose.
    

    

    
      Aside from this secret art, Shen Yanzhou also requested from Lin Qingcang a defensive martial technique focused on fortifying the body. Its name was simple—Immovable as the Mountain Art.
    

    

    
      As the name implied, once it was activated, the body would become unmoving as a mountain, indestructible and unshakable—even Lin Qingcang held it in high regard.
    

    

    
      In addition, there was also an offensive technique named Dragon-Seizing Force.
    

    

    
      Throughout the journey, Shen Yanzhou had been engrossed in studying these high-grade martial arts, any of which, if placed in an external martial sect, could easily be enshrined at the highest level of their scripture hall.
    

    

    
      As for the Daoist arts, Lin Qingcang did not delve much into that field, so Shen Yanzhou did not trouble him for any of those.
    

    

    
      “The most crucial one is still that movement technique called Taixu Invocation...”
    

    

    
      Initially, Shen Yanzhou had no intention of spending too much effort searching for a suitable movement art.
    

    

    
      But he could not resist the vivid description Lin Qingcang had given—one’s body becoming as the Great Void, traversing through time and space.
    

    

    
      If he could obtain such a technique, it would mean that whenever danger arose, he could freely escape into the void itself—this was a true life-preserving art.
    

    

    
      In this world, to literally break through the void and cross within it, without the protection of a treasure, one’s body must be strong enough to withstand the fierce spatial gales and chaotic currents—at the very least, reaching the Second Rank, the pinnacle of this era.
    

    

    
      Yet even those at the pinnacle could not easily conceal themselves within the void.
    

    

    
      “I must get that movement art,” Shen Yanzhou thought.
    

    

    
      At present, he held two trump cards in his hand.
    

    

    
      The first was the obsession-made incarnation of the Late Martial God Lin Qingcang.
    

    

    
      The second was the Human Dao Soul of Tantai Yuxian, a peerless expert of this age—enough for him to take a great gamble.
    

    

    
      “Senior, stop sleeping…” He tapped lightly on the White Jade Ring in his hand.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Just as Shen Yanzhou returned and caused a great stir before the gates of the Prince’s Mansion, drawing the attention of the entire Imperial Capital—
    

    

    
      At the highest level of the grandest building in the Chilin Guards’ headquarters—
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue stood before an old eunuch with a pale face and a slightly hunched figure, her whole demeanor a bit restrained.
    

    

    
      The old eunuch wore a robe embroidered with sunflower emblems upon the chest, a black gauze hat upon his head, and a belt of horn and jade around his waist. His appearance was soft and aged, yet no one in the hall dared show the slightest disrespect.
    

    

    
      For this was none other than one of the most powerful figures within the Imperial Palace—Chief Eunuch Wei Gong, Emperor Mingde’s personal attendant who had served by his side since childhood.
    

    

    
      He bore another identity as well—the Chief Commander of the Chilin Guards.
    

    

    
      “Miss Wu, you need not be so tense. You accomplished great merit by rescuing Heir Shen this time. Though this was originally the duty of the Chilin Guards, it ended up being achieved entirely by your hand.”
    

    

    
      “Whatever reward you desire, just tell me,” Wei Gong said, his tone soft but his expression kind. He lifted a white porcelain teacup—the surface of the tea shimmered with green ripples, faint dragon patterns visible beneath, and a refreshing fragrance reminiscent of rainfall upon empty mountains filled the air, easing the very pores.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue kept her head lowered. She recognized this tea.
    

    

    
      It was the Ancient Dragon Heart Tea, a treasure nearly impossible to obtain in the Imperial Capital, plucked from the highest peak of Northern Desert Prefecture. It was said that the mountain had once been soaked in the blood of a demon dragon, birthing the unique Ancient Dragon Heart Trees that grew only there.
    

    

    
      The annual yield was less than three catties, most of which entered the palace treasury. When Emperor Mingde favored a minister, he would occasionally bestow a few taels as a reward.
    

    

    
      Her father, Wu Hong, had once looked on in envy, saying that if he could taste even a single sip of the Ancient Dragon Heart Tea, his life would be complete.
    

    

    
      “The Demon Suppression King has shown kindness to Ruyue. Rescuing Heir Shen was only my duty—I do not seek any further reward.”
    

    

    
      She quickly dismissed her wandering thoughts and replied.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue did not know why, but after entering this place, her mind seemed to drift uncontrollably—memories and unrelated thoughts kept surfacing.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, she was struck with alarm, cold sweat soaking her back. Could it be some kind of formation in the Chilin Guards’ headquarters affecting her mind?
    

    

    
      Perhaps it was a subtle form of interrogation—an unseen method to influence a person’s mental state.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong seemed to notice the change in her expression. He smiled faintly, unconcerned, sipping his tea as he said, “Miss Wu truly is a pillar of Great Qian, so selfless in merit.”
    

    

    
      “Since you do not seek reward, let us set that aside for now.”
    

    

    
      “Tell me—this matter about you receiving the Martial God’s inheritance in Hidden Moon Mountain—is it true?”
    

    

    
      At these words, even his tone became more serious.
    

    

    
      “I dare not conceal it from you, Commander.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue nodded. It was the very first thing she had reported upon arriving at the Chilin Guards’ headquarters.
    

    

    
      An event of such magnitude could not possibly be hidden from those in power.
    

    

    
      “Then, use all your strength and strike me with your strongest blow,” Wei Gong said after a moment’s thought, setting his teacup down.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue nodded, taking a deep breath.
    

    

    
      During the return journey, apart from ensuring Shen Yanzhou’s safety, she had spent all her remaining time studying the Martial God’s Secret Scripture. By now, she had made some progress.
    

    

    
      In the next instant, her will stirred. True Qi surged throughout her body like a revolving current, forming a faint nebula within her—a Martial Star Nebula as recorded in the Secret Scripture, visualizing oneself as a tiny star within the vast cosmos, observing the transformations of celestial bodies to awaken infinite potential.
    

    

    
      Boom!!!
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, she struck with all her strength.
    

    

    
      The commander before her possessed unfathomable cultivation, one who had long guarded Emperor Mingde’s safety within the palace—there was no way she could harm him.
    

    

    
      Hence, she unleashed her full might, her palm landing squarely on Wei Gong’s shoulder.
    

    

    
      “This power…”
    

    

    
      “It is indeed… extraordinary.”
    

    

    
      Wei Gong’s frown slowly eased. His shoulder trembled slightly before steadying once again.
    

    

    
      He gazed at the withdrawn Wu Ruyue, a glimmer of intrigue flashing in his eyes.
    

    

    
      “Commander…” Wu Ruyue asked softly, slightly anxious.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong laughed, the wrinkles on his face spreading like a blooming chrysanthemum.
    

    
      “You need not worry. The strength of that strike of yours has far surpassed that of ordinary Sixth-Rank martial artists—it has reached a level that may be called transcendent. Across the world, there are few who could stand beside you.”
    

    

    
      “His Majesty once gathered all the martial arts under heaven to forge the Martial Treasury. I have had the fortune to read countless martial manuals at his side, yet the profundity of your technique is wondrous, strange, and truly awe-inspiring—worthy indeed of being called the Inheritance of the Martial God.”
    

    

    
      “Even the First Rank martial arts unseen by the outside world could not refine your True Qi to such a pure and condensed level in so short a time.”
    

    

    
      His praise was heartfelt.
    

    

    
      Only then did Wu Ruyue finally exhale in relief.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong’s eyes were full of admiration. Such an inheritance, falling into the hands of a prodigy of Great Qian—perhaps after a number of years, might truly shatter that ancient shackle and give rise to another Martial God in the world.
    

    

    
      He silently thought: Heaven bless Great Qian.
    

    

    
      But such news was of the utmost importance and could not be leaked carelessly.
    

    

    
      Seeing Wu Ruyue’s hesitant expression, he smiled. “Miss Wu, do you still have other concerns?”
    

    

    
      “The matter of the Martial God’s inheritance is no small thing. I will report it to His Majesty soon and explain everything. You need not worry further—since the inheritance has fallen into your hands, it is your destined opportunity.”
    

    

    
      “Since the founding of Great Qian, which of our emperors has not been magnanimous and broad-minded? Naturally, none would covet what you have received. Rest assured.”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Wu Ruyue thought for a moment, then decided to mention Shen Yanzhou and fight for a chance on his behalf.
    

    

    
      After all, her receiving the Martial God’s inheritance could not be separated from Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      In a way, she herself would now be protected by the Chilin Guards and even the royal family because of this inheritance.
    

    

    
      But Shen Yanzhou…
    

    

    
      At present, the scandal of the “false heir” was raging throughout the capital. Everyone knew of it. What should have been his chance to defy fate had turned into a lost opportunity.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s future situation would only grow more difficult.
    

    

    
      “Commander, it’s like this—actually, I wasn’t the only one who received the Martial God’s inheritance. There’s another share, in someone else’s hands…”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue took a deep breath and said all that she had carefully prepared in her heart.
    

    

    
      She had already considered this matter on her way back to the capital.
    

    

    
      If the Chilin Guards had shown any intention of monopolizing the inheritance, then they could not be trusted, and she would never have extended this protection to Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      But now—it seemed the headquarters of the Chilin Guards was much clearer in conduct than she had imagined.
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      “You’re saying the Demon Suppression King’s heir, Shen Yanzhou, also received part of the inheritance?”
    

    

    
      Wei Gong, who had thought it to be a trivial matter, was momentarily stunned upon hearing this.
    

    

    
      After all, Shen Yanzhou’s current identity was far too sensitive.
    

    

    
      Almost the entire Imperial Capital knew that he might be a false heir, not the biological son of Shen Jingxiao.
    

    

    
      As for the explanation, Shen Jingxiao was still on his way to the capital to make his report—no one yet knew the truth.
    

    

    
      “Yes. Back then, we encountered danger and accidentally fell into a karst cave, which led to the events where we obtained the inheritance…”
    

    

    
      By now, Wu Ruyue could lie without the slightest change of expression—something she could never have done before.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong frowned deeply, clearly not having anticipated such a development.
    

    

    
      “The matter of Hidden Moon Mountain indeed involves many things. If it concerns your secrets, you may conceal or avoid speaking of them. Should the Demon Suppression King come to question you, present this identity token in my name—he will back down.”
    

    

    
      “As for the affairs regarding Heir Shen, it would be improper for me to interfere, but I shall report this to His Majesty and let him personally decide how to proceed.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he took from his waist a token engraved with mountains and cranes, the back bearing the character “Wei,” and handed it to Wu Ruyue.
    

    

    
      “Thank you, Commander.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue was slightly stunned but immediately received it with respectful obedience.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Never heard of this place called Jiwu Mountain.”
    

    

    
      “But then again, after the changes of ages, the Jiwu Mountain you know, Senior, probably goes by another name now.”
    

    

    
      Within the courtyard of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, Shen Yanzhou lightly tapped the table, thoughtful expression on his face.
    

    

    
      “Aren’t you supposed to know everything? With your background from that side, investigating the location of Jiwu Mountain shouldn’t be difficult,” came Lin Qingcang’s impatient voice from within the Sumeru Ring.
    

    

    
      He had always believed Shen Yanzhou to be someone from “that side,” perhaps even a reincarnated old monster.
    

    

    
      Although Shen Yanzhou had never admitted it outright, he always answered vaguely.
    

    

    
      “It’s not that easy,” Shen Yanzhou shook his head.
    

    

    
      The Taixu Invocation movement art originated from the so-called Time Clan, an extremely mysterious race that generally never appeared in the mortal world, dwelling instead in secret realms and dimensions unknown to most.
    

    

    
      According to Lin Qingcang, the last time he encountered the Time Clan was on Jiwu Mountain.
    

    

    
      He had made a trade with one of their elders, giving what the other wanted. At the time, Lin Qingcang was at his peak and had no great needs, so he requested to glimpse the Taixu Invocation. The elder agreed, but Lin Qingcang, after seeing it, did not cultivate it.
    

    

    
      The Time Clan elder, being a forthright person, refused to owe him a debt and gave him a favor in return.
    

    

    
      If Lin Qingcang ever needed something in the future, he could go to Jiwu Mountain and exchange it with the descendants of the Time Clan.
    

    

    
      “Even you don’t know? Then you can ask the one in your hand,” Lin Qingcang said.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was already thinking the same thing.
    

    

    
      A place like Jiwu Mountain—never even mentioned in the original chronicles—how could he possibly know?
    

    

    
      With that thought, he lifted the spiritual barrier of his perception, and at once sensed the presence of Tantai Yuxian within his palm clearly.
    

    

    
      “What do you intend to do?”
    

    

    
      The Human Dao Soul of Tantai Yuxian opened her cold, clear eyes at the same moment, her tone frosty as ice.
    

    

    
      “The Sword Immortal speaks in quite the tone—have you forgotten the oath between us?” Shen Yanzhou raised an eyebrow lightly, not allowing her to manifest.
    

    

    
      “If you have something to say, just say it directly—why circle around?” Tantai Yuxian said coldly.
    

    

    
      “Does the Sword Immortal know of Jiwu Mountain?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian’s expression shifted slightly, not knowing why he suddenly asked that, but replied, “I know.”
    

    

    
      This time, it was Shen Yanzhou’s turn to be surprised.
    

    

    
      “Where is it?”
    

    

    
      “Within Beiyu,” Tantai Yuxian said concisely, as if each word was precious.
    

    

    
      “In Beiyu?” Shen Yanzhou frowned.
    

    

    
      Beiyu and Great Qian had long been mortal enemies—conflicts and wars between them continued even in recent years.
    

    

    
      In the early days of Great Qian’s founding, the human orthodoxy of the world had always belonged to Beiyu.
    

    

    
      However, Beiyu had always revered the cultivation of the Shamanic Path above all else, treating the Martial, Confucian, and Daoist systems as lesser branches.
    

    

    
      Of course, this had to do with Beiyu’s lineage—its ancestral spirits practiced the Path of Communion with the Netherworld. In ancient times, it had been the human orthodoxy, and after the Great Calamity of demons, the Shaman Gods preached to preserve the last breath of humanity.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou naturally could not go to Beiyu now. With his identity as the Heir of the Demon Suppression King—even if it was false—once he crossed the border, he would surely be imprisoned as a spy.
    

    

    
      Just then, the hurried sound of footsteps came from outside the courtyard.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou looked up.
    

    

    
      Chunchao pushed open the gate and rushed in, her anxious words full of worry:
    

    

    
      “It’s bad, My Lord—the Prince has arrived in the capital ahead of schedule and is already in the palace meeting His Majesty.”
    

    

    
      “Heir, please prepare yourself—the Prince will likely return to the mansion by noon…”
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      The spring tide came rushing in, clearly having just received word before hurrying over to inform Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      “Shen Jingxiao returned so quickly?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was a little surprised too, then smiled. “Seems that Shen Tian’s disappearance has really made him anxious.”
    

    

    
      The Southern Border lay nearly ten thousand miles from the imperial capital. Even with the Moon-Chasing Vessel, it would still take several days to arrive. It was obvious Shen Jingxiao must have used something akin to an ancient teleportation array to rush back.
    

    

    
      “Heir, aren’t you the least bit worried?”
    

    

    
      Chunchao ignored Shen Yanzhou’s casual tone when mentioning the Demon Suppression King by name, her face full of worry.
    

    

    
      “What should I be worried about?” Shen Yanzhou asked her.
    

    

    
      “Aren’t you afraid the Prince will punish you when he returns?” Chunchao began to think that perhaps her concern had been unnecessary.
    

    

    
      “What’s there to be afraid of? He already plans to kill me anyway.” Shen Yanzhou shrugged.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Chunchao fell silent immediately.
    

    

    
      That’s true. Since the Prince already wanted the Heir dead, what difference would a mere punishment make?
    

    

    
      “I’m not worried for myself, yet you’re the one worrying for me first. Did Mother send you to tell me this?” Shen Yanzhou smiled as he looked at her.
    

    

    
      “The Princess Consort is furious. I snuck out to tell you. She’d even prepared breakfast for you, but then ordered it to be thrown away.”
    

    

    
      “You shouldn’t have talked back to her this morning.”
    

    

    
      Chunchao replied seriously.
    

    

    
      She was very beautiful. Her face was small and delicate, her skin fair and smooth. Her brows were lightly tinged with pink, her lips soft and moist. Her black hair was tied simply with a plain ribbon, a few strands falling loosely over her forehead.
    

    

    
      “You’re actually quite kind.”
    

    

    
      “Well, it’s not a waste that I taught you the Art of the Heart Sword before.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou chuckled, then couldn’t resist reaching out to pinch her slightly plump cheek.
    

    

    
      Chunchao hadn’t expected that she’d come only to deliver a message, yet ended up being ambushed by Shen Yanzhou’s mischievous hand. Her glass-like eyes widened in shock as she instinctively stepped back, breaking free from his grasp.
    

    

    
      “The Art of the Heart Sword is too hard. Seems I’ll never learn it.”
    

    

    
      Just mentioning it made her discouraged. As a prodigy in the way of the sword, there had never been a sword art she couldn’t master—until now.
    

    

    
      “Mhm, it’s indeed not suited for you. You’re better off with something simpler.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Chunchao didn’t want to talk to him anymore. So annoying.
    

    

    
      But soon, she recalled the time at Yuxian Pavilion when Shen Yanzhou had forced her to drink, and her cheeks puffed up. “Heir, when you secretly left the capital that day, did you slip me some sedative?”
    

    

    
      “Yes, you’re very clever to notice.” Shen Yanzhou praised her with a laugh.
    

    

    
      Chunchao glared at him, wanting badly to draw the long sword at her waist and poke a few holes through him.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Chunchao +3 +3 +3…
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou stopped teasing her.
    

    

    
      Chunchao had come to warn him out of kindness, and his words that morning before Yu Chenyu had apparently worked.
    

    

    
      Besides, he could indeed make preparations early.
    

    

    
      Since Shen Jingxiao had returned to the capital ahead of schedule, the Four Fiends by his side would no doubt return to the mansion as well.
    

    

    
      Although there weren’t many suspicions on him now, with Shen Jingxiao’s paranoia, he would surely blame Shen Tian’s disappearance on him.
    

    

    
      He would definitely send trusted subordinates—beyond the mansion’s enshrined experts—to watch him.
    

    

    
      Just as he was thinking this, Shen Yanzhou suddenly caught a faint fragrance different from Chunchao’s, distinct from any powdery scent—a crisp, pure aroma like an orchid blooming in a secluded valley at night, refreshing to the very soul.
    

    

    
      Chunchao seemed to sense it too. She turned sharply, looked behind Shen Yanzhou, drew her sword, and asked cautiously, “Who are you?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou didn’t turn around.
    

    

    
      He knew that behind him stood a graceful, sultry figure swaying like a black lotus.
    

    

    
      “You’re quite the cautious little girl, and quick to react too.”
    

    

    
      A mature, seductive voice of indeterminate age sounded right behind his ear.
    

    

    
      Unlike Gu Ruoxi’s earlier, forced coquettishness, this voice was innately sultry, sending tingles straight to the bones at just the sound of it.
    

    

    
      “Who are you? Why did you intrude into the Heir’s courtyard?” Chunchao demanded, her sword raised warily. Though she lifted her chin slightly, she still only reached the other woman’s chest—a full head shorter.
    

    

    
      “Who am I? Why don’t you guess?”
    

    

    
      The charming voice replied, soft yet magnetic, evoking thoughts of humid sea breezes and saltwater.
    

    

    
      “Chunchao, sheath your sword. You’re not her match,” Shen Yanzhou said calmly, still not turning around.
    

    

    
      But Chunchao was stubborn. She ignored him, keeping her sword raised and her eyes on the woman in the black dress.
    

    

    
      The woman was truly tall—taller even than the Princess Consort, whose figure was already long and graceful.
    

    

    
      Not only that, she was far more voluptuous than most women. Even grown men might look small standing before her.
    

    

    
      Yet her curvaceous form only added to her allure, every contour vividly outlined.
    

    

    
      “The Heir has changed quite a bit.”
    

    

    
      The woman in black stood behind Shen Yanzhou. She didn’t bother teasing Chunchao, instead gazing at Shen Yanzhou with faint surprise.
    

    

    
      “What sort of change do you mean?”
    

    

    
      “Ran Aunt?”
    

    

    
      Only then did Shen Yanzhou slowly turn around, a faint smile on his lips.
    

    

    
      Although the original body’s memories had seen this woman before, Shen Yanzhou still couldn’t help but be astonished again—what a grand carriage.
    

    

    
      He was tall himself, yet before this black-dressed woman, he had little advantage in height.
    

    

    
      If there ever existed a true succubus, no man could possibly resist the temptation of such a “large carriage.”
    

    

    
      Ran Yi—one of the Four Fiends, a trusted aide of the Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao.
    

    

    
      The Four Fiends, each a grand master of the Fourth Rank, Dragon-Elephant Realm, were titled according to their distinct temperaments and methods: Kui, Jiao, Zheng, and Ran Yi.
    

    

    
      “It’s been years, and the Heir has indeed changed a lot. You used to cry every time you saw me,” Ran Yi said with a flower-like smile.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Was there such a memory?
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou searched his mind, but he couldn’t quite recall it. Perhaps the memory had already faded in the original body’s recollections.
    

    

    
      “Ran Aunt has also changed a lot. You’re even more beautiful than before,” Shen Yanzhou said.
    

    

    
      “You really know how to talk now. But Aunt isn’t beautiful anymore—I’m already old. It’s you, Heir, who has grown more handsome. If only you’d change that temper of yours, I can’t imagine how many noble ladies in the capital would be utterly smitten with you.”
    

    

    
      “Look at this little girl, how she just defended you earlier—she was afraid I’d eat you up.” Ran Yi’s smile was gentle yet sultry.
    

    

    
      She was a voluptuous woman whose age was impossible to discern by looks alone—she possessed both the purity of a young maiden and the allure of a ripened peach.
    

    

    
      In the original body’s memories, when he was a child, Ran Aunt had already looked like this. Now, nearly twenty years later, she was still the same.
    

    

    
      “I am under orders to protect the Heir’s safety.”
    

    

    
      Chunchao felt mocked and quickly responded, trying to straighten her back to appear less small before the other woman. Yet she soon gave up, realizing her head barely reached the woman’s chest.
    

    

    
      “What a cute little girl.”
    

    

    
      Ran Yi smiled and stepped forward, reaching out as if to pat Chunchao’s head. But Chunchao dodged away, wearing an expression of distaste.
    

    

    
      “Chunchao is foolish, but not stupid,” Shen Yanzhou said.
    

    

    
      “I’m not foolish.” Chunchao glared at him.
    

    

    
      “Alright, you’re not.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou thought this girl probably had nothing in her head except sword practice.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi watched the two bicker with a smile, like an amused older aunt.
    

    

    
      “The Heir as he is now… truly unexpected,” she sighed.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou ignored Chunchao and instead asked, “Ran Aunt, did you come under Father’s orders to keep watch on me?”
    

    

    
      Ran Yi didn’t deny it. She nodded and said, “Yes. The Prince said you must have changed a lot and told me to come see for myself—and to monitor you, to see what you’re up to. So here I am.”
    

    

    
      “Now that I’ve seen you, the Prince was right. Over these years, were you pretending all along? We were all fooled so badly. Even the ancestral elders of the mansion still can’t believe it.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou knew that with Shen Jingxiao’s suspicious nature, it was inevitable that he’d be watched. He hadn’t expected that his “wastrel” persona would last much longer anyway.
    

    

    
      “Ran Aunt, you make it sound like I couldn’t have just suddenly come to my senses in the past few days?” Shen Yanzhou said with a faint smile.
    

    

    
      “Keep pretending.” Ran Yi gave him a coquettish glare.
    

    

    
      When Shen Yanzhou didn’t respond, she sighed softly. “All of us were deceived by you for so many years.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou knew that this belief was already solidified—no matter how he explained, no one would believe him. He didn’t mind.
    

    

    
      “Other than watching me, Father must’ve also ordered that I not leave this courtyard, right?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi smiled sweetly. “The Heir is truly clever. I suppose you were always this clever—only we were all fooled by your act. After all, only someone truly intelligent could deceive all of us.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou gently rubbed the white jade ring between his fingers.
    

    

    
      Just as he expected—after returning to the capital, Shen Jingxiao would certainly confine him.
    

    

    
      He likely wouldn’t be allowed to leave this courtyard until Shen Tian’s whereabouts were found.
    

    

    
      Now, in the capital, there were only two people who could help him.
    

    

    
      The first was the Princess Consort, Yu Chenyu. Since Shen Jingxiao’s confinement order came from him, she would be the only one capable of lifting it. Ran Yi and the others, though loyal to Shen Jingxiao, would not dare defy the Princess Consort’s command.
    

    

    
      The other was the one currently within the Golden Luan Hall.
    

    

    
      “With Wu Ruyue’s temperament—and considering the importance of the Martial God’s legacy—she will surely be summoned by that person.”
    

    

    
      “If she learns I’m confined, she’ll definitely find a way to help me.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou wasn’t anxious. He had already planned to stay in the courtyard for a few days to carefully study several martial arts manuals.
    

    

    
      “Why so quiet? Do you find Aunt too old now, not as pretty as young girls, so you don’t want to talk to me?”
    

    

    
      Ran Yi smiled, her charming eyes still fixed on Shen Yanzhou, as if she were trying to see right through him.
    

    

    
      “No, Aunt isn’t old at all—just right. A woman at Aunt’s age knows best how to care for others,” Shen Yanzhou replied.
    

    

    
      “Such a smooth tongue.” Ran Yi covered her mouth with a soft laugh and lightly patted his shoulder.
    

    

    
      “Tell me, if you’ve been pretending all these years, then when you used to secretly peek at my hips and chest—was that pretending too?”
    

    

    
      As she spoke, she suddenly leaned in, her entire body pressing against his. Her moist breath brushed against his ear, carrying a faint heat.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Was that true?
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou didn’t have such a memory, but knowing the original body’s temperament, it was entirely possible.
    

    

    
      Still, being caught peeking must’ve been quite awkward.
    

    

    
      He replied calmly, without a blush, “That part wasn’t pretending.”
    

    

    
      “You little lecher.”
    

    

    
      Ran Yi cast him a flirtatious glare, her expression drenched in allure.
    

    

    
      Chunchao, standing beside them, could hardly bear it anymore. This woman, one of the Four Fiends feared throughout the Southern Border, seemed more like a courtesan from Yuxian Pavilion than any she’d ever met there.
    

    

    
      “What a pity—it seems I only had desire, not the courage,” Shen Yanzhou said regretfully.
    

    

    
      “If you tell me where Shen Tian is, I’ll give you a surprise,” Ran Yi said teasingly, leaning her head on his shoulder. Her long, delicate fingers lifted a few strands of her ink-black hair, brushing them lightly across his cheek.
    

    

    
      “Shen Tian? What Shen Tian?”
    

    

    
      “Isn’t he in the capital? He even came to the Prince’s Mansion a few days ago.”
    

    

    
      A look of confusion crossed Shen Yanzhou’s face.
    

    

    
      “Oh, stop pretending. You definitely know where he is. If you just tell me, you won’t get scolded when your father returns.”
    

    

    
      “You know how cruel your father can be in the Southern Border. His torture methods are terrifying. I can hardly bear to watch when he interrogates prisoners—it’s horrifying.”
    

    

    
      Ran Yi patted her chest, as if frightened just remembering it.
    

    

    
      “So Father plans to interrogate me like a criminal?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi pursed her lips in a smile. “I was only making an example—but if your father loses his temper, who knows what might happen?”
    

    

    
      Even Chunchao, normally slow to catch on, could tell now—this was a threat.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou understood as well.
    

    

    
      Still, he looked entirely unconcerned and shook his head. “What a pity. I truly wish I could help Father find Shen Tian, help them reunite as father and son.”
    

    

    
      “Oh, you’re so disobedient.”
    

    

    
      “You’ll suffer for it later, but for the sake of our years of acquaintance, I’ll plead for you before your father when the time comes.”
    

    

    
      After that, Ran Yi said nothing more. She let out a soft laugh, straightened up, and leisurely sat down on a nearby stone bench, seemingly ready to keep watch over Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, of course, couldn’t be bothered with her. He turned, entered his room, and locked the door in one smooth motion.
    

    

    
      “Young lady, are you planning to stay here too?”
    

    

    
      Ran Yi grinned at Chunchao.
    

    

    
      Chunchao ignored her as well, hugging her sword tightly while standing guard before Shen Yanzhou’s door, her face stiff with the warning strangers, keep out.
    

    

    
      Finding no amusement in teasing her, Ran Yi propped up her chin, brushed aside a few strands of hair, and began to idly pass the time.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At that moment, within the imperial palace—inside the Hall of Virtuous Enlightenment.
    

    

    
      Dozens of palace maids and eunuchs held golden lamps and incense burners, standing in orderly rows.
    

    

    
      Civil and military officials filled the lower hall, waiting in silence. The atmosphere was heavy.
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      Chapter 70: The So-called Truth
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde sat with an air of natural authority, his expression calm yet commanding. He sat upright behind the desk, where memorials and petitions were piled high before him. He casually picked one up, flipped through it without much interest, and then set it aside.
    

    

    
      “This is the explanation you offer to me?”
    

    

    
      His gaze fell upon Shen Jingxiao standing within the hall, his tone light yet sharp.
    

    

    
      In that instant, an invisible imperial pressure spread forth — a dragon’s might so vast it seemed to crush mountains and seas, causing the entire hall to hum faintly under its weight.
    

    

    
      “Your Majesty, this is precisely the matter this humble servant has returned to the capital to report,” Shen Jingxiao replied, bowing respectfully.
    

    

    
      He wore a deep-purple robe embroidered with coiling serpents, a jade pendant at his waist, and a crown of violet jade upon his head. His bearing was refined, more that of a scholar than a general.
    

    

    
      “Interesting.”
    

    

    
      “Since you have been investigating this matter for years, why do you only bring it to me today?” Emperor Mingde’s tone remained mild, but his dissatisfaction was evident.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s expression did not change as he explained, “It is precisely because this matter is deeply entangled. The Nether Cult is vast and elusive, its roots buried within the capital for many years. If one were to act rashly without the proper timing, it would only alert the serpent in the grass. Now, circumstances have forced my hand.”
    

    

    
      The assembled officials below — including Crown Prince Xia Chongming — were all bewildered.
    

    

    
      They had no idea what explanation the Demon Suppression King had offered to make the previously angered Emperor Mingde gradually calm down.
    

    

    
      Those memorials that had been submitted — only Emperor Mingde had seen them.
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression King’s return to the capital was supposed to be to address the rumors about the true and false heirs. Yet from the current situation, it appeared he had admitted to the matter.
    

    

    
      In other words, the claim that Shen Yanzhou was a false heir had been all but confirmed.
    

    

    
      By reason, such deceit against the throne was treason punishable by extermination of the nine clans. After all, for all these years, even His Majesty himself had regarded Shen Yanzhou as the true heir.
    

    

    
      Moreover, the family of the Demon Suppression King had long been stationed in the capital — in part serving as hostages of loyalty.
    

    

    
      And now, it turned out that the most important “hostage” among them was a fraud.
    

    

    
      “Your Majesty, these are the evidences recently submitted to the Ministry of Justice and the Chilin Guards by several veteran generals of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion. They have all been verified. The Nether Cult has indeed been plotting in secret. Based on this evidence, the Chilin Guards secretly dispatched experts the other day to destroy several strongholds of the cult hidden within the capital.”
    

    

    
      “A total of more than thirty cultists were captured, including five senior members — two of whom are undercover agents from Beiyu.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, a minister with a scar across his face stepped forward and handed up a stack of memorials — the Minister of Justice himself.
    

    

    
      At these words, the hall fell silent for a moment. Many ministers could not help but feel astonished.
    

    

    
      The Chilin Guards had completed such a major operation without anyone noticing.
    

    

    
      The Nether Cult’s network in the capital had long been a thorn in everyone’s side.
    

    

    
      To capture so many cultists in one sweep, including five senior figures — that was no small achievement.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde accepted the memorials from the Minister of Justice. His thoughts stirred, and with a flash of divine perception, he finished reading them within a moment.
    

    

    
      “So, this is the truth you wish to tell me?” he asked, looking at Shen Jingxiao.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao replied, “Your Majesty, heaven and earth bear witness to my loyalty. The sun and moon can attest to my sincerity. With rumors spreading throughout the capital, it is indeed necessary to give the people an explanation. Moreover, in the Southern Border, as the winter snow melts, the demonic beasts enter their breeding season — chaos may erupt at any moment.”
    

    

    
      “This humble servant cannot remain long in the capital. The Nether Cult’s network has been set for years. Though it is not yet the most favorable moment, it is time to draw in the net.”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde pondered for a moment.
    

    

    
      He turned to Grand Eunuch Wei Gong, who stood beside him, and asked, “Have you discovered who spread the rumors in the capital? The Demon Suppression King has defended our Great Qian from southern demon invasions, preserving peace within our borders through great toil and merit. To see him slandered and framed so — it truly angers me.”
    

    

    
      Wei Gong quickly stepped forward and said, “Your Majesty, we have already investigated. The rumors were spread by several members of the Nether Cult. They deliberately used the mouths of beggars in the capital to incite panic and undermine the state’s foundation. They have now been imprisoned in the Heavenly Prison, awaiting the Ministry of Justice’s judgment.”
    

    

    
      “Good.”
    

    

    
      “The Demon Suppression King has journeyed from the Southern Border in great haste. He should return to his mansion and rest,” Emperor Mingde said with a nod.
    

    

    
      However, Shen Jingxiao did not withdraw immediately. Instead, he bowed once more and said, “Your Majesty, the incident of the fire and attack on the Prince’s Mansion twenty years ago was also part of the Nether Cult’s scheme. The truth has now been uncovered, and I have one unworthy request.”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde’s eyes narrowed slightly at those words.
    

    

    
      After a pause, he said just one word: “Speak.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s expression remained composed as he said, “This humble servant has investigated in secret and discovered that the Nether Cult deliberately exchanged my bloodline back then — they replaced my own infant son with a baby from Vermilion Bird Street, one who was supposed to have been drowned by a courtesan. Amidst the chaos of the fire, they then abducted my true son.”
    

    

    
      The hall erupted into a commotion.
    

    

    
      Although many ministers had already guessed what Shen Jingxiao might say, none expected him to declare it so openly before all.
    

    

    
      Was this not a direct confirmation that Shen Yanzhou was indeed a false heir?
    

    

    
      And that the true heir was someone else entirely?
    

    

    
      Crown Prince Xia Chongming could not help stepping forward, his words tinged with mockery. “So, Demon Suppression King, are you saying that for twenty years, you never knew that Shen Yanzhou was not your biological son? You, of all people — the foremost warrior of our time, a Second Rank cultivator of the Nirvana Realm — could not sense the blood of your own flesh?”
    

    

    
      Many officials revealed intrigued looks, waiting to see how the Demon Suppression King would explain himself.
    

    

    
      If he had known that Shen Yanzhou was not his son yet allowed it, even under the guise of exposing the Nether Cult’s network, that would still constitute treason.
    

    

    
      For years, many had believed the Demon Suppression King deliberately indulged Shen Yanzhou’s idleness and arrogance to put the emperor at ease.
    

    

    
      In some sense, while he commanded the Southern Border armies — obeying orders yet acting independently, hoarding taxes and maintaining a private army — his immense power was a latent concern.
    

    

    
      If his heir were also exceptionally talented, who could guarantee he would not harbor ambitions?
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s reckless behavior had long been the capital’s reassurance.
    

    

    
      But now… the Demon Suppression King was declaring that even that reassurance had been false.
    

    

    
      “What the Crown Prince can imagine — would the Nether Cult not have anticipated as well when they made the switch?”
    

    

    
      “This world holds countless secret arts. Even as one of Second Rank, I often find myself humbled by their mysteries. The Nether Cult is backed by the Path of Communion with the Netherworld, an ancient lineage of the Shamanic Path passed down from the age of antiquity. To deceive a mere martial practitioner like me — how difficult could that be?”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s expression remained unchanged as he replied.
    

    

    
      Crown Prince Xia Chongming faltered, unable to find grounds to refute.
    

    

    
      Indeed, if Shen Jingxiao claimed he could not perceive it — who could prove otherwise?
    

    

    
      The officials’ thoughts were divided.
    

    

    
      Few truly doubted Shen Jingxiao’s words. If the Nether Cult had gone so far as to exchange heirs, naturally they would have ensured the deception was flawless.
    

    

    
      A man of his level would not have been easily fooled — unless the trick had been devised to deceive even him.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde clearly did not wish to continue discussing the matter any further.
    

    

    
      “You mean to announce this to the world and bring back the true heir?” He looked at Shen Jingxiao as he spoke.
    

    

    
      “This humble servant wishes to bring him back and keep him in the capital to make up for the many years of neglect,” Shen Jingxiao replied.
    

    

    
      “The capital is rife with rumors, unsettling the hearts of the people. I hope Your Majesty will grant me justice and reveal the truth to all,” Shen Jingxiao said with a bow.
    

    

    
      Although the timing was far from ideal, there was no other choice. He had abandoned years of infiltration and groundwork within the Nether Cult just to secure this opportunity for Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      In the future, keeping him in the capital would also help put Emperor Mingde’s mind at ease.
    

    

    
      “Heh, you all greatly underestimate this emperor’s heart.”
    

    

    
      “All of you spend your days second-guessing me. As long as I sit upon this throne, I am the master of these vast lands and the ruler of all under heaven.”
    

    

    
      “A mere heir—could he possibly take my throne from me?”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde waved his hand impatiently, his gaze in that instant seeming to pierce through the thoughts and schemes of everyone present.
    

    

    
      At those words, everyone in the hall — Shen Jingxiao included — visibly paled.
    

    

    
      “This humble servant would not dare…”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao immediately bowed low, kneeling in deep reverence, his hands clenched tightly beneath his wide sleeves.
    

    

    
      “The Nether Cult seeks to disrupt the Great Qian Dynasty and throw the court into disarray. Such traitors should be eradicated.”
    

    

    
      “The Demon Suppression King has found the true heir and restored the lineage of his house. This is a blessing for the Great Qian Dynasty and cause for celebration.”
    

    

    
      “A man with the talent of a commander should be at the borders waging war, expanding our lands for the dynasty.”
    

    

    
      “You wish to keep him in the capital—for me to watch him?” Emperor Mingde’s tone turned cold, his eyes revealing a flicker of disappointment.
    

    

    
      “Your Majesty, please quell your anger.”
    

    

    
      The officials within the hall hurriedly fell to their knees, bowing their heads low, not daring even to breathe too loudly.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao too dared not speak.
    

    

    
      Crown Prince Xia Chongming, for his part, had never before seen his father so enraged. For years, the emperor had resided deep within the Hall of Nurturing Heart, cultivating his body and spirit, seeking longevity.
    

    

    
      Even when major affairs of the court arose, he rarely showed such visible anger—let alone like this.
    

    

    
      His earlier summoning of the Demon Suppression King to the capital had already shown displeasure, but nothing compared to this.
    

    

    
      “Court dismissed.”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde waved his hand wearily.
    

    

    
      Eunuch Wei Gong immediately followed closely behind him.
    

    

    
      Moments later, once the emperor had departed, the oppressive atmosphere in the hall finally eased. The officials slowly rose, and several stepped forward to help the Demon Suppression King.
    

    

    
      Crown Prince Xia Chongming gave a cold snort. “Demon Suppression King, how very bold of you—to deceive and conceal the truth! Father has overlooked your offenses for the sake of your past merits, yet you dare to press your luck further and demand justice?”
    

    

    
      “You truly think others cannot see through your little schemes?”
    

    

    
      “Your Highness, please watch your words…”
    

    

    
      Several ministers’ expressions changed at once. They quickly moved forward to stop him—words like these could not be spoken recklessly. If spread, they would damage the Crown Prince’s reputation and virtue.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao had maintained a stoic expression ever since he rose. Even when faced with the Crown Prince’s ridicule, he remained unmoved.
    

    

    
      After a brief silence, he simply brushed the nonexistent dust from his sleeves and walked out of the hall as if nothing had happened.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression King’s audience in court, where he revealed that Shen Yanzhou was a false heir, soon became the talk of the entire capital.
    

    

    
      No one had expected the rumor to turn out true.
    

    

    
      However, new information also spread — that the false heir Shen Yanzhou had not been deliberately raised by the Demon Suppression King, but had been switched by the Nether Cult years ago.
    

    

    
      This revelation shocked many.
    

    

    
      “Then who is the true heir?”
    

    

    
      “The Demon Suppression King has not yet said, but judging from today’s events in court, he will likely bring him back soon.”
    

    

    
      “Heh, I always said — how could someone like the Demon Suppression King possibly have sired a wastrel like Shen Yanzhou, who knows neither discipline nor virtue?”
    

    

    
      “Well, now that he’s lost the title of the Demon Suppression Prince’s heir, let’s see how arrogant that wastrel dares to be in the capital!”
    

    

    
      “Whatever the case, the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion has restored its rightful lineage — a cause for joy indeed.”
    

    

    
      From street corners to taverns and inns, even within the academies and schools, people buzzed with discussion.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s return had restored the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion to its former glory. The previous rumors and doubts were completely dispelled.
    

    

    
      That very day, many officials came bearing gifts of congratulation, but Shen Jingxiao declined them all, using his desire to reunite with family as an excuse.
    

    

    
      The mansion was filled with joy and liveliness, like a festival celebration.
    

    

    
      Several family elders conversed with Shen Jingxiao in the reception hall, mentioning that Shen Yanzhou had already been placed under confinement.
    

    

    
      “This brat hid his true self well. If not for your warning, Jingxiao, we might have been fooled by his facade.”
    

    

    
      “Tian’er’s disappearance is definitely connected to him.”
    

    

    
      “Think of a way to make him speak. If he refuses, use harsher means if you must…”
    

    

    
      “Now that all of the capital knows about the true and false heirs, it hardly matters anymore.”
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao and the others had not imagined that Shen Yanzhou had been deceiving them for years, hiding behind the mask of a frivolous wastrel.
    

    

    
      Anger festered within their hearts as they recalled how he had mocked them before the gates of the mansion.
    

    

    
      “Don’t rejoice too soon. His Majesty likely knows more than he lets on — he simply chooses not to interfere.”
    

    

    
      “The matter of Hidden Moon Mountain clearly involves many parties, and Shen Yanzhou is a key piece among them,” Shen Jingxiao said, his gaze deep and cold.
    

    

    
      It had been a long time since he had felt so humiliated. Facing Emperor Mingde today, that old sense of fear had returned.
    

    

    
      The feeling was unbearable — and infuriating.
    

    

    
      “So, Jingxiao, you mean to say we leave Shen Yanzhou be for now?” Shen Zhigao could not help asking.
    

    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    

    
      “Not only that, but we must protect him well. That brat is far more cunning than all of you combined,” Shen Jingxiao said calmly.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s public disruption at the mansion gates, deliberately drawing attention, was clearly meant to shift the blame for the Hidden Moon Mountain incident onto the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      The elders had failed to see this, believing instead that Shen Yanzhou had been manipulated by others.
    

    

    
      But Shen Jingxiao knew better — it had been entirely intentional.
    

    

    
      For now, he had merely suppressed the issue temporarily. It was far from resolved, with many loose ends still to be tied.
    

    

    
      “I’ll go to the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard first.”
    

    

    
      Leaving those words behind, Shen Jingxiao turned and walked toward the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard, where Yu Chenyu usually rested.
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      “No.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao hadn’t expected that before he even stepped into the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard, he would be stopped by a few maids at the entrance—followed by Yu Chenyu’s cold and distant voice from within.
    

    

    
      As the most powerful man under heaven, he was now barred from even stepping into his own wife’s backyard.
    

    

    
      Though Shen Jingxiao was a man of deep composure, never showing joy or anger on his face, at this moment, displeasure rippled across his features. Beneath his wide sleeves, his fists clenched tightly.
    

    

    
      Yet soon, he drew in a slow breath, calming his heart before speaking toward the figure hidden among the bamboo shadows.
    

    

    
      “Whether you accept it or not, Shen Tian is our flesh and blood. These years of your indulgence toward Shen Yanzhou should come to an end.”
    

    

    
      “You shouldn’t continue wasting affection on him.”
    

    

    
      “At this point, we have no choice left.”
    

    

    
      After finishing those words, he didn’t wait for Yu Chenyu’s response—he turned and left.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Greetings, Your Highness.”
    

    

    
      At the entrance to Shen Yanzhou’s courtyard, several guards saluted in unison.
    

    

    
      Hearing the commotion, Ran Yi, who had been sitting idly within the pavilion, stood up.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s expression was as dark as still water. He stood at the gate for a moment before finally stepping inside—it was, in fact, the first time he had ever entered this courtyard.
    

    

    
      In his heart, Shen Yanzhou was merely the lowly son of a courtesan. Even hearing the boy call him father always grated on his ears, feeling more like an insult.
    

    

    
      Everything concerning Shen Yanzhou, he had left to the clan elders to handle, never willing to waste even the slightest energy or thought on him.
    

    

    
      For so many years, it had always been this way—despicable, lowborn, useless…
    

    

    
      Those were his only impressions of Shen Yanzhou: a wastrel relying on scraps of the influence he bestowed, leaning against the might of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, spending his days in drunken pleasure, stirring up trouble in the capital.
    

    

    
      “Where is that unfilial son?” Shen Jingxiao asked coldly.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi said nothing, only motioned with her eyes toward the tightly locked door.
    

    

    
      The sword-bearing maid, Chunchao, standing at the door, suddenly felt a crushing pressure descend upon her. Her whole body trembled uncontrollably, and even the sword in her arms quivered, nearly slipping from her grasp.
    

    

    
      A faint pallor spread across her delicate face, yet she didn’t move—not even half a step back. She still blocked the door.
    

    

    
      “Won’t move aside?”
    

    

    
      A chill rose in Shen Jingxiao’s heart, his once-calm voice carrying an edge of ice.
    

    

    
      He had suffered humiliation at court earlier that day. Upon returning, Yu Chenyu refused to see him, barring him from the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard—and now even a sword-bearing maid by her side dared defy him?
    

    

    
      “The Heir commanded that without his permission, no one may step inside.”
    

    

    
      Chunchao met Shen Jingxiao’s eyes stubbornly, the sword in her arms humming as if ready to leave its sheath.
    

    

    
      She knew well that the man before her was the world-renowned Demon Suppression King, the true master of this mansion.
    

    

    
      And yet, she still chose to obey Shen Yanzhou’s order.
    

    

    
      “Heh… this bastard grows bolder by the day. Has he forgotten who holds authority in this mansion?”
    

    

    
      “Move aside.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s gaze turned glacial. As a Second-Rank martial expert, he disdained to strike a mere maid—but a lesson was still in order.
    

    

    
      Buzz!
    

    

    
      The air vibrated as heaven and earth’s energy gathered. He raised his hand; the force condensed into a gust of wind, forming a palm imprint that swung toward Chunchao’s cheek.
    

    

    
      But at that instant, the locked door suddenly opened. A slender hand reached out, grasping Chunchao’s thin arm and pulling her behind him.
    

    

    
      From within, Shen Yanzhou stepped out—his voice laced with mockery.
    

    

    
      “The great Demon Suppression King—so majestic indeed. To be humiliated in the Golden Luan Hall, only to return and vent his anger on a young girl.”
    

    

    
      “No wonder my mother looks down on you, refusing to let you set foot in the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard.”
    

    

    
      “You insolent brat…”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s face darkened. He hadn’t expected Shen Yanzhou to speak to him in such a manner. The timid, fearful boy who once cowered before him had utterly vanished.
    

    

    
      “What now? Does the mighty Demon Suppression King intend to kill me?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou met his gaze with a faint smile.
    

    

    
      In a certain sense, this was their first true confrontation.
    

    

    
      “Good… you don’t even call me father anymore. Truly a dog that can’t be raised properly.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s tone returned to icy calm.
    

    

    
      “Father?”
    

    

    
      “Do you deserve the title?” Shen Yanzhou’s smile lingered.
    

    

    
      “Unfilial beast—lower than an animal.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s expression grew even colder.
    

    

    
      The hand that had not withdrawn its strike gathered heaven and earth’s energy once more, forming a massive palm that descended toward Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      He wouldn’t kill him—but he would make him suffer.
    

    

    
      From within the courtyard, Ran Yi shook her head ever so slightly, sighing.
    

    

    
      What was the point? Why not just yield? He could still live as the Heir, bask in wealth and honor.
    

    

    
      Given the current situation in the capital, the Demon Suppression King surely wouldn’t truly harm him; if anything, he’d compensate him for the “false Heir” identity.
    

    

    
      After all… that was Shen Jingxiao’s way—he always made things look perfect to win hearts.
    

    

    
      Chunchao knew Shen Yanzhou’s condition well. Having practiced only the Selfless Sword Heart, she possessed no true cultivation. If that palm landed, wouldn’t her bones be broken and tendons snapped? She’d be bedridden for months.
    

    

    
      “My lord Heir…”
    

    

    
      “Don’t push yourself,” Shen Yanzhou said quietly.
    

    

    
      She instinctively tried to move him aside, but no matter how she strained, she couldn’t budge him—he stood as unshakable as a bronze wall.
    

    

    
      Lifting her head, Chunchao suddenly found Shen Yanzhou before her strangely unfamiliar.
    

    

    
      In the next moment, her eyes widened in disbelief.
    

    

    
      That enormous palm, condensed from the energy of heaven and earth, was about to strike Shen Yanzhou—but it vanished soundlessly, as if some invisible barrier before him had dissolved it completely.
    

    

    
      The courtyard fell silent, the only sound the whisper of wind through birch leaves.
    

    

    
      Not only Chunchao, even Ran Yi, who watched from the side, stood dumbfounded.
    

    

    
      “Where did you gain such power?”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s expression shifted again and again—there was a trace of surprise in his eyes.
    

    

    
      Even though that strike of his had been casual, it was not something an ordinary person could possibly withstand, much less dissolve so silently.
    

    

    
      He had always ordered people to keep an eye on Shen Yanzhou’s movements, forbidding him from coming into contact with anything related to the Martial Path.
    

    

    
      Yet now, Shen Yanzhou felt… different. Very different.
    

    

    
      “Take a guess.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was still smiling faintly. The swirling wind of true force dispersed, not even stirring the corner of his robe.
    

    

    
      “It seems that trip outside the capital brought you quite a few fortuitous encounters.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s face darkened further.
    

    

    
      At the side, Ran Yi could not help feeling bewildered and doubtful. She hadn’t sensed any fluctuation of energy when the Demon Suppression King’s palm strike dissipated—how had that happened?
    

    

    
      Was it Shen Yanzhou’s own strength? Or someone secretly aiding him?
    

    

    
      “Yes, I did gain a few chances,” Shen Yanzhou smiled, “and besides that, I also got rid of a rather troublesome fellow.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s expression instantly turned ugly.
    

    

    
      Now that Shen Yanzhou had admitted it himself, Shen Tian’s disappearance was undoubtedly tied to him.
    

    

    
      Under the wide sleeve of his robe, Shen Jingxiao’s other hand suddenly produced a greenish-blue gu insect, its body like carved jade toad. Wisps of aura, like the Breath of the Netherworld, flowed across its surface, chilling to the bone.
    

    

    
      However, when Shen Jingxiao attempted to activate the gu, intending to trigger the Nether Curse within Shen Yanzhou’s body, something unexpected occurred—the gu gave off a feeling of resistance.
    

    

    
      In the past, he could clearly sense Shen Yanzhou’s physical condition through it. But now, that feeling of total control had become… blurred.
    

    

    
      With a snap, a mass of filthy blood burst in his palm, splattering into drops of bluish fluid.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s face grew even gloomier—the Nether Curse had been silently dissolved by Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      “What’s wrong? Trying to control me with the Nether Curse? Feeling disappointed?” Shen Yanzhou asked with a faint smile, as if he knew exactly what Shen Jingxiao had just done.
    

    

    
      “When did you discover it?”
    

    

    
      “When did you remove it?”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s tone turned cold—he had laid his cards on the table. There was no need to pretend anymore. The two of them had already torn their last pretense of civility.
    

    

    
      “Does that matter?” Shen Yanzhou replied.
    

    

    
      “So, it must’ve been someone from the Southern Border who helped you. The Nether Curse isn’t easily broken—especially without me noticing anything.”
    

    

    
      “You worked with those people from the Southern Border to plot against Shen Tian, luring him into Hidden Moon Mountain?” Shen Jingxiao had already guessed the truth, his expression turning even icier.
    

    

    
      “That fool, compared to you, was simply brainless. A few words were enough to stir his emotions. He insisted on killing me and chased me all the way. Since he brought himself to my doorstep, how could I not oblige him?” Shen Yanzhou said with a faint smile.
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      Very good. As expected of you, Shen Jingxiao—you’re even more nourishing than Shen Tian, that pitiful leek.
    

    

    
      The smile on Shen Yanzhou’s face deepened.
    

    

    
      “Good. Very good.”
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou, you’re courting death.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s voice was low and cold, his eyes sharp as ice.
    

    

    
      For so many years, he had never been this furious—especially now, with that mocking smile on Shen Yanzhou’s face. For the first time in his life, he felt he had been played for a fool.
    

    

    
      He had never once noticed anything abnormal about Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      And he had always treated him as a useless idiot.
    

    

    
      “Courting death?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou laughed indifferently, stepping forward from his room. With every step, the aura around him surged stronger and stronger.
    

    

    
      By the time he reached the center of the courtyard, that mighty, torrential pressure—like the collapse of mountains and seas—forced Shen Jingxiao to take half a step back, eyes filled with disbelief.
    

    

    
      “Shen Jingxiao, with your power alone—can you kill me?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou asked again, the smile fading from his lips.
    

    

    
      “Where did you get this strength?”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s face darkened. A subtle sense of danger crept into his heart—there was truly a power within Shen Yanzhou that could threaten him.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi and Chunchao, standing within the courtyard, were both utterly stunned.
    

    

    
      “If I were to use this power and kill you here, how great an uproar would sweep through the capital, do you think?”
    

    

    
      “When you entered the capital to face the Emperor, I’m sure you didn’t dare to use your avatar. Since it’s your true body that stands before me, if you die, it’ll be your total annihilation—body and soul alike.”
    

    

    
      “I really do want to give it a try.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s gaze blazed, his eyes fixed on Shen Jingxiao, a radiant smile spreading across his lips.
    

    

    
      “My lord Heir, don’t be rash.”
    

    

    
      “If His Highness meets with an accident, you won’t be able to leave the capital alive either.”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Ran Yi—no longer caring about her confusion—hurriedly spoke up to dissuade him.
    

    

    
      Chunchao, still holding her sword, stood there helpless and dazed. In her heart, she felt lost… When had Shen Yanzhou become so powerful? Where had such terrifying strength come from?
    

    

    
      “You want to kill me?”
    

    

    
      “What an unfilial, rebellious son.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s eyes were icy as he glared at Shen Yanzhou, seemingly on the verge of laughing. He hadn’t expected this brat to be even more ruthless than he imagined.
    

    

    
      He had only wanted to control his life and death—to teach him a lesson, not to kill him.
    

    

    
      “Maybe I’ll just give it a try.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled. 
    

    

    
      In truth, his original plan had been to wait until Shen Jingxiao returned to the mansion, then feign weakness and develop secretly. After all, he could harvest negative emotions to increase his own power.
    

    

    
      Given enough time, he could stand at the pinnacle of the world.
    

    

    
      But Shen Jingxiao’s domineering attitude had made him realize that if he continued pretending to be a coward, he’d only sink deeper into humiliation. And that… was unbearable.
    

    

    
      He had a system, and an “old master” and a “female sword immortal” by his side.
    

    

    
      Why should Shen Jingxiao still dare act arrogant before him?
    

    

    
      Thinking that, Shen Yanzhou suddenly felt that he’d been holding back too much. He should’ve claimed the title of “Successor of the Martial God” back at Hidden Moon Mountain.
    

    

    
      A few more troubles would’ve been worth it.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, the longer he endured, the more stifled his heart became.
    

    

    
      “I’d like to see what tricks you have left, that make you bold enough to speak to me this way.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s gaze turned glacial, killing intent rising.
    

    

    
      In the next instant, his broad sleeves flared open.
    

    

    
      The air trembled—winds roared, colors of azure and violet intertwined as the gathered energy of heaven and earth condensed into countless blades of light, slashing down toward Shen Yanzhou with thunderous roar.
    

    

    
      “I want to see for myself what power a Second-Rank martial expert like you truly possesses.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou raised his hand calmly, pressing down with his palm. 
    

    

    
      That overwhelming power, not his own, now filled his hand—enough to crush mountains with ease.
    

    

    
      He struck forward. The sword-lights shattered instantly, unable to even approach him.
    

    

    
      “Power that doesn’t belong to you is nothing more than rootless driftwood.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao could tell—this strength was borrowed from elsewhere; it did not belong to Shen Yanzhou himself.
    

    

    
      He gathered his fist-light, his body moving like thunder—vanishing from sight. In the next moment, he appeared behind Shen Yanzhou, his motion so fast it was like teleportation.
    

    

    
      Though Shen Jingxiao carried a refined, scholarly air, his fist carried terrifying bloodlight, fierce and forceful enough to shatter mountains and crush peaks.
    

    

    
      Boom!!!
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou met it head-on with his own punch. At the same time, the Breath of Primordial Chaos within him surged violently—every Primordial Qi vortex within his body erupted, streaming the Breath of Primordial Chaos to envelop his fist.
    

    

    
      This power might not have been his own—it came from the lingering will of the Martial God Lin Qingcang—but guided by his body’s instinct, it naturally drew upon the Breath of Primordial Chaos.
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      At the instant their fists collided, Shen Jingxiao’s expression changed drastically. A sharp pain shot through his arm, his fist split open, and blood gushed forth as if his hand would shatter completely.
    

    

    
      He had believed that since this power did not belong to Shen Yanzhou, the latter’s physical body must be frail. As long as he could get close enough, he would be able to suppress him instantly.
    

    

    
      Yet, to his shock, a terrifying force beyond imagination surged forth, capable of annihilating everything in its path, effortlessly crushing and obliterating his protective Qi.
    

    

    
      “It seems, Shen Jingxiao, you are no more than this.”
    

    

    
      Taking advantage of his momentum, Shen Yanzhou did not relent. His punch carried on with undiminished might, its dreadful power like a mountain crashing forward. With a thunderous boom, it tore through the air.
    

    

    
      A sharp cracking sound followed as Shen Jingxiao’s protective Qi shattered instantly.
    

    

    
      He grunted, and in the next breath, his entire body was flung through the air like a torn sack. His long hair, once tied neatly under a crown, came loose in an instant, his previously scholarly composure utterly ruined—he looked completely disheveled.
    

    

    
      The exchange had taken place in but a fleeting moment. By the time Ran Yi and Chunchao reacted, they saw Shen Jingxiao hurled away, one of his arms nearly ruined, hanging limply and dripping with blood.
    

    

    
      The two froze on the spot, unable to believe what they were witnessing.
    

    

    
      “What kind of power is this?”
    

    

    
      Shock and disbelief filled Shen Jingxiao’s eyes.
    

    

    
      Suspended in midair, he struggled to steady himself, one hand reaching up to fix his loosened hair crown, attempting to restore his composure. But the more he tried, the more pitiful he appeared.
    

    

    
      The “Solar Body Art” he practiced granted him an extraordinarily domineering protective Qi, blazing like a scorching sun that could repel most attacks.
    

    

    
      Yet under Shen Yanzhou’s inner strength and true Qi, it shattered like an eggshell—fragile, brittle, destroyed at a single touch.
    

    

    
      “The power that kills you.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s body flashed like lightning. He knew Lin Qingcang’s strength would not last long, and thus he intended to end the battle swiftly.
    

    

    
      Activating The True Explanation of Primordial Unity, countless vortices of Primordial Qi within him hummed, streams of the Breath of Primordial Chaos surged from his nose and mouth, forming a haze of radiant Qi that resembled the primal chaos itself.
    

    

    
      In that moment, it was as if he stood within a domain impervious to all laws.
    

    

    
      “What kind of fortune did this child receive?”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao grew increasingly alarmed, one of his arms nearly crippled.
    

    

    
      From their brief exchange, he had already realized that Shen Yanzhou’s current power far exceeded his own—and within that power was something transcending even the First Rank: an Intent.
    

    

    
      “Magneto-Heaven Blade!”
    

    

    
      He retreated rapidly, shouting as he unleashed a blazing arc of golden-red light. It rolled forward like a flood, fierce and unending, as if heavenly jade were descending from beyond the skies, merging into a vast river of light that surged down upon the approaching Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou drew upon the Breath of Primordial Chaos within him, channeling Lin Qingcang’s power into his fist.
    

    

    
      He strode forward, the ground quaking beneath his feet, dazzling light blooming in his palms like a golden sun rising and falling within the courtyard.
    

    

    
      The next moment, a terrifying tremor echoed out—it was as though the void itself had been struck.
    

    

    
      The entire courtyard trembled violently; the ground erupted, pillars snapped, walls crumbled, and stones flew into the air, raising clouds of dust that blanketed the sky.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi and Chunchao, having sensed something terribly wrong, had already fled the courtyard.
    

    

    
      The power Shen Yanzhou now displayed was no longer something they could intervene in.
    

    

    
      A thunderous boom! resounded!
    

    

    
      The aftermath burst outward in a blinding explosion of light. Radiance filled the heavens like a rain of brilliance, dazzling beyond measure.
    

    

    
      The surrounding buildings collapsed entirely. From above, one could see streaks of devastation spreading outward—like plow lines carved deep into the earth, leaving utter ruin in their wake.
    

    

    
      “Pffft—”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao spat a mouthful of blood. His hair was a tangled mess, and his Magneto-Heaven Blade shattered—the very technique capable of slaying any Third Rank opponent was now casually crushed between Shen Yanzhou’s fingers.
    

    

    
      The power this youth displayed defied all sense.
    

    

    
      “Shen Jingxiao, if you have no other means left, then perhaps today shall be your death day.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou advanced step by step, his tone indifferent yet filled with killing intent.
    

    

    
      “At most, three more breaths.”
    

    

    
      “I won’t be able to hold on after that. That convenient father of yours is far stronger than the usual Second Rank. After that strike, he should have no strength left to retaliate.”
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang’s faint, weary voice sounded in Shen Yanzhou’s ear.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s steps paused briefly. He wasn’t surprised—after all, Lin Qingcang existed merely as a remnant thought, not even a true fragment of a soul. With time, he might recover slightly through rest, but not much.
    

    

    
      Three strikes—that was already his limit.
    

    

    
      Today marked the second.
    

    

    
      The final strike would mean Lin Qingcang’s complete dissolution, and the old man certainly would not be willing to reach that point.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou sighed inwardly. He knew very well that Shen Jingxiao’s hidden cards were no fewer than Shen Tian’s, perhaps even more formidable.
    

    

    
      With his current means, truly killing Shen Jingxiao was almost impossible.
    

    

    
      “You unfilial wretch, do you intend to kill your own father today?”
    

    

    
      Seeing Shen Yanzhou hesitate for an instant, Shen Jingxiao immediately transformed into a streak of lightning, pulling away without hesitation.
    

    

    
      His eyes were dark and venomous. He had never expected that one day he would be beaten down and forced to flee in disgrace by Shen Yanzhou—the son he had always dismissed and belittled.
    

    

    
      “Ran Yi, summon the Four Fiends immediately!”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao ordered, though his mind remained vigilant, his gaze locked on Shen Yanzhou’s every move.
    

    

    
      “Father, what do you mean by this?”
    

    

    
      “Even a tiger will not eat its cubs. I’m not as heartless as you are. After all, I was raised and sheltered by the Prince’s Mansion all these years—otherwise, I would have drowned in the filth of Vermilion Bird Street long ago. Such kindness, I still remember it well.”
    

    

    
      “Besides, if you were to die, I imagine Mother would be deeply saddened.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou gently shook his head, making no move to pursue further. The vast, oceanic force surging around him slowly receded and faded.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s eyes narrowed. He didn’t believe for a moment that Shen Yanzhou’s words were sincere. The murderous intent earlier had been unmistakable. Most likely… the power that did not belong to him could no longer be sustained.
    

    

    
      Yet he could not be sure. What if Shen Yanzhou was deceiving him?
    

    

    
      How many times could this mysterious, unfathomable power be used?
    

    

    
      “You’d best hope that’s truly what you mean.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao said coldly.
    

    

    
      He did not continue attacking either. Having already suffered serious injuries, he would not take risks again before determining the origin of Shen Yanzhou’s power.
    

    

    
      “As long as Father doesn’t wish to harm me, why would I ever think of killing you?”
    

    

    
      “Besides, logically speaking, the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion still needs me alive, doesn’t it?” Shen Yanzhou said with a faint smile.
    

    

    
      He still held the card of Tantai Yuxian in his hand.
    

    

    
      When he had made his move earlier, he had already lifted the restriction and could have Tantai Yuxian appear at any moment.
    

    

    
      But Shen Jingxiao was clever. Unable to gauge all of Shen Yanzhou’s trump cards, he had chosen to grit his teeth and swallow the loss rather than take another risk.
    

    

    
      Thus, Shen Yanzhou had been able to save that card for later.
    

    

    
      “You’re right. The Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion indeed still needs you alive.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao closed his eyes, and when he opened them again, his expression had returned to that gentle, scholarly calm from before.
    

    

    
      If one ignored his disheveled hair, his tattered appearance, and the blood-soaked, almost shattered arm—
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      To be able to bend and stretch—this was a trait Shen Tian shared with Shen Jingxiao.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou chuckled inwardly. This was exactly what he wanted—Shen Jingxiao’s hatred and helplessness toward him.
    

    

    
      All of that resentment would serve as nourishment for his own growth.
    

    

    
      It would not be long before he no longer needed Lin Qingcang’s power to face Shen Jingxiao head-on.
    

    

    
      Schemes and plots—within this world where power was everything—were far too fragile.
    

    

    
      “Heir…”
    

    

    
      Now that the fight had ceased, Chunchao finally dared to step out. Her eyes, fixed on Shen Yanzhou, were filled with disbelief.
    

    

    
      “What’s wrong?” Shen Yanzhou smiled and pinched her cheek.
    

    

    
      “How were you… so powerful just now?”
    

    

    
      Had it been before, Chunchao would surely have struggled. But now she only stared blankly at him, letting him do as he pleased.
    

    

    
      “Want to learn? I could teach you. But I doubt that little head of yours could manage it.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Chunchao had thought the sky itself was collapsing moments ago, yet Shen Yanzhou looked entirely unbothered.
    

    

    
      “Your Highness.”
    

    

    
      Ran Yi appeared behind Shen Jingxiao, gazing at the ruins around them—devastation everywhere—and had no idea how to resolve the situation.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao frowned. In his current state, explaining this would be difficult.
    

    

    
      However, this was not something he should be concerned about.
    

    

    
      His eyes darkened. Shen Yanzhou had hidden his true strength for years, now revealing it in one stunning display—deceiving everyone in the mansion.
    

    

    
      It was Shen Yanzhou who now owed the world an explanation.
    

    

    
      If he failed to explain properly… would that not mean he could be suspected of being a spy planted by the Nether Cult?
    

    

    
      Of course, this narrative would require careful manipulation to fully separate the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion from suspicion.
    

    

    
      On the surface, he could do nothing to Shen Yanzhou—but in secret, he had countless means.
    

    

    
      “No need to worry.”
    

    

    
      Having thought it through, Shen Jingxiao waved his hand toward Ran Yi.
    

    

    
      The tremendous noise and chaos just now had already drawn the attention of many within the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      Several retainers and honored guests, having sensed the commotion, rushed toward the source of the disturbance at once.
    

    

    
      In broad daylight, it was as if a meteor had crashed from the heavens—the impact was immense. Even though many areas of the Prince’s Mansion were inscribed with formation arrays, they could not suppress the shockwave.
    

    

    
      Not only that—many residences throughout the Imperial Capital had also heard the explosion.
    

    

    
      As the capital of the Great Qian Dynasty, strict order was maintained—patrol guards roamed day and night, and both the Bureau of Immortal Inspection and the Chilin Guards conducted constant rounds. Who would dare cause such chaos here?
    

    

    
      Many noticed the direction of the blast—it had come from none other than the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion—and they could not help their astonishment.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “Your Highness, what has happened here?”
    

    

    
      Before long, within the courtyard reduced to ruins and rubble, numerous retainers and guests of the Prince’s Mansion arrived, staring blankly at the devastation.
    

    

    
      Especially seeing the Demon Suppression King himself—his robe bloodstained, one arm hanging limp and still dripping—had he been attacked by a formidable enemy?
    

    

    
      But as one of the peerless masters of this era, and within the very heart of the Imperial Capital—who could possibly wound him?
    

    

    
      Several family elders, including Shen Zhigao, who had been waiting for news from Shen Jingxiao, hurried over upon hearing the disturbance.
    

    

    
      “I was just sparring with Yanzhou and failed to control my strength. Accidentally destroyed the courtyard.”
    

    

    
      “Yanzhou has hidden his abilities well all these years. Even as his father, I was completely deceived.”
    

    

    
      Facing everyone’s confusion, Shen Jingxiao still seemed dazed from what had happened. Then he shook his head and explained calmly.
    

    

    
      Afterward, he looked at Shen Yanzhou, his tone gentle once again: “Yanzhou, for you to have concealed such depth all these years truly surprises me. Tell me, where did you learn such skill? Who is your master?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou acted as though unaware of Shen Jingxiao’s schemes.
    

    

    
      Putting on the facade of a dutiful son, he smiled and said, “Father forgets—this is all the result of your secret tutelage over the years. Your son’s talent is dull. Without your guidance, how could I possibly possess such skill today?”
    

    

    
      “Yanzhou, you jest. I possess no such ability.”
    

    

    
      “Heh, since that’s the case, why not take advantage of this moment and let Yanzhou make a name for himself in the Imperial Capital? After hiding and humbling himself all these years, it’s time he was recognized.”
    

    

    
      “His Majesty, in court this very day, praised the younger generation of talented generals, encouraging them to win glory on the battlefield and expand the realm’s borders.”
    

    

    
      “My son Yanzhou—though not born of my blood—is dearer than one. With such extraordinary talent, he should surpass his peers and earn unparalleled merit.” Shen Jingxiao said with a gentle smile.
    

    

    
      “Then your son thanks Father for his generosity,” Shen Yanzhou replied with an equal smile.
    

    

    
      He had already foreseen this outcome. Displaying such exceptional strength, Shen Jingxiao would certainly push him into the limelight deliberately.
    

    

    
      Originally, he had planned to stay hidden in the shadows and grow quietly.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, things could never always unfold as one wished.
    

    

    
      Still, it was only a bit more trouble—not an unsolvable problem.
    

    

    
      Had Ran Yi and Chunchao not witnessed their battle with their own eyes, they might have believed the two were truly a “benevolent father and filial son.”
    

    

    
      The other retainers who had arrived also faintly sensed something strange beneath the surface—there was a subtle tension in the air, mixed with meanings they could not decipher.
    

    

    
      But they had understood one thing: “sparring with Shen Yanzhou.”
    

    

    
      In other words, the one who had left the Prince himself injured, nearly crippling an arm—was Shen Yanzhou?
    

    

    
      The gathered retainers and honored guests found it utterly unbelievable.
    

    

    
      The family elders like Shen Zhigao were even more astonished, as if hearing something utterly impossible.
    

    

    
      This wastrel Shen Yanzhou—they had watched him grow up themselves. He had never been taught any martial arts, not even literacy. How could he possibly possess such power?
    

    

    
      But those words had come from Shen Jingxiao’s own mouth—could they be false?
    

    

    
      “How could that be possible?”
    

    

    
      The few elders stared at Shen Yanzhou’s faint smile, their vision darkening as their hearts struggled to accept the truth.
    

    

    
      Though Shen Jingxiao smiled gently, the corners of his mouth were slightly stiff.
    

    

    
      He had sacrificed his dignity to drag Shen Yanzhou down with him. Wasn’t he so fond of hiding and feigning weakness? From today onward, let’s see how he manages.
    

    

    
      From now on, Shen Yanzhou would undoubtedly be thrust into the center of attention in the Imperial Capital—causing an uproar.
    

    

    
      At such a young age, to stand against a Second Rank martial powerhouse like himself and even injure him—
    

    

    
      How would he explain that? What awaited him was a storm far greater than he could imagine.
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      Amid the ruins, Shen Yanzhou and Shen Jingxiao enacted a scene of “a father’s kindness and a son’s filial piety.”
    

    

    
      Even though the few clan elders were inwardly shaken, they could only suppress their turbulent emotions for now.
    

    

    
      After a short pause, Shen Jingxiao waved his hand, ordering the attendants and offerings to withdraw. He then casually instructed others to repair the courtyard and clean up the rubble, before leaving together with the clan elders.
    

    

    
      “The Heir truly hides his abilities deeply. It seems having me monitor him was an overestimation of myself,” Ran Yi remarked with a smiling face before also taking her leave.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou looked at the devastated courtyard before him and said nothing more.
    

    

    
      Indeed, his strike just now had not held back much.
    

    

    
      It was only by relying on Lin Qingcang’s power that he could barely reach such a level.
    

    

    
      However, each time Lin Qingcang acted, his strength would wane slightly. The first time he made a move, he had easily subdued Tantai Yuxian, who was also at the Second Rank.
    

    

    
      Yet this time, he had failed to suppress Shen Jingxiao for a long while.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou knew well that Shen Jingxiao was far from simple on the surface. Just now, he had not even used all his means.
    

    

    
      As the War God of the Great Qian Dynasty, Shen Jingxiao’s profound martial cultivation was only one aspect; the other lay in his mastery of military command and various secret arts.
    

    

    
      With the aid of formation arts and the infusion of military fiendish qi, he could condense a towering martial true form. On the battlefield, he could easily suppress those of the same realm.
    

    

    
      “Heir, since the courtyard has been destroyed, perhaps I should inform the Princess Consort to let you move to the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard for a while?”
    

    
      Chunchao looked at the ruins before her, thought for a moment, and could not help but suggest.
    

    

    
      “There’s no need,” Shen Yanzhou waved his hand.
    

    

    
      Today, he had exposed many of his strengths and trump cards. Yu Chenyu would certainly start suspecting more, and he did not wish to provoke that manipulative mastermind any further.
    

    

    
      If Yu Chenyu lost patience and took action to probe his secrets, it would be troublesome to resolve.
    

    

    
      “Heir, the Princess Consort requests your presence at the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard,”’
    

    

    
      A graceful palace maid in a long gown had already arrived at the ruins while Shen Yanzhou was still considering his next move. Her gaze showed surprise, but she spoke reverently.
    

    

    
      In any case, what had happened today had silently changed how everyone in the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion regarded Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Even if, at present, he was merely a “false heir.”
    

    

    
      “It seems there’s no avoiding this after all,”
    

    
      Shen Yanzhou could not help but shake his head lightly. It appeared he had no room to refuse.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Jingxiao, what exactly happened? Even you were injured by that fellow? What kind of fortune did he encounter to possess such terrifying power?”
    

    

    
      Inside a meditation chamber, blue smoke coiled from a golden incense burner shaped like a beast’s horn. Several clan elders looked on with concern and confusion.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao sat cross-legged with his eyes closed, regulating his breath. His bloodstained, torn robes had already been changed.
    

    

    
      His arm, which had nearly been crippled, was wrapped in layers of white cloth. With the Demon Suppression King’s treasury of treasures, such an injury was nothing to him.
    

    

    
      However, Shen Jingxiao had intentionally made it known that he was wounded, deliberately bandaging himself so.
    

    

    
      “The Nether Curse—he somehow dissolved it without my notice. He’s been deceiving us all this time.”
    

    

    
      “That terrifying power of his doesn’t belong to him. I fear he obtained it through some encounter in Hidden Moon Mountain.”
    

    

    
      “He never once left the imperial capital before. If such strength came from within the city, it would make no sense. Under His Majesty’s watch, any strange phenomenon—especially one tied to a great fortune—would certainly have stirred the Fate Bird’s reaction.”
    

    

    
      Even Shen Jingxiao’s brows furrowed; even he could not understand.
    

    

    
      “If it indeed came from Hidden Moon Mountain, then send people to investigate. Didn’t Wu Ruyue also return with him from there?” Shen Zhigao suggested.
    

    

    
      “For now, that’s all we can do,”
    

    
      Shen Jingxiao nodded, then added, “Do everything you can to build up Shen Yanzhou’s notoriety. Let the entire capital know that he bears a mysterious secret. The greater the commotion, the harder it’ll be for him to end well.”
    

    

    
      “What about Shen Tian’s whereabouts?”
    

    

    
      “From the Southern Border, someone already sent Shen Tian’s personal jade pendant to my residence.”
    

    

    
      “He should have fallen into the hands of the Luofu Cloud Cavern. For now, it seems they dare not harm him,” Shen Jingxiao said.
    

    

    
      Only then did the clan elders breathe a sigh of relief.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The great disturbance at the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion naturally drew the attention of all factions in the capital—especially since Shen Jingxiao had just returned home.
    

    

    
      Many noble families and officials of the capital used the pretext of visiting the Demon Suppression King to inquire and probe.
    

    

    
      With the King’s tacit approval, several clan elders spoke without restraint, exaggerating the account of Shen Yanzhou’s sparring match with the King.
    

    

    
      In their telling, Shen Yanzhou had inexplicably displayed terrifying strength—peerlessly brave and unstoppable.
    

    

    
      Even Shen Jingxiao, a Second Rank powerhouse, could not suppress him and had been wounded instead, nearly losing an arm and now recuperating in his chamber.
    

    

    
      As soon as these words spread, all the visitors were stunned, almost suspecting the elders were mocking them.
    

    

    
      After all, Shen Yanzhou was known throughout the capital as a wastrel who could not even read properly, much less touch the Martial Path.
    

    

    
      And now they were saying he could overpower the Demon Suppression King himself?
    

    

    
      Was this a joke?
    

    

    
      It was as if someone claimed that a beggar, known by all on the streets, was suddenly revealed to be the current Emperor.
    

    

    
      Who would believe such a thing?
    

    

    
      The elders themselves had felt the same at first. Thus, they personally led the visitors to see the ruins.
    

    

    
      Yet even with the wreckage before their eyes, the guests still refused to believe—it was simply too absurd, beyond imagination.
    

    

    
      Clearly, something unknown had happened within the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, and the elders were using this tale to mislead them.
    

    

    
      It must be said—the truth was indeed difficult for anyone to accept.
    

    

    
      Even though, by Shen Jingxiao’s order, the mansion’s attendants and retainers spread the rumor deliberately, few believed it. Most thought the mansion was hiding something else entirely.
    

    

    
      Perhaps there was another peerless expert residing secretly within, who had clashed with the King for some reason, causing such a disturbance.
    

    

    
      But why would the King pin the matter on Shen Yanzhou?
    

    

    
      Any sensible person could see—that was impossible.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
        Inside the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard.
    

    

    
      The Princess Consort, Yu Chenyu, was dressed in a light, elegant gauze robe embroidered with peach blossoms, with a moon-white inner garment beneath.
    

    

    
      Reclining lazily against a bamboo couch, she gazed at Shen Yanzhou before her and said coolly,
    

    

    
      “I was wondering why you suddenly had such a temper — so it turns out you’ve found yourself some leverage and someone to back you up.”
    

    

    
      “I only wanted to protect myself,” Shen Yanzhou said.
    

    

    
      “And then?” Yu Chenyu stared at him.
    

    

    
      “Let nature take its course.”
    

    

    
      “A fine ‘let nature take its course.’ Those trump cards of yours won’t be usable forever. Do you really think wounding Shen Jingxiao gives you the right to kill him?” Yu Chenyu smiled coldly.
    

    

    
      “Mother, by saying that, do you mean you also wish to kill Father?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou asked suddenly.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu’s tone stalled for a moment, nearly tangled by his question. She said indifferently, “If you’re that arrogant, you’ll suffer for it sooner or later. A tall tree catches the wind and must be broken — brittle after slight bending. Such a simple truth you should understand.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou truly felt her concern; it seemed the anger from earlier had dissipated.
    

    

    
      He smiled and said, “If I didn’t understand that truth, I wouldn’t have survived until today.”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu’s beautiful eyes narrowed slightly, as if she wanted to see through the secret on him: “So by your reasoning, you dared to expose yourself today because you have greater confidence and backing?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou did not confirm or deny, nor did he answer that question; instead he knowingly asked, “Mother, do you still have feelings for Father?”
    

    

    
      The marriage between Princess Consort Yu Chenyu and Shen Jingxiao had not been born of free love but had been a political union.
    

    

    
      The Sword Lodge of Qilin City, situated by the East Sea on a remote island known as the Land of Eternal Summer, was not originally within the Great Qian Dynasty’s territory.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde had, at the time, decided to expand the borders and launched an eastern campaign to annex Qilin City, signing an alliance with the old city lord.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu, as the city lord’s daughter, married into the Great Qian Dynasty, entering a union with Shen Jingxiao, who then stood unrivaled and was celebrated as the Great Qian War God.
    

    

    
      This marriage had been blocked by many forces.
    

    

    
      The sea peoples from the East Sea had launched massive incursions, waves overturning and flooding many coastal cities, pressuring the Great Qian Dynasty.
    

    

    
      If Qilin City were annexed, it would place a dagger at the throat of the sea peoples, extending the coastline eastward by countless miles — they could not agree.
    

    

    
      Facing numerous obstacles, Emperor Mingde ultimately used his iron-handed authority to bring the marriage to pass.
    

    

    
      To this day, that political union remained a milestone, written in bold strokes in the annals of the Great Qian Dynasty.
    

    

    
      “What do you think?”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu asked calmly.
    

    

    
      “I was thinking, if by chance I killed Father by mistake, would Mother be heartbroken?”
    

    

    
      “If Mother would be heartbroken, then of course I would never commit such an unnatural parricidal act.” Shen Yanzhou answered earnestly.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu had not expected Shen Yanzhou to say such words, nor to wear such an expression; it seemed he truly might have the means to kill Shen Jingxiao.
    

    

    
      Would one refrain from murder solely not to sadden oneself, even if one hated the target deeply?
    

    

    
      Although she knew he said that on purpose, her mood inexplicably lightened; she no longer felt the anger from that morning.
    

    

    
      The corners of Yu Chenyu’s mouth lifted a little, but as if afraid Shen Yanzhou would notice, she quickly smoothed it back.
    

    

    
      She said coldly, “If you dare to kill your father today, no matter how heavenly your methods, you will never leave the capital. Don’t look at your father as a Second Rank on the martial path — peerless in this age, admired and feared by many — but before the Golden Luan Hall, he still must bow and scrape, kneel.”
    

    

    
      “Do you know what that means?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou knew and replied, “Because the Son of Heaven possesses the dragon aura, the nation’s fortune. Within the capital, the current Son of Heaven is invincible.”
    

    

    
      “Not to mention a Second Rank, even a First Rank could be suppressed with a wave of the hand.”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu’s expression cleared a little and she nodded lightly; Shen Yanzhou did understand.
    

    

    
      No matter how divine his methods, if he dared parricide and killed a top minister of the court, the one in the Golden Luan Hall could, with a single thought, overturn him and crush him, sending him to the deepest prison of the Heavenly Jail.
    

    

    
      Any trump card or backing would be like foam, utterly ineffective.
    

    

    
      “So if you want to kill Shen Jingxiao, you must leave the capital,” Shen Yanzhou added.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu felt her previous words had been said in vain.
    

    

    
      “But rest assured, Mother.”
    

    

    
      “I am not a rash man; I would not do something without confidence, nor put myself in true mortal peril,” Shen Yanzhou said earnestly.
    

    

    
      (From Yu Chenyu: negative emotion +4+4+4……)
    

    

    
      She extended a slender hand and pinched the bridge of her nose: “Your courtyard was destroyed; stay at the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard for now.”
    

    

    
      “Lv Ping, go prepare an empty room.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, Princess Consort.”
    

    

    
      A woman whose figure was slightly more voluptuous and graceful than Chunchao replied.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The news that Shen Yanzhou had taken up residence in the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard darkened Shen Jingxiao’s eyes further.
    

    

    
      “It seems you are truly ungrateful. If not for the old city lord, I would not have tolerated this all these years.”
    

    

    
      “You forbid me from entering the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard; after the wedding night, you even refused the rites due to a wife.”
    

    

    
      “Heh — now you treat a fake son as your real one.”
    

    

    
      “You pay no mind to your own flesh and blood who went missing and whose whereabouts are unknown.”
    

    

    
      “Yu Chenyu, what exactly are you trying to do?”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao crushed the cup he held; he believed he had been sufficiently polite and tolerant toward Yu Chenyu all these years, treating her with mutual respect.
    

    

    
      He had followed every rule she set; even when stationed in the Southern Border, he had never overstepped or touched another woman.
    

    

    
      Yet she had never once looked at him properly.
    

    

    
      He, a proud Demon Suppression King, a national war god of Great Qian, had once been admired by many noble daughters of the capital.
    

    

    
      Even the heavenly daughters of secluded immortal sects had favored him.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu — on what grounds did she look down on him?
    

    

    
      Why did she treat Shen Yanzhou, who was not her biological son, so well?
    

    

    
      A thread of deep rancor flashed in Shen Jingxiao’s eyes before he took a deep breath and forced his expression calm again.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      (From Shen Jingxiao: negative emotion +23+24+31……)
    

    

    
      In the cleanly prepared side room of the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard, Shen Yanzhou sat cross-legged, five hearts toward the sky, but his consciousness was communicating with Lin Qingcang inside the Sumeru Ring.
    

    

    
      “Senior, how are you now?”
    

    

    
      “The next time I act for you, I will completely dissipate.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry, Senior — this will absolutely be the last time.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang no longer wanted to speak to him; his current state was but a step away from vanishing.
    

    

    
      He hurriedly shielded Shen Yanzhou and entered a so-called ‘power-saving hibernation mode’; unless it was truly a matter of life and death, he would not awaken again.
    

    

    
      (From Lin Qingcang: negative emotion +6+6+6……)
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had not expected Lin Qingcang to hibernate so readily.
    

    

    
      Senior, I really am not trying to fleece your strength.
    

    

    
      Honestly, Shen Yanzhou felt some gratitude toward Lin Qingcang — after all, he had lent his power without question.
    

    

    
      Although the old man’s speech was harsh, when trouble came, he truly stepped up.
    

    

    
      It seemed the plan to help him live another life would need to be bumped up the priority list.
    

    

    
      He was unlike the one who had promised to serve him faithfully and act as a lackey — when danger came, she had shown no reaction at all.
    

  Chapter 74: The Shame of the Sword Immortal — A Bottom Line Exists Only to Be Broken

    
      Chapter 74: The Sword Immortal’s Shame, Boundaries Are Meant to Be Broken
    

    

    
      “About that little spectacle just now—Sword Immortal, what did you think of it? Was it entertaining?”
    

    

    
      At that thought, Shen Yanzhou opened his palm. As his will stirred, a streak of flowing light shot forth. It was as if a fine drizzle of radiance fell within the room, carrying a faint air of sacred transcendence.
    

    

    
      He had decided it was time to make this Sword Immortal suffer a little. Otherwise, hadn’t her past half year been far too comfortable?
    

    

    
      “Didn’t you handle it with your own methods as well?”
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian spoke faintly. Her hazy figure stood in the room, illuminating it with her presence.
    

    

    
      She was dressed in snow-white robes, a long sword resting lightly in her arms. Her dark hair fluttered, her ethereal grace utterly unworldly. Her bearing was that of a celestial being—pure and detached—yet her gaze was cold, aloof, untouched by the mortal realm.
    

    

    
      “Hehe, if I had to resolve everything myself, then what use do I have for a Sword Slave like you?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou deliberately emphasized the words “Sword Slave.”
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian’s eyes grew colder for a moment, but she quickly composed herself, realizing that Shen Yanzhou was purposely provoking her—trying to disturb her mental state.
    

    

    
      “If I were to act, Shen Jingxiao would hardly withdraw so easily,” she said indifferently.
    

    

    
      “But I didn’t see you making any move,” Shen Yanzhou replied.
    

    

    
      “Because you already took action. If I were to step in as well, it would serve no purpose,” Tantai Yuxian said. Her gaze remained calm, but beneath that coldness flickered a trace of something else.
    

    

    
      She had noticed that when Shen Yanzhou fought Shen Jingxiao, his strength was no longer what it had been at Hidden Moon Mountain.
    

    

    
      Had he unleashed that same power he displayed at Hidden Moon Mountain, suppressing Shen Jingxiao would’ve been no more than the lift of a hand.
    

    

    
      That meant the power that did not belong to Shen Yanzhou was diminishing each time he used it. Perhaps before long, it would vanish completely.
    

    

    
      “Since you, my Sword Slave, seem to have no use protecting me, then you’d best be useful in some other way.”
    

    

    
      “Otherwise, if the thread of karma between us could be so easily severed by you, wouldn’t that be too much of a loss for me?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou shook his head.
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he lifted his wrist. A multitude of fine threads—visible only to him and Tantai Yuxian—appeared, densely packed like ox hair, intertwining them together.
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian fixed her gaze on those Threads of Karma. Her eyes, once cold and distant, grew even deeper.
    

    

    
      “What do you want me to do?” she asked quietly.
    

    

    
      “Your behavior today has rather displeased me.”
    

    

    
      “I’ve decided to impose a small punishment,” Shen Yanzhou said.
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian’s gaze snapped toward him. Within her eyes, it was as though ten thousand sword intents surged—an expanse of frozen heaven and snow.
    

    

    
      “My mother is outside right now. She was the predetermined Sword Master of the previous generation of Tianshui’s Qilin City Sword Forge. I’m actually quite curious—how would she react upon discovering that the lofty mountain of swordsmanship revered by all sword cultivators beneath the heavens has now become my Sword Slave?”
    

    

    
      “Thinking about it… is quite exciting, don’t you agree?” Shen Yanzhou smiled.
    

    

    
      “You wouldn’t dare.”
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian’s composure cracked; her gaze turned razor-sharp, brimming with killing intent.
    

    

    
      Yet, the instant that murderous intent flared, the Threads of Karma binding them grew clearer. She let out a muffled groan as a faint bloodstain slid down the corner of her lips.
    

    

    
      “Does the Sword Immortal not know that telling a man he wouldn’t dare… is the same as challenging him?”
    

    

    
      “Unfortunately for you, this is but a soul projection.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou reached out, as if to lift Tantai Yuxian’s smooth, snow-white chin—but his hand passed straight through her form, touching nothing.
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian glared coldly at him, eyes filled with undisguised disgust. When his hand reached out, even though she knew he could not touch her, her instinct was still to recoil.
    

    

    
      “If you have something to say, say it directly. What exactly do you want me to do?” she demanded icily.
    

    

    
      “In the Ten-Thousand-Mile Sword Court of the North Sea, there exists a secret art called Fetal Breath Cicada Concealment. It can condense illusion into substance, giving form to the formless. Of course, it doesn’t truly turn illusion into reality—it merely condenses the soul into a physical shell, like a cicada’s husk, to deceive others in battle,” Shen Yanzhou said.
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian’s eyes froze for an instant. That secret of the Ten-Thousand-Mile Sword Court—Shen Yanzhou actually knew of it.
    

    

    
      The technique was Second Rank, a high-level secret art, one not even elders were permitted to practice.
    

    

    
      “You want to learn it?” she asked coldly.
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou shook his head. His gaze grew amused as it lingered on her jade-like face. “I want to see you perform it once—for realism’s sake.”
    

    

    
      The chill in Tantai Yuxian’s eyes deepened. As one standing atop the mortal world, how could she fail to perceive the vile undertone hidden within his words?
    

    

    
      “You’d best hope that in six months, you’ll have the strength to survive beneath my sword.”
    

    

    
      The sword she held in her arms suddenly left its sheath. Its song faded, transforming into a gleaming arc that rested against Shen Yanzhou’s neck.
    

    

    
      The backlash from the Threads of Karma intensified with that act. The blood at her lips deepened, her hand nearly trembling as she struggled to maintain her grip.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s expression remained unchanged. He ignored the sword at his neck and said calmly, “The cultivation of both Heavenly Dao and Human Dao does indeed pave a path never before seen in ancient times. But tell me—six months from now, will it be you who first steps into First Rank, or me?”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, Shen Yanzhou’s mind stirred.
    

    

    
      The accumulated negative emotions from recent days—roughly over five hundred points—were all exchanged for basic attribute points, which he then poured wholly into The True Explanation of Primordial Unity.
    

    

    
      In the next instant, an overwhelming surge of insight bloomed within his mind, fluttering like snowflakes in a boundless field. Each flake represented comprehension, mastery, and depth of understanding.
    

    

    
      Within every Primordial Qi vortex he possessed, the Breath of Primordial Chaos began to boil, while the Primordial Mother Qi operated of its own accord, forming a natural cycle that unified every wisp of chaotic breath.
    

    

    
      Like a general commanding his troops, he directed every strand of that chaotic breath through his meridians and organs.
    

    

    
      His spleen, blood, tendons, and bones underwent tremendous transformation once more. His outer muscles, bones, and flesh, along with his five viscera and six bowels, condensed into one—bronze skin, iron bones, and steel organs. His blood and physique surged with boundless might.
    

    

    
      Even a single exhalation from him could turn into a blade of qi, easily cutting down an enemy.
    

    

    
      Within the Niwan Palace, his soul roared. Threads of molten-golden light floated and coiled, converging and pouring inward.
    

    

    
      Vaguely, the embryonic form of a palm-sized soul became clearer—nearly identical to Shen Yanzhou himself, differing only in expression and scale.
    

    

    
      At the same time, his body’s blood essence and spiritual consciousness collided, contracted, and collapsed beneath the shroud of the Breath of Primordial Chaos within the Primordial Qi vortex—as if heavenly thunder had struck earthly fire.
    

    

    
      When Shen Yanzhou looked inward, he could clearly see that each Primordial Qi vortex now contained a stable embryonic form. 
    

    

    
      This was the foundation the Primordial Mother Qi had built for his body—the initial formation of the Primordial Foundation.
    

    

    
      It was the most crucial step in transforming his body into one of Primordial Unity.
    

    

    
      He had entered the fourth stage of the First Realm of The True Explanation of Primordial Unity—the Formation of the Primordial Embryo.
    

    

    
      Once the Primordial Foundation was formed, his Daoist roots completed their transition from Foundation Establishment to Core Formation, and he naturally stepped into the Seventh Rank, Core Formation Realm.
    

    

    
      Around that Primordial Foundation swirled the Breath of Primordial Chaos, resembling a vast cosmic nebula. This was the “Core” he had formed.
    

    

    
      At the same time, his Martial Path realm also stepped into the Sixth Rank, gaining the ability known as Sea-cleaving.
    

    

    
      All of this sounded slow when spoken, but in truth, it took no more than a breath or two.
    

    

    
      When Shen Yanzhou spoke those words, the aura surrounding him underwent an earth-shaking transformation.
    

    

    
      In Tantai Yuxian’s perception, she could clearly feel Shen Yanzhou’s Martial Path cultivation leaping from the mid stage of the Seventh Rank, Blood-burning Realm, directly past an entire great realm to reach the late stage of the Sixth Rank, Sea-cleaving Realm.
    

    

    
      Not only that—she also sensed the change in his Daoist foundation within his meridians. His spiritual energy flowed endlessly, circulating with perfect balance, even purer than that of the orthodox Three Pure Immortal Sects of Daoism, carrying a sense of returning to simplicity, of unity within Primordial Oneness.
    

    

    
      “Cultivating both Martial and Dao together…” Tantai Yuxian fell silent.
    

    

    
      As one who stood at the very peak of the present age, she had witnessed countless prodigies. 
    

    

    
      And she herself was a once-in-an-era genius of the Sword Dao—otherwise, she would never have reached her current height.
    

    

    
      Yet Shen Yanzhou’s sudden breakthrough was utterly beyond reason, as though something out of a myth.
    

    

    
      This was not a matter of suppressing his cultivation and then releasing it—it was a natural breakthrough, and along both paths at once.
    

    

    
      When she had first met Shen Yanzhou at Hidden Moon Mountain, his revealed realm had only been at the Eighth Rank, had it not?
    

    

    
      And how many days had passed since then? In that short span, he had traversed a path that would take other prodigies seven or eight years to complete.
    

    

    
      Moreover, his breakthrough showed no sign of bottlenecks or obstacles whatsoever.
    

    

    
      The Martial Path’s Vein-breaking Pill, Meridian-shaping Pill, Marrow-condensing Pellet, Blood-changing Powder—none of these were used.
    

    

    
      Within the Daoist system, the many rare auxiliary elixirs and heavenly treasures required to go from the Seventh-Rank Foundation Establishment Realm to the Sixth-Rank Core Formation Realm—none of those appeared either. Nor was there any elder acting as guardian by his side.
    

    

    
      The bottlenecks every cultivator must face—seemed not to exist for Shen Yanzhou at all.
    

    

    
      Six months from now, to reach First Rank?
    

    

    
      Before today, Tantai Yuxian might have dismissed such words as the dreams of a fool—like a frog in a well yearning for the moon above.
    

    

    
      But now, she was silent.
    

    

    
      At this moment, even her heart—normally as calm as still water—was filled with a faint sense of defeat and powerless unwillingness.
    

    

    
      Why was it that after she had sat in meditation within the Pure Pavilion for so many years, racking her mind, poring over every ancient scripture and Daoist text, borrowing countless techniques from the ages, she still remained trapped at the peak of Second Rank—making no progress for years on end?
    

    

    
      In the end, she had been forced to take a desperate gamble: splitting her soul into two—one cultivating the Heavenly Dao, the other the Human Dao—in an attempt to comprehend the threshold of the First Rank.
    

    

    
      But even now, progress was slow, and hope, faint.
    

    

    
      And yet before her stood someone who ignored all bottlenecks of cultivation. If he were at Second Rank, would stepping into First Rank be as effortless as eating or drinking water?
    

    

    
      “How did you learn that I cultivate both the Heavenly and Human Daos together?”
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian’s gaze turned sharp and cold. This was her greatest secret—one unknown even to the sword attendant who had accompanied her since childhood.
    

    

    
      To divide one soul into two inevitably weakened her overall strength. Should this be known by enemies—or even by her sect—it would bring nothing but disaster.
    

    

    
      So how did Shen Yanzhou know?
    

    

    
      “The answer to that question,” Shen Yanzhou said with a faint smile, “will be the next condition.”
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian’s gaze grew even colder.
    

    

    
      So from the very beginning, Shen Yanzhou had known that this soul of hers was, in fact, her Human Dao soul.
    

    

    
      Those so-called conditions about sparing Shen Tian and the others—he had merely been laying a trap for her all along.
    

    

    
      Just what sort of being was this man, to know so many secrets?
    

    

    
      “The opportunity for the First Rank is as elusive as mist. The Sword Master of the Ten-Thousand-Mile Sword Court entered the Dao through snow. He sat for ten years upon the Wind-Snow Plateau, watching the drifting snow. In the end, his hair turned white, his body withered, and still, he never glimpsed a single thread of opportunity.
    

    

    
      “The caretaker of the Nameless Sword Tomb—once the world-renowned Mocking-Heaven Sword Immortal, hailed as the most dazzling Sword Dao genius in a thousand years—he too stopped before that First Rank threshold. At last, he broke his sword, withdrew from the world, and spent his final days before the Sword Tomb, with only a broken blade and a jar of wine.
    

    

    
      “How many Sword Dao seniors you know—including your own master—met the same end?”
    

    

    
      “Tantai Yuxian, no matter how extraordinary you are, will you not walk the same path as they did?”
    

    

    
      “This threshold of First Rank—you will never cross it in this lifetime.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled as he spoke, but every word struck like a dagger to the heart.
    

    

    
      “Shut up.”
    

    

    
      For the first time, Tantai Yuxian’s composure broke. Her voice trembled with anger she could no longer restrain.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou knew very well—her weakness was not Shen Tian. She only guided and trained Shen Tian as part of a bargain made with Shen Jingxiao.
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian’s true weakness lay in her inner demons and obsessions.
    

    

    
      To reach First Rank, she had grown nearly fanatical—willing to risk madness and destruction.
    

    

    
      She was the Sword Dao’s only hope of achieving First Rank in this era.
    

    

    
      Other paths—though First Rank cultivators were now nearly unseen—still had living examples hidden from the world.
    

    

    
      But the Sword Dao, though it seemed flourishing, was in truth in decline. Without a First Rank cultivator to stabilize its fate, it had long since fallen into decay. The cause traced back to a sword strike made three thousand years ago by a certain figure—one that exhausted the Sword Dao’s fortune for five thousand years to come.
    

    

    
      In other words, for the next two thousand years, the Sword Dao system would find it almost impossible to produce another First Rank cultivator within the current heavens and earth.
    

    

    
      For Tantai Yuxian, if her Human Dao soul and Heavenly Dao soul failed to merge, then all her cultivation would crumble to dust—her path destroyed, her life extinguished.
    

    

    
      But she did not care.
    

    

    
      In the original narrative, when the Beiyu army invaded, she had, in the Northern Desert Prefecture, broken through to the First Rank in a single stroke.
    

    

    
      Beyond the merging of her two souls, the most crucial reason was that, on the eve of that great battle, she finally comprehended her heart’s demon and severed it, thereby laying the foundation of First Rank.
    

    

    
      To Shen Yanzhou, however, that so-called severing of her heart’s demon felt forced.
    

    

    
      In the original plot, whenever the protagonists faced an insoluble crisis, a “deus ex machina” would descend—and so, forcibly, Tantai Yuxian was pushed into achieving First Rank.
    

    

    
      All explanations circled back to the dual cultivation of Heavenly and Human Dao that she had created herself, breaking the fetters of heaven’s fate.
    

    

    
      Of course, seeking rationality in such a world—where power itself defined truth—was, by nature, irrational.
    

    

    
      “I know that in order to break through to First Rank, you’ve already resorted to every possible means. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have handed over such a precious Human Dao soul to me just to protect Shen Tian.”
    

    

    
      “But things like ‘boundaries’…” Shen Yanzhou smiled faintly. “They exist only to be broken. And you—look how far you’ve already fallen.”
    

    

    
      “Could you have imagined or accepted such a thing in the past?” he asked, still smiling.
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      Shen Yanzhou’s voice was not loud, yet it seemed to carry the weight of an incantation, laced with a bewitching undertone that echoed by Tantai Yuxian’s ear.
    

    

    
      “Shut your mouth.”
    

    

    
      She suddenly barked sharply, her composure rippling with unease.
    

    

    
      Indeed, just as Shen Yanzhou had said.
    

    

    
      In order to break through to the First Rank, she had already sacrificed much and compromised many of her principles.
    

    

    
      In her life, she had never taken on a disciple. The only reason she had chosen to adopt Shen Tian and agreed to Shen Jingxiao’s deal was for the heavenly treasure in his possession—the Pure Nirvana Blue Lotus.
    

    

    
      Only with the Blue Lotus protecting her soul could she safely split it into two. This was no simple soul-division technique—it was akin to forcibly forging an entirely new self.
    

    

    
      Only she knew how difficult that process had been.
    

    

    
      “Shut up? Why should I shut up?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      What’s more, his tone grew increasingly rapid. “For that faint and nearly unreachable chance at the First Rank, you broke your own bottom line, agreed to Shen Jingxiao’s bargain, took Shen Tian as your disciple, and raised him to adulthood—was that not enough?”
    

    

    
      “Tantai Yuxian, don’t act so lofty and proud. For the sake of advancing to the First Rank, you were willing to do anything—even to become a sword servant to a nameless junior like me.”
    

    

    
      “And now, I merely asked you to perform Fetal Breath Cicada Concealment once, not to truly do anything else.”
    

    

    
      “You… shut your mouth!”
    

    

    
      The cold gleam in Tantai Yuxian’s eyes faded. Streams of sword light around her shattered one after another, her composure breaking apart under the weight of his words. She staggered back several steps, the sword sheath in her arms trembling as if it might collapse at any moment.
    

    

    
      She gently pressed a hand to her forehead, her expression showing faint pain.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou no longer spoke. His gaze, however, carried an odd glint as he stood still—he knew that Tantai Yuxian’s heart demon had begun to stir.
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian herself also understood her current state clearly.
    

    

    
      If it were merely Shen Yanzhou’s words, they could not have shaken her so. But his effortless breakthroughs—like drinking water or eating rice, without the slightest bottleneck—combined with her humiliation of becoming his sword attendant, and the fact that her precious Human Dao Soul was grasped in his hand… All these emotions surging together finally drew forth the heart demon she had long and painfully suppressed.
    

    

    
      A heart demon differed from a mental demon. The latter attacked during breakthroughs, while the former lingered like a dream—haunting both day and night.
    

    

    
      Once a flaw appeared in one’s heart, it invaded relentlessly, clinging like maggots to the bone.
    

    

    
      She had once tried to cut it away, but it could not be severed. As long as there was a flaw, it would grow anew.
    

    

    
      For cultivators, the higher the realm, the more perfect their state of mind must be. Through the Three Tribulations and Nine Calamities, no one could escape unscathed.
    

    

    
      “To admit that you are far less pure and noble than the world believes… to admit your fear of failing to reach the First Rank… to admit your confusion about the path of the sword—is that so hard?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s voice sounded again, carrying both persuasion and a coaxing tenderness.
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou…”
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian’s eyes turned fierce. The sword she cradled flared into a beam of light, as if to strike down the source of his endless words.
    

    

    
      But the next moment, the Threads of Karma flared to life—filaments wrapping tighter and clearer, binding her ever more firmly. The sword light that had nearly reached Shen Yanzhou shattered instantly into nothingness.
    

    

    
      “You can’t even abide by the Heavenly Dao Oath you swore.”
    

    

    
      “Tantai Yuxian, it seems I truly have to control you now.”
    

    

    
      This was precisely the opportunity Shen Yanzhou had been waiting for.
    

    

    
      He watched as the Threads of Karma extended from his palm, and with a casual tug, Tantai Yuxian’s entire being convulsed violently, a muffled groan escaping her lips beyond her control.
    

    

    
      She now had to resist both the invading heart demon and the backlash of the karmic threads—her concentration stretched to its breaking point.
    

    

    
      If there were a medicine for regret in this world, she would never have agreed to Shen Yanzhou’s terms back at Hidden Moon Mountain.
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou…”
    

    

    
      “Ugh…”
    

    

    
      Just as Tantai Yuxian was about to speak again, a stifled groan escaped her lips. A single Thread of Karma had been plucked and pulled by Shen Yanzhou, winding tightly around her Human Dao Soul.
    

    

    
      “Since you refuse to perform Fetal Breath Cicada Concealment to form a body, then obediently endure the… stimulation that comes with these Threads of Karma.” Shen Yanzhou smiled faintly.
    

    

    
      The wondrous thing about the Threads of Karma was that even though Tantai Yuxian before him was not in physical form, their connection could still be perceived as if she were tangible—her every reaction clearly reflected through his hand.
    

    

    
      Originally, the karmic link between them had not been this clear or numerous, but thanks to Tantai Yuxian’s repeated resistance and even attempts to strike him, it had intensified and multiplied.
    

    

    
      “Let me think…”
    

    

    
      “This posture—Sword Immortal, you probably haven’t seen this before.”
    

    

    
      After a brief pause, Shen Yanzhou manipulated the karmic threads, tracing along Tantai Yuxian’s snow-robed, graceful figure.
    

    

    
      He recalled a certain method of binding from his past life. Fortunately, he had always been well-read; though he had only practiced it a few times, he remembered precisely how to bind so that the body’s contours and curves were most vividly accentuated.
    

    

    
      “Mm, it should start from here…”
    

    

    
      He began his work, guiding the thickest thread to wrap around Tantai Yuxian’s wrists, binding them behind her back.
    

    

    
      “You…”
    

    

    
      “Courting death.”
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian’s gaze turned ice-cold. She instantly grasped Shen Yanzhou’s intent.
    

    

    
      As one standing at the peak of the world, she had never seen such a style of restraint before—but with only a glance, she understood its purpose.
    

    

    
      It was a method of binding so obscene it was unworthy of even the most indecent manuals, and he dared to use it on her?
    

    

    
      For the first time in her life, she felt such intolerable humiliation—her killing intent soared to the heavens.
    

    

    
      If looks could kill, Shen Yanzhou would already have died countless times over.
    

    

    
      “The more you wish to kill me, the stronger the binding power of the karmic threads becomes.”
    

    

    
      “This bitterness—taste it well.”
    

    

    
      “When the day comes that you come to terms with yourself, these Threads of Karma will naturally begin to fade.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled as he spoke, entirely unfazed by the expression of murderous hatred on Tantai Yuxian’s face.
    

    

    
      He admired his handiwork—truly worthy of one standing at the pinnacle of the world. Every inch, every curve was perfect, like the most exquisite work of art ever favored by heaven.
    

    

    
      The next moment, he lifted his hand, and Tantai Yuxian’s Human Dao Soul, bound in this manner, was drawn back into his palm.
    

    

    
      From Tantai Yuxian, negative emotions +21 +24 +25…
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Today, the imperial capital was even livelier than usual.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou left the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard, calling for Elder Mo and Chunchao to accompany him as he walked out of the Prince’s Mansion and strolled along the streets.
    

    

    
      The two followed closely behind him.
    

    

    
      Chunchao carried a sword in her arms, while Elder Mo held a birdcage containing the lark that the original Shen Yanzhou had favored most in the past.
    

    

    
      Along the way, passersby occasionally stopped to look at them. Most of their gazes lingered on Shen Yanzhou, filled with surprise.
    

    

    
      They clearly hadn’t expected that despite the countless rumors swirling through the capital—scandalous tales spreading like wildfire—this fake heir of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion would still wander the streets leisurely with a bird in hand, instead of staying quietly within the residence.
    

    

    
      Did he truly think he was still the former Heir of the Demon Suppression King?
    

    

    
      However, no fool dared to step forward and provoke him with mockery. After all, Shen Yanzhou was not alone—two people followed closely behind him.
    

    

    
      As for those rumors that claimed Shen Yanzhou was a deeply hidden master, who had even injured the Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao, during a spar… no one took them seriously.
    

    

    
      Everyone dismissed it as a joke made up by someone in the Prince’s Mansion and spread around by the servants.
    

    

    
      “Your Excellency, are we going to Yuxian Pavilion to listen to music again today? I heard that after your accident, the owner behind Yuxian Pavilion changed,” Chunchao asked softly.
    

    

    
      After that incident, Yuxian Pavilion had been thoroughly investigated by the Chilin Guards and the Bureau of Immortal Inspection. It was said that even the color of the owner’s undergarments had been exposed.
    

    

    
      Several nearby entertainment houses had closed overnight to avoid scrutiny, and their businesses hadn’t recovered for quite some time.
    

    

    
      “No, today I’m going to harvest some leeks,” Shen Yanzhou said casually.
    

    

    
      Within half a year, reaching the First Rank—that was the small goal he had set for himself.
    

    

    
      At present, he had already achieved Sixth Rank in both martial and Dao cultivation. The First Rank was not so far away.
    

    

    
      He turned his focus to the panel before him:
    

    

    
      【Techniques: The True Explanation of Primordial Unity (Incomplete, First Realm 15/16)】
    

    

    
      【Name: Shen Yanzhou】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: Selfless Sword Heart (Fragmented, Minor Accomplishment 1/4), Grand Ascension of Five Emperors, Immovable as the Mountain Art, Dragon-Seizing Force…】
    

    

    
      【Realm: Sixth Rank in Martial Path; Sixth Rank in Daoist Path】
    

    

    
      【Available Basic Points: 0 (121.33/100)】
    

    

    
      “Leeks?”
    

    

    
      Both Chunchao and Elder Mo were taken aback. Collecting leeks—could he mean the fields outside the city? There were indeed quite a few planted there.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled faintly, offering no explanation.
    

    

    
      Yet that very smile carried a different meaning in the eyes of his two companions.
    

    

    
      To Chunchao, it seemed profound and unfathomable—she felt Shen Yanzhou must be preparing something great.
    

    

    
      “When did Young Master become so impossible to read…”
    

    

    
      Elder Mo, however, couldn’t help recalling the mysterious figure who had plucked a leaf to save him on Hidden Moon Mountain.
    

    

    
      Others might not believe in Shen Yanzhou’s strength, but the destruction in the mansion had been clear to every servant and attendant who had witnessed it.
    

    

    
      “The last time I went to the Dragon-Tiger Institute, I harvested several hundred points of negative emotion.”
    

    

    
      “This time shouldn’t be any less.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s tone carried a hint of anticipation.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Your Highness, the Heir has gone out to walk his bird.”
    

    

    
      In the Prince’s Mansion’s study, several guards who had been monitoring Shen Yanzhou’s movements came forward to report to Shen Jingxiao.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao frowned slightly.
    

    

    
      He had not restricted Shen Yanzhou’s freedom—especially now, when he could no longer fully grasp what trump cards Shen Yanzhou held. He preferred to let him act freely.
    

    

    
      “Investigate everyone he’s interacted with recently—leave nothing unchecked.”
    

    

    
      “Ran Yi, go and watch Shen Yanzhou. Find out exactly what he intends to do.”
    

    

    
      Within the shadowed corners of the study stood three figures.
    

    

    
      Aside from Ran Yi, the other two were Kui and Zhen, members of the Four Fiends.
    

    

    
      Kui wore a deep black mask, nearly two meters tall, his build massive and muscular. Beneath his black inner armor hung thick chains around his waist, and his bare arms—like coiled dragons—radiated sheer intimidation.
    

    

    
      Zhen, on the other hand, wore a fierce bronze mask. He was short and lean, dressed in a tiger-skin robe, with a belt strung from the fangs of unknown beasts, his entire presence emanating brutal hostility.
    

    

    
      “Your Highness, why me? Can’t Zhen go instead?” Ran Yi protested.
    

    

    
      “Only you can talk to him properly now. If we show ourselves and he notices, what if he kills us?”
    

    

    
      Zhen’s voice, though not loud, carried a slick, lazy tone, almost worldly in its cynicism.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi pouted slightly—why did all the dirty, tiring work always fall to her?
    

    

    
      Didn’t they see that Shen Yanzhou’s strength had become terrifying, his depths unfathomable? They didn’t dare approach, yet expected her to?
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou seems to have always been rather fond of you, hasn’t he?”
    

    

    
      At that remark, Shen Jingxiao’s eyes narrowed slightly as he turned toward Ran Yi.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi froze. As one of Shen Jingxiao’s confidantes, she knew his temperament well.
    

    

    
      A pang of unease struck her heart, but she forced it down, showing her usual charming smile, her voice laced with a tempting lilt. “Your Highness, you know Shen Yanzhou likes to conceal his true self. Over the years, no one has truly seen his real face. What he shows might not be who he really is. He may seem lustful, but he might not truly be so.”
    

    

    
      “All people have weaknesses. Even I am no exception—let alone him.” Shen Jingxiao’s gaze deepened slightly, before he waved his hand dismissively.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Hahaha, you’re killing me, Brother Haoran.”
    

    

    
      “Has the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion gone mad, or has this whole world lost its senses? They’re saying that Shen Yanzhou, that wastrel, is a master who can spar with the Demon Suppression King and even injure him!”
    

    

    
      “They claim the great commotion at the Prince’s Mansion was caused by their duel.”
    

    

    
      “Hahaha! It’s more believable that this fake heir, Shen Yanzhou, is actually His Majesty’s illegitimate son lost to the world!”
    

    

    
      Within a lakeside pavilion of the Dragon-Tiger Institute, beside a clear jade-green lake, Qi Haoran—the hostage prince of the Qi Kingdom—was sitting before a desk, grinding ink in preparation for painting. He was preparing for the upcoming poetry gathering at the Pear Garden in half a month.
    

    

    
      His friend Liu Zi’an rushed down from the spiral staircase, laughter written all over his face.
    

    

    
      “How could someone as brilliant as the Demon Suppression King ever say something so absurd?”
    

    

    
      “Surely this is just a rumor spread by careless servants—any wise man would dismiss it.”
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran shook his head. His face was handsome and refined, clad in spotless white robes that gave him a scholarly air. As he raised his brush to compose, an elegant aura of literary charm flowed across the paper.
    

    

    
      “Hehe, I suppose it’s just entertainment for now.”
    

    

    
      “Anyway, since Shen Yanzhou’s fake heir status is now public, you no longer need to worry about the proposed marriage between the Prince’s Mansion and the Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence.”
    

    

    
      “By the way, Senior Sister Zhao met Shen Yanzhou once, but afterward, she refused to speak much about it.”
    

    

    
      “I suppose she doesn’t wish to accept that kind of political marriage—one that leaves her no choice.”
    

    

    
      “You’ve been quite close to Senior Sister Zhao lately; she seems to admire you greatly.”
    

    

    
      Liu Zi’an sighed beside him. As the young master of a duke’s household, he understood the feeling well—perhaps he too would one day have to marry a woman he did not love.
    

    

    
      “Who knows.”
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran’s tone was calm, seemingly indifferent to the matter.
    

    

    
      Even the humiliation he had suffered at Shen Yanzhou’s hands last time seemed forgotten, buried beneath his dedication to the cultivation of the Literary Path.
    

    

    
      Indeed, just as Liu Zi’an had said, he and Zhao Qingchan had grown close recently, often discussing insights about poetry gatherings.
    

    

    
      Gifted with a Literary Heart by nature, Qi Haoran’s talent and accomplishments were exceptional. Favored by a great scholar of the court, he had written several splendid essays that resonated with literary energy.
    

    

    
      For the upcoming Pear Garden Poetry Gathering, the outstanding talents of every great family would attend—and even representatives from the Temple of the Sage and Jixia Academy would come to observe.
    

    

    
      He was confident of taking the crown.
    

    

    

  Chapter 76: Power of the Dragon-Elephant, Sixth Rank, is it?

    
      Chapter 76: Power of the Dragon-Elephant, Sixth Rank, is it?
    

    

    
      “Family alliances are all about profit. Now that Shen Yanzhou holds no value, this marriage alliance is doomed to fall apart.”
    

    

    
      Liu Zi’an patted his shoulder, his gaze catching something as he nudged and grinned. 
    

    

    
      “Speaking of which, look, isn’t Senior Sister Zhao coming over right now?”
    

    

    
      Hearing that, Qi Haoran’s hands froze mid-motion, and his gaze followed the direction indicated.
    

    

    
      Several figures were approaching from afar.
    

    

    
      At their head was a woman with ink-black hair cascading like a waterfall, unbound and flowing freely. 
    

    

    
      Her face was pale and radiant without the aid of cosmetics, as flawless as carved jade. 
    

    

    
      She wore a simple gauze robe of plain colors, her figure slender and graceful, with only the Dragon-Tiger Institute’s inner court token hanging from her waist—a simple, modest appearance.
    

    

    
      Following beside her were several young men and women, all carrying an extraordinary bearing. 
    

    

    
      Some wore embroidered robes of brocade clouds, others long gauze dresses in vivid colors, adorned with fine jade ornaments. 
    

    

    
      Their laughter and conversation were bright and elegant—they were all noble descendants of great families from the imperial capital.
    

    

    
      “This time, the Lyric Garden Poetry Gathering is hosted by Senior Sister Zhao. She put in a great deal of effort to make it happen. The well-known senior brothers and sisters from the Literary Court of the Dragon-Tiger Institute have all been invited by her.”
    

    

    
      “It’s said that even a Grand Academician from the Confucian Temple—at the Saint Speech Realm—will be lecturing for us,” Qi Haoran said with admiration as he set aside his things and rose to greet them.
    

    

    
      The Confucian Saint Speech Realm of the Fourth Rank was also known as the Grand Academician, a position on par with a Grandmaster of the Martial Path.
    

    

    
      “Heh, how amusing. Senior Sister Zhao almost got engaged to that wastrel.”
    

    

    
      “Good thing the truth came out in time. Otherwise, marrying a fake heir would’ve been a laughingstock.”
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran approached, overhearing the few talking about the very same matter.
    

    

    
      A subtle look flickered deep in Zhao Qingchan’s eyes. 
    

    

    
      She had, of course, heard the news, but she chose not to comment.
    

    

    
      “Senior Sister Zhao, senior brothers and sisters…” Qi Haoran cupped his hands in greeting.
    

    

    
      “Brother Haoran, no need to be so polite. We’re still counting on you to shine brilliantly at the poetry gathering and win us some glory.”
    

    

    
      Their laughter flowed easily.
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran smiled modestly, carrying himself with practiced grace.
    

    

    
      Clang, clang, clang…
    

    

    
      Just as the group of noble prodigies conversed merrily, a deep bell sound suddenly echoed from afar—metallic and resounding, piercing through the clouds and reverberating throughout the entire Dragon-Tiger Institute.
    

    

    
      “The Institute’s Hall-knocking Bell—who rang it?”
    

    

    
      The group was startled. 
    

    

    
      They knew that sound well. 
    

    

    
      It was the bell at the front gate of the Institute, akin to a grievance drum outside a magistrate’s court.
    

    

    
      Ordinarily, only those who felt wronged—students whose talent, bone structure, and background were all acceptable yet were still rejected—would come to ring it to seek redress.
    

    

    
      However, this bell was forged from meteor-iron, weighing several thousand jin, and inscribed with countless formation patterns.
    

    

    
      Even the martial prodigies within the Martial Court couldn’t make it sound with their full brute strength or secret arts, let alone cause such a loud, far-reaching resonance.
    

    

    
      Thus, the bell’s purpose was to demonstrate the Institute’s strict and impartial standards in student selection.
    

    

    
      As the most renowned academy in the Great Qian Dynasty’s capital, the Dragon-Tiger Institute gathered talents from all over the realm. 
    

    

    
      As long as one’s aptitude and heritage were sound, they could enroll for study—regardless of status.
    

    

    
      Even someone like Qi Haoran, a hostage prince from a vassal state, was no exception. 
    

    

    
      The Institute prided itself on having “education without class distinction.”
    

    

    
      Over the years, no one had even bothered to attempt ringing the bell—and whether it could be sounded at all was another matter entirely.
    

    

    
      “How interesting. Someone actually managed to ring the Hall-knocking Bell…”
    

    

    
      “Which prodigy must’ve suffered such injustice to come plead their case?”
    

    

    
      Laughter and curiosity spread among them.
    

    

    
      Soon, they all decided to go take a look at the gate. 
    

    

    
      On the way, more students joined in, evidently drawn by the earlier sound.
    

    

    
      But when Qi Haoran and his companions arrived at the gate and saw the crowd of students frozen in stunned silence, they too were struck dumb.
    

    

    
      “Shen… Shen Yanzhou?!”
    

    

    
      Liu Zi’an’s eyes went wide, utterly incredulous at the sight before them.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “Heir Shen… calm down, calm down! Let’s talk this out—please, first put down the Hall-knocking Bell!”
    

    

    
      At the gate of the Dragon-Tiger Institute, where hibiscus flowers bloomed in abundance, stood a massive bell over a zhang tall, cast entirely from dark gray cold iron. 
    

    

    
      At that very moment, it was being held aloft in one hand by a young man, steady as Mount Tai.
    

    

    
      Originally, the bell had been suspended from a specially forged black-iron chain as thick as a grown man’s arm.
    

    

    
      The elder guard stationed at the gate was drenched in sweat, pleading frantically, though the shock in his heart lingered still.
    

    

    
      Around them, the gathered prodigies and students could only stare in disbelief.
    

    

    
      They had thought the bell had been struck—but no, it had been lifted. 
    

    

    
      The swinging motion as it rocked and collided had produced the earth-shaking tolls that echoed through the clouds earlier.
    

    

    
      And the one holding it aloft was none other than the so-called “fake heir” of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion—Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Many stood agape, unable to believe what they were witnessing.
    

    

    
      “If you’d just let me in, none of this would’ve happened. But you insisted I wasn’t a student of your Institute, said I had no qualification.”
    

    

    
      “Well then, what about now? Do I qualify?”
    

    

    
      “This Hall-knocking Bell was forged by your very first Dean, Zhang Yang, wasn’t it? His name’s even engraved on it. Anyone wronged may ring it, and the Institute must hear them.”
    

    

    
      “And right now, I’ve been wronged indeed.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s tone was calm and lightly teasing. 
    

    

    
      One hand clasped behind his back, the other supporting the giant bell, his moon-white robe fluttered as his tall, straight figure exuded effortless composure.
    

    

    
      A heavy silence fell. 
    

    

    
      Even the bystanders who had gathered were dumbstruck, unable to return to their senses.
    

    

    
      It was as if they no longer recognized Shen Yanzhou at all.
    

    

    
      Behind him, Chunchao and Elder Mo hadn’t expected that when the heir said he was coming to “harvest some leeks,” he meant here, at the Dragon-Tiger Institute.
    

    

    
      Could it be that the leeks here were somehow more fragrant?
    

    

    
      “Is… is this man born with divine strength?”
    

    

    
      “Wasn’t the Hall-knocking Bell said to weigh several thousand jin? How can he lift it with one hand? That’s terrifying…”
    

    

    
      Many prodigies couldn’t help but gulp.
    

    

    
      Ordinary cultivators of the Sixth Rank, the Sea-cleaving Realm, could only muster roughly a thousand jin of raw strength in their arms. 
    

    

    
      Without invoking secret techniques or enhancement pills, they could never lift such a thing.
    

    

    
      Of course, that referred purely to physical strength. 
    

    

    
      If it were a Confucian scholar or Daoist cultivator, they might have mystical means to make the bell “float.”
    

    

    
      But Shen Yanzhou was relying purely on the power of his flesh.
    

    

    
      None could comprehend it. 
    

    

    
      Until today, their impression of Shen Yanzhou had always been that of a frail and fragile man—where did such monstrous strength come from?
    

    

    
      “Could it be… the rumors from this morning were true?”
    

    

    
      Many people suddenly thought of this possibility, and their entire bodies shuddered as if cold water had been poured over their heads, numbing their scalps.
    

    

    
      “How is that possible?”
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran, who was standing beside the noble prodigies and young ladies, also widened his eyes, staring at the scene before him in disbelief.
    

    

    
      “This strength… could it be the innate Power of the Dragon-Elephant?”
    

    

    
      “The news that spread from the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion this morning—could it truly be real?”
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan’s flawless face and exquisitely delicate features were without the slightest imperfection. 
    

    

    
      She stood gracefully, her posture elegant and refined, but now she was staring blankly at the handsome young man with a faint smile—as though this was the first time she was truly seeing Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Soon, her breathing quickened slightly. 
    

    

    
      Light flickered in her eyes, and the corners of her lips curved up uncontrollably.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou calmly accepted all the astonished, horrified, and incredulous gazes around him.
    

    

    
      He had to admit—it felt rather good to be the center of attention. 
    

    

    
      Among the crowd’s emotions were envy, jealousy, and unwillingness, and from them, he gained a modest harvest of negative emotions.
    

    

    
      Of course, Shen Yanzhou hadn’t come to the Dragon-Tiger Institute just to show off. 
    

    

    
      Since Shen Jingxiao wanted to create momentum for him, there was no need for him to hold back. 
    

    

    
      It was better to ride this wave and soar upward with the wind.
    

    

    
      If Shen Jingxiao wanted him to make a name for himself, then he would do just that—and even more so. 
    

    

    
      He would be so dazzling that his brilliance would overshadow everyone else.
    

    

    
      As long as he shone brightly enough for the entire Great Qian Dynasty to take notice, the higher powers would naturally turn their gaze toward him.
    

    

    
      After all, he was merely an insignificant fake heir—someone many believed could be easily removed from the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion at any time.
    

    

    
      With such a status, it was inevitable that many forces would be tempted to extend olive branches toward him.
    

    

    
      “Heir Shen, please, let’s talk this through. Put the Hall-knocking Bell down first. If you want to enter, you can go in anytime,” pleaded the gatekeeper elder, his forehead slick with cold sweat. 
    

    

    
      He had never expected Shen Yanzhou to be so formidable.
    

    

    
      “What if I don’t?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      “Please, don’t make things difficult for me.” The elder smiled bitterly, regretting his decision to stop him earlier.
    

    

    
      “I like making things difficult for people.” Shen Yanzhou smiled.
    

    

    
      “……”
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      By now, the commotion had already drawn the attention of many elders within the Institute, all of whom were making their way over.
    

    

    
      The Dragon-Tiger Institute had been established since the founding of the dynasty and was divided mainly into three divisions: Dao, Martial, and Confucian.
    

    

    
      The Martial Division had the largest number of disciples.
    

    

    
      The Dao Division, which emphasized fate and innate talent, had the fewest.
    

    

    
      “To lift the Hall-knocking Bell with one arm… could it truly be the innate Power of the Dragon-Elephant?”
    

    

    
      A gentle breeze blew, and suddenly, an elder in feathered robes and a starry crown, with wide flowing sleeves, appeared at the gate.
    

    

    
      Many Dao Division students saluted him immediately. 
    

    

    
      He was one of the Dao Division’s elders—a cultivator at the Fifth Rank, Thunder Law Realm.
    

    

    
      “Could it be that he consumed some heavenly treasure, granting him the acquired Power of the Dragon-Elephant?”
    

    

    
      Another voice sounded. 
    

    

    
      A woman dressed as a Daoist nun appeared beside the gate, her gaze filled with astonishment. 
    

    

    
      If it weren’t for Shen Yanzhou’s identity, she might have been unable to resist cutting him open for research.
    

    

    
      The Power of the Dragon-Elephant was generally a symbol of the Fourth Rank, Dragon-Elephant Realm—a realm where martial cultivators were called Grandmasters.
    

    

    
      “It seems Heir Shen has come today with the intention of joining the Dragon-Tiger Institute?” came a hearty laugh.
    

    

    
      The speaker was a disheveled old man. 
    

    

    
      He wore a gray robe, his tall frame sturdy, his hair and beard snow-white, his temples bulging, his joints thick, and his eyes radiant—clearly a man of great martial attainment.
    

    

    
      When the Martial Division students saw him, they too bowed in greeting. 
    

    

    
      He was evidently another elder-level figure.
    

    

    
      To have so many elders gathered at the gate today was an extremely rare occurrence.
    

    

    
      The onlookers murmured in amazement—after all, any elder qualified to serve within the Dragon-Tiger Institute was no ordinary person. 
    

    

    
      Outside, such individuals could easily found their own sects.
    

    

    
      “What, am I not qualified?” Shen Yanzhou asked, looking at the Martial Division elder.
    

    

    
      “Qualified, of course you are. Unfortunately, the enrollment period has already ended for this year. If Heir Shen wishes to join, you’ll have to wait until next year,” the elder said with a cheerful laugh.
    

    

    
      “I have grievances and came to strike the bell to seek redress—is that not allowed?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      “But Heir Shen has no grievance to speak of. Until today, you had never shown any talent like this. Everyone in the capital believed you were a martial wastrel who couldn’t even recognize two written characters.”
    

    

    
      “The Dragon-Tiger Institute’s selection process is flawless—there’s no mistake.” The gray-robed elder continued smiling as he spoke.
    

    

    
      “I recognize you—you’re Elder Tang Ya, aren’t you? You’re an old acquaintance of Elder Shen Zhigao from the Mansion.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou suddenly said.
    

    

    
      The smile on the gray-robed elder’s face froze.
    

    

    
      A flicker of strange looks spread among the surrounding crowd as they all turned toward him.
    

    

    
      The elders of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion had made things difficult for Shen Yanzhou… could it be that the Mansion didn’t want him to enter the Dragon-Tiger Institute?
    

    

    
      Many people’s thoughts stirred—there was gossip here, for sure.
    

    

    
      “Elder Tang Ya, I remember quite clearly that the Book of Regulations, page six, article seven, states that if a student misses the enrollment period due to unforeseen circumstances, they may take the Dragon Gate Path and leap the Dragon Gate. Or, if under twenty-one years old and having reached the Sixth Rank in any one of the Confucian, Dao, or Martial paths, they may be admitted by special selection.”
    

    

    
      Just then, a calm, slightly cool voice spoke up.
    

    

    
      All the students turned to look, only to see Zhao Qingchan walking forward gracefully in her plain gauze gown.
    

    

    
      “It’s Senior Sister Zhao…”
    

    

    
      Many whispered quietly. 
    

    

    
      Regardless of which division they were from, their eyes were filled with admiration.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan’s popularity within the Dragon-Tiger Institute was immense. 
    

    

    
      Even without her exceptional talent and noble background, her peerless beauty alone was enough to captivate countless prodigies.
    

    

    
      “Senior Sister Zhao, why are you standing up for that wastrel?”
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran froze, watching Zhao Qingchan as she walked past him. 
    

    

    
      The composure he had recently regained was shattered once again, his fists clenching unconsciously.
    

    

    
      “There is indeed such a rule,” Tang Ya admitted, frowning slightly yet forcing patience as he explained. 
    

    

    
      “But the Dragon Gate Path has been closed for many years. To reopen it would require the joint approval of several Vice Deans from each division, along with the Dragon Gate Seal.”
    

    

    
      “As for the second rule, special selection is indeed allowed. But at such an age, to have reached the Sixth Rank—how many within even the Inner Court have managed it? Hardly a handful.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhao Qingchan intervene, Tang Ya frowned but still explained patiently.
    

    

    
      In his eyes, Shen Yanzhou’s feat of lifting the bell was merely a stunt to draw attention. 
    

    

    
      He had no idea where that monstrous strength came from.
    

    

    
      But realms were real—one couldn’t reach them through mere treasures or pills.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, a Sixth Rank? The man who spent his days in brothels and pleasure quarters—when had he ever cultivated?
    

    

    
      In any cultivation path, prodigies were forged through both innate talent and relentless effort…
    

    

    
      Suddenly—boom!—a deep sound shook the air, the ground trembling slightly as Shen Yanzhou dropped the Hall-knocking Bell to the ground. 
    

    

    
      He looked at Tang Ya with a playful expression.
    

    

    
      “Sixth Rank, you say?”
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      “Of course it’s Sixth Rank.” Elder Tang Ya’s expression did not change as he spoke.
    

    

    
      “Only Sixth Rank? If you hadn’t said it, I might’ve thought the threshold was First Rank.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled nonchalantly. 
    

    

    
      As he spoke, the Primordial Qi vortex within his body suddenly began to hum.
    

    

    
      The Breath of Primordial Chaos, which had been completely restrained within, suddenly boiled over, circulating through his body and coursing along his meridians and organs. 
    

    

    
      In an instant, a powerful aura belonging to the Sixth Rank, Sea-cleaving Realm of the Martial Path spread outward from him.
    

    

    
      The once bustling surroundings fell into utter silence.
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      Elder Tang Ya, who had been waiting to see how Shen Yanzhou would continue showing off, froze in place. 
    

    

    
      His eyes were filled with disbelief.
    

    

    
      Sixth Rank?
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was actually truly Sixth Rank?
    

    

    
      Moreover, this aura was far deeper and more vigorous than what Tang Ya himself had possessed back when he was at that realm.
    

    

    
      After a brief silence, the area erupted in a wave of astonished murmurs and incredulous gasps. 
    

    

    
      Many students stood stunned.
    

    

    
      “Sixth Rank, Sea-cleaving Realm—how is that possible?”
    

    

    
      Liu Zi’an felt as though he had been struck by lightning; his body trembled, utterly unable to believe his own eyes.
    

    

    
      He had been gifted in the Martial Path, diligent since childhood, and with the support and resources of the Duke’s Mansion, had only just managed to reach the early stage of the Sixth Rank, Sea-cleaving Realm at his age.
    

    

    
      How could Shen Yanzhou—who had always been known in the capital for his indulgence in pleasures and idleness—be of the same realm as him?
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      Qi Haoran also found it difficult to believe, his breathing slightly erratic. 
    

    

    
      But this was something witnessed by everyone before the Dragon-Tiger Institute—how could it be faked?
    

    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Qi Haoran +13 +13 +13...
    

    

    
      “This guy really is Sixth Rank? That aura is absolutely genuine...”
    

    

    
      Several elders standing at the academy gates shared equally incredulous looks.
    

    

    
      Hidden not far away, Ran Yi—who had been assigned to monitor Shen Yanzhou’s movements—couldn’t help feeling startled as well.
    

    

    
      However, compared to Shen Yanzhou injuring the Demon Suppression King, this scene was actually easier to accept.
    

    

    
      “This man... just how much more is he hiding? How did he cultivate to this point over the years?”
    

    

    
      “To possess the strength of the Dragon-Elephant Realm and still be of Sixth Rank in the Martial Path—with such divine power aiding him, there may be few in his realm who could match him.”
    

    

    
      “Could the news from the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion this morning actually be true?”
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan’s eyes glimmered even brighter, clearly never having expected Shen Yanzhou to truly be at the Sixth Rank.
    

    

    
      She had originally thought Shen Yanzhou would find another way—perhaps by re-walking the Dragon Gate Path—but instead, he had chosen the simplest and most direct route: to reveal his realm.
    

    

    
      Now, the elders of the Dragon-Tiger Institute would have nothing left to say.
    

    

    
      Her thoughts churned rapidly, countless ideas flashing through her mind.
    

    

    
      Previously, the Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence had sought to form a marriage alliance with the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion. 
    

    

    
      But after learning that Shen Yanzhou was merely a fake heir, many elders of her clan—including her parents—had quietly withdrawn their interest and avoided mentioning the matter again.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan herself had always been a bit resistant toward this political marriage, but as the young lady of the Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence, she had no choice but to accept it in silence.
    

    

    
      When the alliance fell through, it had naturally been a relief for her.
    

    

    
      After their last meeting, she had faintly sensed that Shen Yanzhou was not as simple as he appeared. 
    

    

    
      But once his false heir identity was revealed, her interest in him had faded.
    

    

    
      No matter how extraordinary he was—without the status of the Demon Suppression King’s heir—they were no longer a suitable match.
    

    

    
      Yet now, that buried spark of thought in her heart seemed to stir again.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      “Elder Tang Ya, am I qualified enough now?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou withdrew his aura, once again appearing as calm as still water. 
    

    

    
      Even if a Martial Grandmaster stood before him, they would be unable to discern his true realm.
    

    

    
      That was the brilliance of The True Explanation of Primordial Unity. 
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou considered it an essential art for “playing the pig to eat the tiger.”
    

    

    
      If he did not stir the Breath of Primordial Chaos and allowed it to return to the Primordial Qi vortex in stillness, he would appear utterly ordinary—no trace of cultivation could be seen, indistinguishable from a common passerby.
    

    

    
      Unless he chose to reveal his realm himself.
    

    

    
      Of course, there was another benefit—when others thought he was Sixth Rank, he might well break through to Fifth Rank the next day.
    

    

    
      No one could ever truly grasp his level.
    

    

    
      “Of course you’re qualified.”
    

    

    
      Elder Tang Ya’s facial muscles twitched slightly. 
    

    

    
      He took a deep breath, never having expected Shen Yanzhou to actually display a Sixth Rank Martial Path realm.
    

    

    
      Today, he had risked his reputation by siding with Shen Zhigao to block Shen Yanzhou’s entry into the Dragon-Tiger Institute—already a humiliation.
    

    

    
      And now, before everyone’s eyes, he had been thoroughly slapped in the face by Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      “The Martial Institute has gained another prodigy—how delightful!”
    

    

    
      “Indeed, for Heir Shen to have reached Sixth Rank at such a young age, truly hidden so deeply—the Dragon-Tiger Institute nearly missed out on a future Martial Grandmaster in the making.”
    

    

    
      The other elders, who had not intervened in the earlier conflict, now stepped forward cheerfully, unafraid of escalating matters, and congratulated with smiles.
    

    

    
      “Cultivating the Martial Path is a most arduous endeavor. 
    

    

    
      I wonder, Heir Shen, how have you managed to reach such a realm over the years?”
    

    

    
      A Daoist-looking elder from the Dao Institute observed Shen Yanzhou with curious eyes, as if she wanted to dissect him for study.
    

    

    
      “Is the Martial Path that difficult? I only train for one hour a day,” Shen Yanzhou replied.
    

    

    
      “...”
    

    
      The Daoist elder’s mouth twitched, rendered speechless.
    

    

    
      Though she did not practice the Martial Path, she knew well how infuriating such words were.
    

    

    
      The martial students nearby also fell silent in unison.
    

    

    
      It was common knowledge that the Martial Path was the most grueling among all cultivation systems. 
    

    

    
      Though its entry threshold was low—anyone with decent bones could train—each step was filled with torment: tempering flesh, tendons, and bones, assisted by body-refining pills, enduring the agony of tearing and rebirth of muscles and sinews.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had, of course, said it deliberately—to harvest another wave of negative emotions.
    

    

    
      “Heir Shen’s realm already meets the criteria for preferential admission. 
    

    

    
      In due course, other elders of the Martial Institute will guide you to register formally and begin cultivation within the Institute.”
    

    

    
      Another elder, dressed in flowing robes and a crown of stars, spoke kindly.
    

    

    
      The events at the Dragon-Tiger Institute had undoubtedly already spread throughout the capital—especially with Shen Yanzhou’s personal appearance and public revelation of his realm, further fanning the flames of the morning’s news from the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      But all of that, by now, had little to do with Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      His main objective had already been achieved.
    

    

    
      Counting the negative emotions triggered by all the ensuing reactions throughout the capital, he had gained more than two hundred points today.
    

    

    
      The Dragon-Tiger Institute was divided into an inner and outer court. 
    

    

    
      Within, the scenery was exquisite—there were lecture halls, pavilions, the Scripture Repository, and numerous blessed cultivation abodes. 
    

    

    
      In the depths, clouds and rosy mists interwove, light fog coiled like gauze, giving the place the air of a celestial realm.
    

    

    
      With no further obstacles, Shen Yanzhou walked straight inside. 
    

    

    
      Along the way, though many students followed him, they all kept their distance, not daring to approach or speak.
    

    

    
      “The Dragon-Tiger Institute has existed for more than thirteen hundred years. Each branch’s Scripture Repository holds countless classics and cultivation records collected from all over the Nine Provinces for students to study and borrow.”
    

    

    
      “However, as for martial arts manuals and secret techniques, those are all stored separately within the Martial Treasury and Literary Treasury.”
    

    

    
      “If one wishes to enter the Institute and cultivate higher-level arts, it isn’t easy. Though the Treasuries are connected, access requires merit—so-called academic credits—to exchange for them.”
    

    

    
      “At every stage and in every branch, the techniques taught are mostly publicly transmitted. The same manuals are compiled and distributed in the Great Qian Dynasty’s various academies, allowing all students to cultivate.”
    

    

    
      “For instance, the Martial Texts created and compiled by the elders of the Martial Institute may not have ranks, but their profundity is such that even Grandmasters praise them. Ordinary folk without any foundational techniques can simply copy the Martial Texts by hand and use them as their entry path...”
    

    

    
      “However, most versions circulated outside are only Elementary Martial Texts, suitable only for beginners.”
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan walked beside Shen Yanzhou, introducing the layout of the Dragon-Tiger Institute as they strolled through the scenic paths.
    

    

    
      On both sides, birch trees swayed in the breeze, ripples spread across the lake’s surface, and faint fragrances wafted through the air.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou could more or less guess her intentions, but he did not expose them. 
    

    

    
      He merely nodded slightly. 
    

    

    
      The scene reminded him faintly of shaded campus paths from his past life’s university.
    

    

    
      “That area covered in dense clouds and mist—what is it?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      “That’s the inner depths of the Martial Institute—the Martial Abyss. It’s one of the academy’s few restricted zones. Even inner-court disciples can rarely enter without explicit permission,” Zhao Qingchan explained patiently, quite different from their first meeting.
    

    

    
      “Martial Abyss…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded, thoughtful.
    

    

    
      He remembered clearly from the original story that within one of the stone caves of the Martial Abyss, there resided a mad old man who had sealed himself in deathly seclusion—one of the strongest known figures in the current plot, a Martial Saint of the First Rank whose sanity wavered between lucidity and madness.
    

    

    
      “When he loses his senses, that Mad Martial Saint recognizes no kin and kills all he sees, utterly bloodthirsty. But there is a way to keep him clear-headed.”
    

    

    
      “A pear blossom wine brewed in Clouddeep Village of Mist Prefecture can awaken him.”
    

    

    
      “When the Mad Martial Saint was young, he entered the Martial Path through killing and made countless enemies. Once, when besieged by a formidable foe, he fled and ended up in Clouddeep Village, where he met a girl named Yun Jin.”
    

    

    
      The entire plot played out in Shen Yanzhou’s mind—a typical tragic romance.
    

    

    
      The young Mad Martial Saint met the love of his life, but to break through to the First Rank, he ultimately killed her to offer her as a sacrifice to his Path of Slaughter.
    

    

    
      On the day he achieved the First Rank, he also went completely insane.
    

    

    
      The story of Clouddeep Village came later in the original work and had little to do with the “true and false heir” arc—it involved another protagonist altogether.
    

    

    
      For now, none of this had anything to do with Shen Yanzhou. 
    

    

    
      That protagonist had no connection to him whatsoever.
    

    

    
      “Clouddeep Village is too far away, but the pear blossom wine can still be purchased through certain channels. Traveling merchants from Yun Prefecture occasionally pass by that village.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s other goal in coming to the Dragon-Tiger Institute was to locate the stone cave where the Mad Martial Saint resided.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t that he intended to subdue the man—a half-mad Martial Saint who killed indiscriminately could never be controlled.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou meant to use him as a strategic trump card. 
    

    

    
      Should a crisis arise, he could come here and release him.
    

    

    
      That Mad Martial Saint was a born slaughterer, particularly fond of killing the strong. 
    

    

    
      When the time came, Shen Yanzhou could simply use The True Explanation of Primordial Unity to conceal his realm and blend among ordinary people.
    

    

    
      “Brother Qi…”
    

    

    
      Not far away, Liu Zi’an gazed at the pair—so well-matched in appearance—that he couldn’t help thinking they looked somewhat fitting together. 
    

    

    
      Once Shen Yanzhou shed his wastrel habits, his looks alone were quite striking.
    

    

    
      After his astonishing display at the institute gates, revealing such deep martial cultivation, many noble ladies within the academy had already begun whispering about him.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t expected Zhao Qingchan to take the initiative to guide Shen Yanzhou personally, showing such warmth.
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran took a deep breath, retracting his gaze and suppressing his restless emotions. 
    

    

    
      “Senior Sister Zhao must have her reasons. I need to return and prepare for the Pear Garden Poetry Gathering.”
    

    

    
      With that, he turned and left.
    

    

    
      Liu Zi’an hurried after him. 
    

    

    
      He already knew of Qi Haoran’s feelings—not just him, but countless talented young men in the academy harbored admiration for Zhao Qingchan.
    

    

    
      But who dared show it? After all, the Crown Prince was watching.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      At the same time, as Shen Yanzhou wandered the Dragon-Tiger Institute—
    

    

    
      In the study of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, Shen Jingxiao sat with a grim expression, holding a secret letter. 
    

    

    
      Before him floated a sound-and-image mirror.
    

    

    
      Reflected in the mirror was a middle-aged man with feather fan and scholar’s robe, refined in manner—it was Ge Qixing, Shen Jingxiao’s strategist, reputed as the reincarnation of Kongming.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao said flatly, “Agree to their terms. The Demon Suppression Army will withdraw five hundred miles north and never again step into the Hundred-Thousand Mountains.”
    

    

    
      “Your Highness, Luofu Cloud Cavern also demands that the imprisoned elders and disciples of the Southern Border sects be released,” Ge Qixing replied.
    

    

    
      “Approved.”
    

    

    
      To ransom Shen Tian, Shen Jingxiao had already paid an enormous price.
    

    

    
      At his order, Ge Qixing retreated.
    

    

    
      “The Demon Suppression Army will fall back to Hantian Commandery. When spring arrives next year and the demon tide attacks Yao Pass again—let’s see how you resist it.”
    

    

    
      “Truly picking up sesame seeds only to lose a watermelon—utter foolishness,” Shen Jingxiao said coldly, eyes sharp as blades.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      In the depths of the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, within a magnificent grand hall whose ceiling shimmered with the illusion of countless celestial stars, an elderly man in wide robes sat cross-legged on a cushion. 
    

    

    
      His bearing was serene, his Dao aura profound, as though he might ascend at any moment.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi stood before him, her peach-blossom eyes soft yet uneasy. 
    

    

    
      Around her slender white wrist rested a frail, twig-like hand.
    

    

    
      After a moment, the elder withdrew his hand and opened his eyes, confusion flashing across them. 
    

    

    
      “Ruoxi, your body is fine. If you’ve been feeling unwell lately, it’s likely due to fatigue, not any poison.”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi was momentarily dazed, then asked again, unwilling to give up, “Third Grandfather, are you certain there’s nothing wrong with my body?”
    

    

    
      “Of course not. Have you encountered some kind of trouble?” the feather-robed elder asked.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi’s frustration grew. 
    

    

    
      Could even Third Grandfather not detect anything?
    

    

    
      Was this Ten-Thousand Gu Heart-Piercing Pill truly so domineering and strange?
    

    

    
      Just then, a young boy with a topknot entered from outside the hall, leaning close to whisper a report into the feather-robed elder’s ear.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi remained standing aside, not deliberately trying to eavesdrop—she simply wasn’t in the mood for it, her heart in turmoil.
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      The Gu family, as one of the three great powers behind the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, had a long and storied heritage, with profound foundations.
    

    

    
      As the current generation’s direct descendant, she had shown exceptional talent since childhood and had been deeply cherished and favored, never once suffering real setbacks or trouble.
    

    

    
      After entering the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, she repeatedly solved extraordinary cases. 
    

    

    
      Coupled with the family’s backing, she had managed, in her early twenties, to become an Immortal Officer—a path that would have taken others decades to achieve.
    

    

    
      Before this, she had never imagined that the abduction of Shen Yanzhou would lead to such an entanglement of complications.
    

    

    
      In the end, even she had been drawn into the matter.
    

    

    
      Upon returning to the capital, she first went to her family to report, conveying Shen Yanzhou’s message, and also sought a way to remove the Ten-Thousand Gu Heart-Piercing Pill.
    

    

    
      Unexpectedly, even within the Gu family’s vast and boundless library, there was not a single record of it.
    

    

    
      Unwilling to give up, she came to the Bureau of Immortal Inspection and sought out one of her family’s elders, who served as Vice Ritual Superintendent—someone of high authority, capable of mobilizing any Immortal Officer at will.
    

    

    
      Yet even this elder of hers failed to detect anything amiss within her body.
    

    

    
      Could it be that from now on, she could only remain at Shen Yanzhou’s mercy?
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou…”
    

    

    
      “The power of the Dragon-Elephant, how strange and mysterious—what heavenly treasures in this world could possibly grant him such divine might?”
    

    

    
      After dismissing the young attendants, the Feather-robed Elder shook his head with a faint smile.
    

    

    
      “Third Grandfather, what has happened?”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi had not yet heard what occurred today at the Dragon-Tiger Institute. 
    

    

    
      Upon hearing Shen Yanzhou’s name, she instinctively asked.
    

    

    
      “A rather interesting matter. You mentioned before that Shen Yanzhou himself admitted his abduction had been orchestrated by the Demon Suppression King—that those slain retainers and offerings were sacrifices meant to kill him?”
    

    

    
      The Feather-robed Elder asked.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi nodded. 
    

    

    
      She had already reported this to the family.
    

    

    
      “If so, then the relationship between Shen Yanzhou and the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion is far from harmonious. The rumors spread today were likely meant to push him into the storm’s eye. It seems even those within the Prince’s Mansion were unaware that this man had concealed his strength so deeply.”
    

    

    
      “Some may even suspect that he obtained a fortuitous encounter within Hidden Moon Mountain, which explains his current power.”
    

    

    
      “As for Shen Yanzhou’s visit to the Dragon-Tiger Institute today, there may be yet another layer of meaning behind it.” The Feather-robed Elder’s eyes narrowed, gleaming faintly with insight.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi pondered aloud, “Third Grandfather means… Shen Yanzhou intends to ally with others against the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion?”
    

    

    
      “Something like that. He’s a clever one.”
    

    

    
      “Ruoxi, you should find a chance to bring him here to meet me. Matters in the Southern Border may require his involvement.”
    

    

    
      “If you can make him work for you, all the better.”
    

    

    
      The Feather-robed Elder spoke with calm authority.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi’s alluring peach blossom eyes fluttered slightly; she nearly choked on her breath. 
    

    

    
      Me?
    

    

    
      She was still racking her brain on how to escape from Shen Yanzhou’s grasp!
    

    

    
      “What, you’re unwilling?” The Feather-robed Elder looked toward her.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi naturally dared not mention the fact that Shen Yanzhou had planted the Ten-Thousand Gu Heart-Piercing Pill within her. 
    

    

    
      Forcing a smile, she obediently replied, “Rest assured, Third Grandfather, Ruoxi will see it done.”
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    

    
      Meanwhile, in the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, within the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard, Yu Chenyu had shed her usual languid demeanor and sat upright on the couch.
    

    

    
      Before her lay a somewhat broken wooden comb.
    

    

    
      “The Empress’s birthday is drawing near…” Yu Chenyu murmured to herself, then carefully put the comb away, her gaze turning deep and unreadable.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      With Zhao Qingchan accompanying him, Shen Yanzhou easily registered his identity at the Martial Institute and received an Inner Court disciple’s token. 
    

    

    
      He was also assigned a personal courtyard.
    

    

    
      However, students born in the imperial capital like him rarely stayed overnight at the academy; most returned home after lessons.
    

    

    
      He merely took a brief look at the courtyard before leaving.
    

    

    
      As an Inner Court disciple, each was granted a separate residence, so there was no shared lodging.
    

    

    
      On the way out of the academy, Zhao Qingchan did not pry into his secrets as she had upon their first meeting. 
    

    

    
      Instead, she spoke casually of academy anecdotes, a faint smile softening her features.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou understood her ambition. 
    

    

    
      She was drawing near deliberately to win him over, waiting for the right time to reveal her true intent.
    

    

    
      Within the Dragon-Tiger Institute, Zhao Qingchan was well-liked. 
    

    

    
      Her methods were the reason—though she appeared serene and aloof, her actions tended toward decisiveness and dominance.
    

    

    
      “I wonder who that true heir really is?”
    

    

    
      At parting, Zhao Qingchan suddenly remarked, half in curiosity, half in thought.
    

    

    
      “When the Demon Suppression King brings him back to the capital, won’t we find out?” Shen Yanzhou replied with a smile.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan’s charming smile bloomed like a flower as her beautiful eyes lingered on him. 
    

    

    
      “You’ve suddenly risen to prominence—are you worried that once the true heir returns, you’ll be neglected by the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion?”
    

    

    
      “I do have such a concern. After all, I’m merely a stand-in.”
    

    

    

    

    
      “Perhaps when the time comes, the one betrothed to your Divine Martial Marquis’s Residence will be that man.” Shen Yanzhou sighed deliberately.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan chuckled but did not pursue the topic further. 
    

    

    
      The current Shen Yanzhou indeed possessed the talent and strength worthy of her attention.
    

    

    
      But in terms of background, he still could not compare to that true heir.
    

    

    
      As for how outstanding the true heir truly was—only seeing him with her own eyes would tell.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      After they parted ways, Shen Yanzhou left the Dragon-Tiger Institute. 
    

    

    
      Chunchao and Elder Mo, who had been waiting at the academy gate, joined him in returning to the mansion.
    

    

    
      That evening, he dined with Yu Chenyu.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu asked why he wished to enter the Dragon-Tiger Institute.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s answer was simple—he wanted to learn more martial techniques and cultivation arts, since the Scripture Pavilion of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion forbade him entry.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu neither confirmed nor denied his words, but instead mentioned another matter, seemingly in passing.
    

    

    
      “The Empress’s birthday is approaching. On that day, the sects and kingdoms of all lands will come to present gifts and pay homage.” Yu Chenyu said.
    

    

    
      “This child is aware of it.”
    

    

    
      “Will Mother also attend the celebration?” Shen Yanzhou asked, though his thoughts had already turned to the great event soon to unfold.
    

    

    
      The Empress Was Attacked.
    

    

    
      This event, in the original story, marked the beginning of the chaos within the Imperial Capital.
    

    

    
      “In court, all the high ministers and their wives will naturally go to offer their congratulations. How could I be an exception? After all, His Majesty and the Empress share deep affection. He has never taken a single concubine—such devotion has become a beautiful tale, inspiring many ministers to follow his example to this day.”
    

    

    
      “If I do not go, I fear it may incur His Majesty’s displeasure.” Yu Chenyu nodded lightly, her tone calm.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou sensed that Yu Chenyu would not bring this matter up without a reason.
    

    

    
      If his memory served, the attack on the Empress was actually orchestrated by the Path of Communion with the Netherworld of Beiyu’s ancestral spirits.
    

    

    
      Although the original story did not explicitly reveal the mastermind behind the assassination attempt, he had his suspicions.
    

    

    
      “Wasn’t there a rumor in court?” Shen Yanzhou said after some thought, smiling faintly as he deliberately probed Yu Chenyu’s response. 
    

    

    
      “They say that His Majesty has never taken another concubine not only because of his deep affection for the Empress and gratitude toward the Cui clan of Hejian for their support, but also for another important reason—His Majesty’s dragon body is… unwell.”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu’s gaze flickered slightly, but her tone remained indifferent. 
    

    

    
      “Where did you hear such nonsense? Who dares to speak so recklessly of His Majesty?”
    

    

    
      “I don’t know who started the rumor,” Shen Yanzhou replied, “but it’s said His Majesty suffered a bloodline curse—more precisely, a hidden wound left from the battle for the throne back then, leaving him incapable of siring heirs.”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu’s eyes fixed deeply upon him. 
    

    

    
      The corners of her lips curved into a faint, ambiguous smile. 
    

    

    
      “Whether it was truly a bloodline curse and hidden wound from the fight for the throne… or something else entirely, no one knows.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou froze slightly.
    

    

    
      This point had never been mentioned in the original story.
    

    

    
      Yet Yu Chenyu’s words clearly held a hidden meaning.
    

    

    
      The Empress was the daughter of the head of the Cui clan of Hejian, long known for her virtue and benevolence.
    

    

    
      The Cui clan of Hejian was one of the Great Qian Dynasty’s most renowned noble families, its lineage stretching back millennia. 
    

    

    
      Their estates were vast, their industries spread across the land, and their members were embedded within every faction of the court—a towering tree of true power.
    

    

    
      Even Emperor Mingde’s ascension to the throne had been achieved with the Cui clan’s backing.
    

    

    
      To this day, it was still said that without marrying the Cui family’s daughter in his youth, Emperor Mingde would never have secured his throne.
    

    

    
      Back then, Emperor Mingde—whose given name was Xia De—had been merely an unfavored sixth prince.
    

    

    
      The strongest contenders for the throne were the Crown Prince, Xia Wen, son of the late Empress, and the Third Prince, Xia Hai, born of the Emperor’s most favored concubine, whose maternal family was equally powerful.
    

    

    
      Xia De’s mother had been only a minor consort among the nine—Consort Shu—and she had died young of illness, leaving him without protection.
    

    

    
      In a harem rife with intrigue and deceit, the death of a consort was hardly unusual.
    

    

    
      Ordinary princes in such circumstances rarely survived to adulthood—many would “accidentally” drown by the lake or succumb to strange illnesses.
    

    

    
      Yet Xia De survived to adulthood, establishing his own residence and being granted the title of King De.
    

    

    
      He was virtuous and kind-hearted, making many scholarly friends and earning the respect of the people. 
    

    

    
      He often gave away his wealth and grain to his retainers, even living frugally himself.
    

    

    
      Thus, many were willing to risk their lives for him.
    

    

    
      It was around that time that the Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao, became acquainted with Xia De.
    

    

    
      One had been an unfavored prince with no hope of succession; the other, a martial prodigy from a declining clan in a remote region who had come to the capital to pursue greatness—their meeting was a union of kindred spirits.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde’s eventual victory in the struggle for the throne came about because the Second Prince, Xia Hai, conspired with his followers to assassinate the Crown Prince, Xia Wen, and launch a coup at the Purple Pole Gate, attempting to falsify the imperial edict.
    

    

    
      At that time, Xia De led his deathsworn followers in storming the Purple Pole Gate, personally slaying the Second Prince, restoring order, and seizing the advantage of heaven’s will and the people’s support.
    

    

    
      With the endorsement of the court ministers and the Cui clan of Hejian, he gradually secured his position.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s thoughts churned. 
    

    

    
      If Emperor Mingde’s inability to produce heirs had other underlying causes, then perhaps his pursuit of immortality and his decision to let the Crown Prince act as regent were, in a sense, acts of resignation.
    

    

    
      Shaking his head, Shen Yanzhou thought that the waters of the imperial court ran deep indeed.
    

    

    
      In any case, it had nothing to do with him.
    

    

    
      “You’ve made quite a name for yourself in the capital now, and joining the Dragon-Tiger Institute has only added to your fame,” Yu Chenyu remarked casually.
    

    

    
      “If the chance arises, you may even be summoned by His Majesty himself.”
    

    

    
      She did not linger on the previous topic, instead lazily lifting a strand of hair between her slender fingers, her movements languid yet alluring.
    

    

    
      His Majesty?
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou only had a vague impression—his original self had never met the Emperor whose name resounded across the Nine Provinces.
    

    

    
      He fell silent, feeling that Yu Chenyu was deliberately probing him during this meal.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      The Ten-Thousand-Mile Sword Court occupied the vast northwestern and southern lands of Sword Province.
    

    

    
      Beneath the ground, several massive spiritual veins converged, coiling like dragons and tigers. 
    

    

    
      Spiritual energy surged, misty and radiant, as if the land itself were a celestial realm.
    

    

    
      Towering mountains rose in all directions, their peaks verdant and valleys lush, veiled in clouds and mist that glowed with hidden light. 
    

    

    
      Though it was deep into the night, the sound of sword cries still echoed between the peaks.
    

    

    
      Pavilions and halls were scattered across the foothills and mountainsides, while deeper within loomed shadowy palaces and temples.
    

    

    
      Occasionally, streams of sword qi cleaved through the heavens, singing in the void, leaving terrifying sword scars upon sheer cliffs.
    

    

    
      At this moment, midway up a solitary and lofty peak, stood a serene ancestral shrine within a well-ordered courtyard.
    

    

    
      Inside, a delicate young girl with twin ponytails was stifling a yawn.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, she sensed something. 
    

    

    
      Her drowsiness vanished as she hurriedly rushed outside the shrine.
    

    

    
      Before her, atop a Soul-Nurturing Platform built from pale spirit stone, a white jade urn pulsed with faint radiance—within it stirred the faint fluctuations of an awakening soul.
    

    

    
      “Wonderful! Brother Shen Tian has finally awakened!”
    

    

    
      The girl’s hands trembled as she supported the jade urn, her eyes reddening with emotion, nearly crying tears of joy.
    

    

    
      The commotion quickly drew others from the courtyard. 
    

    

    
      A middle-aged beautiful woman, draped in a robe, hurried over.
    

    

    
      “The master sent Young Tian’s remnant soul here, and after this period of nurturing, it has finally recovered.”
    

    

    
      “Unfortunately, the injury remains severe. Even with constant nourishment from Soul-Nurturing Lotus and Soul-Protecting Pills, this awakening is only partial—the soul is far too fragmented.” The middle-aged woman took the jade urn, examined it, and sighed softly.
    

    

    
      Just then, a faint wisp of soul light floated up from within the urn, forming a hazy figure—his appearance identical to Shen Tian’s, though his expression was vacant, devoid of vitality or spirit.
    

    

    
      “I wonder what kind of peril Brother Shen Tian faced, to return with only a fragment of his soul left,” the young girl murmured anxiously. 
    

    

    
      “The Sword Immortal has been in seclusion at the Pure Pavilion, seeing no one. I wonder what truly happened.”
    

    

    
      The middle-aged woman shook her head. 
    

    

    
      “In any case, it is already heaven’s blessing that he could awaken at all. He must now slowly recuperate. When the master emerges from seclusion, her divine power will surely help him regain full consciousness.”
    

    

    
      “Shen… Shen Yanzhou…”
    

    

    
      As the mother and daughter spoke, a faint, hoarse whisper echoed from the urn.
    

    

    
      At first it was halting, but soon it grew fluent—and anyone hearing it would feel a chill crawl up their spine, sensing the deep, seething hatred within.
    

    

    
      Both women froze, turning toward Shen Tian’s remnant soul.
    

    

    
      From the center of his brow, a thread of golden light emerged—at first faint, then increasingly bright, as a golden sword orb began to spin slowly there.
    

    

    
      The next instant, Shen Tian suddenly opened his eyes.
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      The next morning at dawn, an unexpected guest arrived outside the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue, unlike her usual simple martial attire, was dressed today in a pale long gown embroidered with autumn chrysanthemums. 
    

    

    
      She wore light makeup, her high ponytail loosened and tied into an immortal’s coiffure, revealing her slender, snow-white neck. 
    

    

    
      She had lost her usual brisk air, replaced instead with a touch of serene elegance.
    

    

    
      The guards at the gate were briefly dazzled before recognizing her as the famed female Martial Champion of the capital, and hurried off to report.
    

    

    
      Within the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard, Shen Yanzhou was being attended by an unfamiliar maid as he washed and dressed neatly.
    

    

    
      He had dreamt last night that Shen Tian’s remnant soul had revived and was angrily cursing him, filling him with nearly a hundred units of negative emotion.
    

    

    
      Upon waking, Shen Yanzhou immediately checked his panel—and laughed. 
    

    

    
      It seemed it wasn’t just a dream.
    

    

    
      “Currently there are over 300 points of negative emotion. That’s enough for me to add points three more times—but there’s no rush.”
    

    

    
      He was in excellent spirits.
    

    

    
      Soon, a report came from outside the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard. 
    

    

    
      It was first conveyed to Yu Chenyu, and only after her approval did a maid come to notify Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      “Wu Ruyue has come?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou wasn’t surprised that Wu Ruyue sought him out—he knew she had spent a few days at the Chilin Guards headquarters.
    

    

    
      He guessed that the matter of the Martial God’s inheritance must have drawn attention from the upper echelons, prompting further investigation.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu gave him a sidelong glance. 
    

    

    
      “That Miss Wu seems quite attentive to you.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou chuckled. 
    

    

    
      “Shall I bring her over to meet Mother?”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu gave a soft snort, too lazy to respond.
    

    

    
      The two met in a pavilion outside the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard.
    

    

    
      “You look beautiful today.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou said with a smile, clearly noticing her change.
    

    

    
      Previously, she was always bare-faced, like a lotus emerging from clear water—natural and unadorned. 
    

    

    
      But today, she wore powder and rouge, a lovely gown, and her immortal coiffure added an ethereal charm. 
    

    

    
      Compared to before, she carried much more of a woman’s allure.
    

    

    
      At first, Wu Ruyue seemed a bit uneasy—she rarely dressed like this. 
    

    

    
      But upon hearing Shen Yanzhou’s compliment, though shy, she was visibly pleased. 
    

    

    
      Her delicate fingers that had been nervously clutching her skirt hem relaxed, and her whole demeanor softened.
    

    

    
      “I’ve been at the Chilin Guards headquarters the past few days. The rumors spreading in the capital—are they true?” she asked.
    

    

    
      “Of course, they’re true,” Shen Yanzhou replied with a smile, unbothered by the possibility of eavesdroppers.
    

    

    
      “And the Demon Suppression King… toward you?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue hesitated, restraining her words. 
    

    

    
      After all, they were within the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, so she could only hint with her eyes.
    

    

    
      “As you can see, I’m doing quite well. Father doesn’t mind my false heir identity at all. From the looks of it, once the true heir is brought back, he intends for us to get along.” Shen Yanzhou shrugged carefreely.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue was momentarily stunned, suspicion rising in her heart, but with many people around, she said no more.
    

    

    
      “I came today because the Commander of the Chilin Guards wishes to meet you,” she said, turning to business.
    

    

    
      “So soon?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was a little surprised, then recalled what Yu Chenyu had mentioned yesterday—perhaps Emperor Mingde intended to summon him.
    

    

    
      Had Yu Chenyu already caught wind of this?
    

    

    
      Did she also have spies in the palace?
    

    

    
      The Commander of the Chilin Guards was none other than the current Emperor Mingde’s Grand Eunuch, Lord Wei—the chief of all eunuchs, a man of immense influence.
    

    

    
      “Yes, I took the liberty of mentioning the Hidden Moon Mountain incident before the Commander, and you were brought into the matter as well,” Wu Ruyue said, taking a token from her waist and showing it to him. 
    

    

    
      One side was engraved with mountains and cranes, and the reverse bore the character “Wei.”
    

    

    
      A single glance told Shen Yanzhou it was indeed Lord Wei’s personal identity token. 
    

    

    
      That man held Wu Ruyue in such high regard?
    

    

    
      “You’ve found me quite the umbrella of protection,” he said with a knowing smile, understanding her intention.
    

    

    
      “After all, it should have belonged to you,” Wu Ruyue said softly, still feeling guilty.
    

    

    
      She was doing what she could to make amends with Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Yet the recent rumors in the capital puzzled her—how had Shen Yanzhou suddenly gained the power of the Dragon-Elephant Realm and broken through to the Sixth Rank, joining the Dragon-Tiger Institute?
    

    

    
      Just how many secrets did he still hide?
    

    

    
      Of course, she had long known Shen Yanzhou possessed real strength—after all, when they first met at the Spring Greeting Pavilion, he had displayed extraordinary swordsmanship.
    

    

    
      At that time, she had almost thought he had already broken through to the Fourth Rank, the Grand Master Realm.
    

    

    
      Therefore, she didn’t think much about the Martial God’s inheritance.
    

    

    
      “Since it’s Lord Wei who wishes to meet me, then I’ll go see him,” Shen Yanzhou said.
    

    

    
      The two then left the mansion together.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou didn’t bring Chunchao or Elder Mo along. 
    

    

    
      However, Ran Yi, who had been ordered by Shen Jingxiao to monitor his movements, ground her teeth in secret and reluctantly followed them from afar.
    

    

    
      She was a Martial Grandmaster of the Fourth Rank—her cultivation far above Shen Yanzhou’s current level.
    

    

    
      Yet, having personally witnessed the duel between Shen Yanzhou and Shen Jingxiao, she dared not follow too closely.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou and Wu Ruyue walked side by side down the long street, appearing like a perfectly matched pair, heading toward Chilin Street where the Chilin Guards headquarters was located.
    

    

    
      Vendors shouted from both sides of the bustling street, merchants and travelers hurried past, carts rolled by laden with goods—a scene filled with the warmth of common life.
    

    

    
      “Have you had breakfast?” Shen Yanzhou asked casually.
    

    

    
      Though he possessed Sixth Rank martial strength, his Daoist cultivation was also at the Sixth Rank.
    

    

    
      At that moment, he lightly extended his divine sense, letting his spirit drift slightly out of his body, and immediately sensed Ran Yi tailing them.
    

    

    
      Following someone in broad daylight without concealing herself—indeed, martial experts lacked divine sense techniques like the Heavenly Eye, but Daoist cultivators, by extending their spirit even a little, could perceive such things clearly.
    

    

    
      “Seems that no matter what world it is, there are always people slacking off on the job…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled. 
    

    

    
      Ran Yi, being a Grandmaster, would naturally sense the faint ripple of his spirit if she were a bit more attentive.
    

    

    
      But clearly, her heart wasn’t in it. 
    

    

    
      She was merely following Shen Jingxiao’s orders—to monitor Shen Yanzhou and record what he did.
    

    

    
      A pitiful worker indeed.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou shook his head lightly, recalling the fate of the “Four Fiends” in the original story.
    

    

    
      After the Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao, failed in his rebellion and was besieged by the great clans, Hantian Commandery fell into chaos. 
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression Army lost its command, and the army was crushed. 
    

    

    
      In the end, Shen Jingxiao fled to the Southern Border, vanishing into the lands of the alien demons.
    

    

    
      As for the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion in the capital—it was wiped out. 
    

    

    
      The Princess Consort Yu Chenyu, thanks to her meritorious report and the protection of her natal family in Tianshui’s Qilin City, was safely escorted back to the Sword Lodge.
    

    

    
      Of course, by that time, the original body was already dead.
    

    

    
      Kui had died defending his master.
    

    

    
      Jiao had fled with Shen Jingxiao to the Southern Border.
    

    

    
      Zheng’s life or death remained unknown, with no trace left behind.
    

    

    
      Only Ran Yi had surrendered at the very first opportunity. 
    

    

    
      Yet while being escorted back to the capital with the defeated troops, the death curse within her suddenly erupted. 
    

    

    
      Unwilling to let her dying appearance become too hideous, she took a stalk of straw and strangled herself, ending her own life.
    

    

    
      “Not yet.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue shook her head. 
    

    

    
      She had come early in the morning, afraid that Shen Yanzhou might not be there later.
    

    

    
      “Then let’s find somewhere to eat.”
    

    

    
      At Shen Yanzhou’s current cultivation realm, he naturally did not feel hunger. 
    

    

    
      He merely wanted to find a place to sit—and incidentally, to have a talk with Ran Yi.
    

    

    
      The Four Fiends might have seemed like Shen Jingxiao’s most trusted followers, but in truth, each harbored private intentions—obedient and loyal only on the surface.
    

    

    
      Perhaps he could first turn Ran Yi to his side… After all, who could resist the temptation of “driving the big carriage.”
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      The two of them came to a restaurant.
    

    

    
      It was clear that Shen Yanzhou was a regular there; as soon as he entered, the waiter recognized him. 
    

    

    
      But having also heard the rumors circulating over the past few days, the man froze repeatedly. 
    

    

    
      The shopkeeper beside him quickly rushed over, wearing a flattering smile. 
    

    

    
      “Young Heir Shen, please, this way inside…”
    

    

    
      Though Shen Yanzhou was the false heir, he had lived in the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion for so many years. 
    

    

    
      With his current status and strength, obtaining an official position in the capital would be an easy task.
    

    

    
      As a shopkeeper, he was naturally not as shortsighted as a mere waiter.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded slightly, not paying any attention to this trivial episode.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue, on the other hand, being attentive by nature, noticed the waiter’s subtle change in expression. 
    

    

    
      No matter what, Shen Yanzhou was no longer the true heir of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, and many people’s attitudes toward him had clearly shifted.
    

    

    
      Perhaps she could speak on his behalf before that Commander and secure him some small official title—so people would not treat him with such disdain.
    

    

    
      They then took seats by the window on the second floor.
    

    

    
      Through the window, ripples could be seen glimmering on the distant river, the morning sun scattering across the surface like fragments of silver. 
    

    

    
      Painted barges were already beginning to pass, servants from the brothels carried chamber pots to be washed by the lakeside steps, while farther upstream, the rhythmic pounding of women washing clothes mixed with the laughter of children splashing into the water—a vivid scene of human life.
    

    

    
      “Bring a beggar’s duck, roast spring chicken, marinated pork, and a basket of hot buns—thin ones with beef filling, no scallions. 
    

    

    
      And two warmed pots of Bamboo Leaf Green…” Shen Yanzhou withdrew his gaze and placed his order.
    

    

    
      “The two of us won’t be able to finish that much.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue thought he had ordered far too much. 
    

    

    
      Then, she couldn’t help recalling the time they’d taken refuge together in that cave—Shen Yanzhou’s cooking skills were quite good, especially his roasted fish and baked sweet potatoes.
    

    

    
      A faint curve appeared at the corner of her lips. 
    

    

    
      Sharing breakfast with Shen Yanzhou under the morning sun—it felt like a strangely fresh experience.
    

    

    
      Almost like the peaceful days of a newlywed couple…
    

    

    
      Pah! How shameless!
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue softly scolded herself, her cheeks inexplicably flushed, and she quickly pushed away such chaotic thoughts.
    

    

    
      “Not just the two of us,” Shen Yanzhou said with a smile.
    

    

    
      “Eh?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue blinked in surprise. 
    

    

    
      Who else?
    

    

    
      “I’ve had someone tailing me since early morning. Aunt Ran probably hasn’t eaten yet—why not invite her along?”
    

    

    
      At the mouth of a nearby alley, “Aunt Ran” stood cloaked in a slightly oversized mantle, beneath which she wore a black gown embroidered with lotus flowers. 
    

    

    
      The skin exposed at her neck was smooth and white as snow. 
    

    

    
      She was quietly watching the restaurant ahead, looking a little bored.
    

    

    
      Her figure was taller and fuller than most women’s. 
    

    

    
      Though she could have used secret techniques such as the Bone-shrinking Art to compress her form, she refused—she enjoyed the feeling of towering over others.
    

    

    
      Still, when she went out, such a striking figure easily drew attention, so she often wore a wide cloak to conceal herself.
    

    

    
      Just then, Shen Yanzhou’s familiar voice entered her ears through sound transmission, as if he were teasingly speaking beside her.
    

    

    
      “How did this brat notice me?”
    

    

    
      “Could it be my Grandmaster cultivation is fake?” Ran Yi froze, startled.
    

    

    
      She had completely hidden her aura—there was no way Shen Yanzhou could see her from that corner.
    

    

    
      Did he have some magic artifact or treasure that could pierce her concealment?
    

    

    
      “The Young Heir is quite considerate—knowing his Aunt hadn’t eaten yet. Just in time; I happen to be hungry.”
    

    

    
      “Then I won’t stand on ceremony.”
    

    

    
      Ran Yi smiled, sending her reply through sound transmission as well. 
    

    

    
      Her silvery laughter was naturally soft and alluring, like a feather gently brushing against the ear.
    

    

    
      She no longer concealed her presence and walked confidently into the restaurant, heading straight for the window seat on the second floor.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue was still puzzled about who Shen Yanzhou meant, when suddenly a cloaked woman appeared, casting a long shadow that exuded a strong sense of pressure.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue was already tall herself, yet compared to this woman, she seemed delicate and petite.
    

    

    
      And she could tell the figure was a woman—the faint fragrance surrounding her was like a blooming peach grove, intoxicatingly sweet.
    

    

    
      “Miss Wu, long time no see.”
    

    

    
      Ran Yi smiled brightly as she lifted her hood, revealing a face more dazzling than peach blossoms in March—her lips a soft, alluring red, her eyes gleaming like rippling water.
    

    

    
      Even Shen Yanzhou had to admit—this woman truly deserved the title of a born enchantress. 
    

    

    
      Her voluptuous figure and seductive grace could make countless men willingly kneel beneath her skirts.
    

    

    
      It was no wonder the original body had secretly peeked at her often—it was perfectly understandable.
    

    

    
      Unlike him, who simply appreciated her beauty openly.
    

    

    
      “L–Lady Ran Yi.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue, having trained for many years in the Southern Border, instantly recognized her and rose to pay her respects.
    

    

    
      No wonder the scent had seemed familiar—it was the same rich fragrance of peach blossoms.
    

    

    
      “Miss Wu, no need for such formality. We’re in the capital now, not the barren Southern Border. Here, everyone minds their own standing. You can just call me Aunt Ran…”
    

    

    
      Ran Yi waved her hand lightly, her face ever adorned with that charming smile. 
    

    

    
      She shifted her hips slightly, adjusted her cloak, and lowered herself gracefully onto the same bench as Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou suspected she had done it intentionally—she nearly sat on his lap, pushing him to the edge of the bench.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue hadn’t expected Shen Yanzhou and Ran Yi to be so familiar—sitting so close in public.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi’s figure was so tall and voluptuous that, from the side, it almost looked as if Shen Yanzhou were sitting in her lap—or perhaps the other way around.
    

    

    
      Watching the scene, Wu Ruyue felt something strange and vaguely uncomfortable.
    

    

    
      Wasn’t this supposed to be breakfast with Shen Gongzi?
    

    

    
      Still, she said nothing and simply asked, “Lady Ran Yi, when did you return to the capital?”
    

    

    
      “You and Young Master Shen seem quite close, don’t you?”
    

    

    
      Ran Yi smiled mischievously. 
    

    

    
      “I only just came back. Ah, you wouldn’t know—this rascal was so naughty as a child! I used to carry him in my arms all the time. Once, he even peed on me…”
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      “……”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had absolutely no recollection of such a thing, nor could the original body have experienced it. 
    

    

    
      He’d barely had time to be frightened back then—this man was clearly spreading rumors about him out of nowhere.
    

    

    
      Seeing Wu Ruyue’s somewhat puzzled gaze, he smiled and replied, “Childhood embarrassment, I don’t quite remember it clearly. But Aunt Ran did treat me very well. I remember, whenever I was hungry as a child, I’d always go to her for something to eat.”
    

    

    
      “Something to eat?” Wu Ruyue looked even more confused.
    

    

    
      “Yes, in a certain sense, she was my provider of food and clothing,” Shen Yanzhou said without fear of fabricating tales—who didn’t know how to spin one?
    

    

    
      Even Ran Yi was momentarily stunned, not understanding what Shen Yanzhou meant.
    

    

    
      But soon, she noticed his gaze fall toward her chest and suddenly understood. 
    

    

    
      She didn’t get angry—instead, she smiled charmingly and softly. 
    

    

    
      “The Heir was quite the little glutton, it seems. Clearly not hungry, yet still liked to sneak bites.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue had no idea what the two were talking about, but she could tell their relationship was close. 
    

    

    
      Her heart eased a little; it seemed that Shen Gongzi’s situation in the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion wasn’t as bad as she had imagined.
    

    

    
      Having faced countless demonic calamities in the Southern Border, she knew well that the seemingly gentle and seductive Ran Yi before her was, in truth, the most bloodthirsty and cruel among the Four Fiends—especially with a penchant for sadistic killing.
    

    

    
      She possessed a certain ability—whether innate or born of some secret art—capable of confusing her enemies and freezing them in place. 
    

    

    
      Then, with one sweep of her pitch-black scythe, far too massive for her graceful form, she would slash ten times in an instant, leaving behind nothing but piles of mangled flesh.
    

    

    
      Such a method had terrorized countless foes in the Southern Border.
    

    

    
      Thus, though Ran Yi had interrupted her breakfast with Shen Yanzhou, Wu Ruyue no longer felt so resistant to her presence.
    

    

    
      “The Heir certainly knows how to please others. You even remembered that Aunt likes to drink Bamboo Leaf Green.”
    

    

    
      “Oh my, this braised pork is just perfect—tender and rich, yet still chewy…”
    

    

    
      “These peanuts are so crispy!”
    

    

    
      Soon, the three of them began eating together.
    

    

    
      It had to be said, Ran Yi was truly a master of emotional finesse. 
    

    

    
      With each bite, she offered a word of praise. 
    

    

    
      Anyone unaware might have thought all the dishes on the table were cooked by Shen Yanzhou himself. 
    

    

    
      She even took the initiative to pick up food and feed him.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue, after eating a few bites herself, watched the scene and suddenly felt rather redundant.
    

    

    
      Her gaze turned faintly wistful—but then she noticed a meatball had appeared in her bowl. 
    

    

    
      Seeing Shen Yanzhou’s smiling face as he passed it over, her cheeks flushed. 
    

    

    
      She lowered her head and took a bite—it somehow tasted even better.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After breakfast, Wu Ruyue went to the counter to pay the bill. 
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou couldn’t help but sigh quietly at the sight. 
    

    

    
      What a good girl, he thought—back in his past life, she would’ve been straight out of a sci-fi movie.
    

    

    
      “Heir, where are you two headed next? Going shopping?”
    

    

    
      After leaving the restaurant and stepping onto the street, Ran Yi still didn’t rush to leave. 
    

    

    
      Smiling sweetly, she followed beside Shen Yanzhou and asked.
    

    

    
      “To the Chilin Guards,” Wu Ruyue answered before he could.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi was taken aback. 
    

    

    
      She’d been ordered to monitor Shen Yanzhou, but only to observe him—what he did after entering the Chilin Guards wasn’t her business.
    

    

    
      After all, she couldn’t get in there anyway.
    

    

    
      “Well then, I’ll go back and report,” Ran Yi said with a soft laugh, clapping her hands. 
    

    

    
      She wasn’t worried they might deceive her.
    

    

    
      “What if my father asks questions later?” Shen Yanzhou suddenly said.
    

    

    
      “Then Aunt can’t help it. It’s not as if I can sneak into the Chilin Guards, right? I’d be executed by decapitation the next day. Aunt is far too beautiful—soft as the moon and fair as a flower—to die so young.” Ran Yi smiled with a coquettish charm, clearly praising herself.
    

    

    
      “My father hasn’t been in a good mood these days. If you report back like this, Aunt Ran, he won’t be pleased.”
    

    

    
      “When the death curse activates, can you endure it?” Shen Yanzhou asked bluntly.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi froze. 
    

    

    
      The perpetual smile on her face vanished for the first time, and deep in her eyes flickered a trace of helpless bitterness—or perhaps it was an illusion.
    

    

    
      Soon after, she lifted her lips into another smile. 
    

    

    
      “Oh my, what’s this? The little glutton has learned to care for Aunt now?”
    

    

    
      “No matter what, Aunt Ran was once my provider of food and clothing. How could I bear to see you punished and suffering?”
    

    

    
      “Why not come with us, Aunt Ran?” Shen Yanzhou said.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi, seeing him refuse to let go of that “provider” remark, extended a slender finger and flicked his forehead. 
    

    

    
      “Winning hearts like this? Aunt won’t fall for it.”
    

    

    
      Yet despite her words, she still followed the two of them toward the Chilin Guards’ headquarters.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At that same time, in the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion—inside the study.
    

    

    
      From the beast-horn incense burner rose wisps of azure smoke, calming the mind and steadying the spirit.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao, dressed in a silken blue robe, stood with his hands clasped behind his back, idly turning a white jade thumb ring.
    

    

    
      Behind him, a shadow hidden in the darkness was reporting, “Ran Yi followed the Heir to the Chilin Guards’ headquarters. According to the eyes we’ve planted there, a world-shaking encounter occurred in Hidden Moon Mountain, and it was gained by Wu Ruyue. The incident has alarmed the Commandant, and even His Majesty has been informed.”
    

    

    
      “At present, the Chilin Guards have sealed off all channels of information. The Heir seems to be involved as well and may have obtained something from that encounter.”
    

    

    
      “This time, Wu Ruyue brought the Heir to the Chilin Guards under the personal instruction of the Commandant.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s eyes were deep and unreadable as he said indifferently, “Just as I expected—the fortuitous encounter that wretched son gained lies within Hidden Moon Mountain.”
    

    

    
      The shadowed figure said nothing.
    

    

    
      “Ran Yi, ah Ran Yi… I’ve trained you for so many years. Now is the time for you to prove your worth.”
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou is clever and shrewd. He will surely suspect that I planted the death curse in you. I know you’ve long intended to betray me, and that you never truly submitted.”
    

    

    
      “In that case, he will certainly try to turn you to his side.”
    

    

    
      “I’ll have him understand what it means when cleverness backfires.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao muttered to himself, waving his hand. 
    

    

    
      The shadowed figure immediately withdrew.
    

    

    
      A moment later, Shen Jingxiao pushed the inkstone before him. 
    

    

    
      Behind him, the bookshelf rumbled, gears turning, mechanisms engaging—a deep underground passage slowly revealed itself.
    

    

    
      He stepped into it.
    

    

    
      Both sides of the narrow underground corridor were lined with ever-burning lamps filled with East Sea shark oil.
    

    

    
      The steps beneath his feet were built of a special kind of stone, each slab engraved with dense, ancient patterns that faintly glowed from time to time.
    

    

    
      Any true master of formations would immediately recognize their uniqueness.
    

    

    
      These patterns did not belong to the current age—they could be traced back ten thousand years, the method of engraving long lost to time.
    

    

    
      Clearly, these stones had not been carved afterward—they had been brought here from elsewhere through some mysterious means.
    

    

    
      At present, there were thousands upon thousands of such stone slabs here.
    

    

    
      And at the deepest point of the underground passage, there was only one rune pattern resembling a dried-up well. 
    

    

    
      Layers of vortex-like lines flowed around it, enclosing it within.
    

    

    
      At the center were three oval depressions, faintly emanating waves of spiritual energy.
    

    

    
      After Shen Jingxiao arrived here, he first stood atop the dried-well pattern. 
    

    

    
      Then he took out a bronze beast-headed mask and put it on, before finally retrieving three spirit stones the size of goose eggs from his robe and placing them into the depressions one by one.
    

    

    
      In the next instant, streaks of glowing lines lit up along the surrounding paths. 
    

    

    
      Invisible spatial ripples spread outward, and as the light enveloped Shen Jingxiao’s entire body, his figure suddenly vanished.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Southern Border, outside Hantian Commandery — within a lush and ancient primeval forest.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying stood on the edge of a cliff, her face veiled by strands of black hair. 
    

    

    
      The mountain wind blew gently, as if she might soar into the clouds at any moment.
    

    

    
      “Saintess, for now, the Demon Suppression Army has made no movement. The Demon Suppression King seems sincere — he wouldn’t dare risk using his own son to test us.”
    

    

    
      An old woman appeared behind her, gazing at the encamped Demon Suppression Army in the distance.
    

    

    
      Several prison wagons followed behind the formation. 
    

    

    
      Even from afar, one could recognize the familiar, tormented faces of those imprisoned — the elders and disciples of the Southern Border’s hidden sects, captured over the years by the Demon Suppression King.
    

    

    
      “Let’s hope he keeps his word.”
    

    

    
      Another elder spoke, bitterness flickering in her eyes. 
    

    

    
      The captured might yet be freed — but what of those who had died over the years?
    

    

    
      Even the founding emperor of the Great Qian Dynasty had once promised the hidden sects deep within the Ten-Thousand Mountains of the Southern Border that as long as they caused no trouble, refrained from using their immortal might to oppress the common people, and abided by imperial law within the court’s domain, then those Ten-Thousand Mountains would forever belong to them.
    

    

    
      For generations, the reclusive sects of the Southern Border had honored that pact, never meddling in worldly affairs.
    

    

    
      But since the Demon Suppression King had come to the Southern Border to guard Yao Pass, everything had changed.
    

    

    
      Using the pretext of warfare, he ordered the army to march south — cutting forests, opening farmlands, relocating towns, and stationing troops — constantly expanding his own territory.
    

    

    
      In just a few decades, the border once dividing Great Qian and the Southern Border had already been pushed thousands of li deeper south.
    

    

    
      The reclusive sects of the Southern Border had tried to resist, even appealing to the imperial capital. 
    

    

    
      Yet most never reached the city — intercepted and persuaded to turn back along the way.
    

    

    
      Those who acted too forcefully were thrown into the great prison of Hantian Commandery — countless elders and disciples died there.
    

    

    
      “Shen Jingxiao won’t keep his word. This is merely a delaying tactic. Even if he swears an oath, the loopholes in his words will always allow other means to fill them.”
    

    

    
      “His ambition runs deep. The terrain of the Southern Border is easy to defend but hard to attack. He’s spent years developing it, surveying the land, seizing ore veins and medicine gardens, opening farmlands, hoarding grain — all clear signs of preparing for his eventual rise to emperorship.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying’s eyes were cold and clear. 
    

    

    
      She saw it all — and was not naïve enough to think that Shen Tian could truly restrain the Demon Suppression King.
    

    

    
      Such an ambitious man would, sooner or later, find ways to reclaim the territories returned today.
    

    

    
      “The only good news is that the Demon Suppression King is currently tied up in the imperial capital.”
    

    

    
      “As long as all the sects immediately take control of the lands returned to them, even if the Demon Suppression Army comes back later, they’ll have a way to cope,” said the old woman from before.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying nodded lightly and waved her hand. 
    

    

    
      “It’s about time. Bring Shen Tian up.”
    

    

    
      As she spoke, several disciples of Luofu Cloud Cavern stepped forward, pushing before them a young man with bound hands and a disheveled appearance. 
    

    

    
      His robes were torn, his hair a tangled mess — the look of one who had suffered imprisonment and torture.
    

    

    
      “You’d better let me go right now — do you even know who my father is?”
    

    

    
      “I’ll make sure my father kills you all!”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian shouted, eyes filled with rage and malice.
    

    

    
      Several elders from Luofu Cloud Cavern restrained him, probing his body’s condition and soul to ensure there were no abnormalities.
    

    

    
      Only Fu Yuying frowned slightly.
    

    

    
      She had met the real Shen Tian before — and he had been far more composed, not so easily agitated or furious.
    

    

    
      But this, of course, was not the real Shen Tian — merely a refined human puppet.
    

    

    
      Aside from a trace of Shen Tian’s residual soul, the rest of its spiritual core had been supplemented using soul pills refined from wandering ghosts and lonely spirits that Luofu Cloud Cavern had collected through various means.
    

    

    
      At first glance, it was indistinguishable from the real Shen Tian, but anyone familiar with him would notice the difference.
    

    

    
      “This can’t be helped.”
    

    

    
      “To control this human puppet and make it indistinguishable from a living person — this is already the best we can do.”
    

    

    
      “We’ll just say he’s gone mad,” Fu Yuying murmured, shaking her head and withdrawing her thoughts.
    

    

    
      Then, together with the elders and disciples of Luofu Cloud Cavern and other hidden sects, she proceeded toward the agreed site to exchange hostages with the Demon Suppression Army.
    

    

    
      At that moment, within the open space of the army camp, inside the main tent, Ge Qixing — dressed elegantly in silk robes and holding a feather fan — was writing intently.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, the tent flap lifted, and a figure clad in azure silk and wearing a bronze beast-horn mask stepped inside.
    

    

    
      “Your Highness,” Ge Qixing said quickly, rising to bow.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao waved his hand, his tone indifferent. 
    

    

    
      “Everything’s arranged?”
    

    

    
      Ge Qixing replied, “The ferrymen from the Foreign Demon Realm and the chiefs of several demon tribes have all been contacted. Once the time comes, the Yao Pass at Changyang Gate will fall — and the demon armies will enter the borders.”
    

    

    
      “Good.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s gaze turned cold and deep as he looked forward. 
    

    

    
      “I’ll make them understand — I, Shen Jingxiao, am not someone so easily outplayed. Whatever they made me yield, I’ll take back — every last bit.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Imperial Capital, Headquarters of the Chilin Guards.
    

    

    
      From afar, the complex looked grand and magnificent, filled with towers and pavilions. 
    

    

    
      The roars and shouts of training warriors echoed constantly, blood and qi surging skyward, shaking the surroundings and driving away all demonic aura.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, accompanied by Wu Ruyue, arrived there after a long journey.
    

    

    
      As the core authority ensuring the capital’s safety, guards were stationed every ten steps, sentries every five — not even a sparrow could fly through. 
    

    

    
      Without proper identification, one could not take a single step inside, and even with it, moving too slowly might still get one sliced into minced flesh by a descending blade.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, Wu Ruyue carried the Commandant’s token. 
    

    

    
      Even the captains and wardens treated her with utmost respect.
    

    

    
      The two made their way to the towering pavilion at the deepest part of the compound.
    

    

    
      “You two go ahead — I won’t be joining you.” Ran Yi stopped there and did not follow further.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded.
    

    

    
      “The Commandant is waiting inside,” said Warden Liu Ci, who had been waiting in advance, smiling politely as he led them upward.
    

    

    
      At the top of the pavilion, Commandant Wei Gong stood by the railing, gazing into the distance.
    

    

    
      He wore a sunflower-embroidered tunic with a rhinoceros-horn jade belt. 
    

    

    
      His hair was streaked with white, and though his features seemed frail and effeminate, there was a faint heroic majesty about him — the aura of one overlooking the world.
    

    

    
      “Greetings, Commandant,” Wu Ruyue saluted first.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou followed suit, bowing respectfully. 
    

    

    
      No one in the imperial capital dared underestimate this eunuch who wielded immense power — not even the Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao.
    

    

    
      “No need for such formality, Miss Wu.”
    

    

    
      “This must be Heir Shen, yes? This is our first time meeting…”
    

    

    
      Wei Gong turned as he spoke, his tone gentle. 
    

    

    
      His slightly drooping eyes fell upon Shen Yanzhou — and then froze.
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      As the Heir of the Demon Suppression King, Shen Yanzhou had long been a well-known figure in the imperial capital—yet in truth, few among the upper ranks had ever truly paid him any mind.
    

    

    
      Even Wei Gong, the Commander of the Chilin Guards, had only occasionally heard of Shen Yanzhou’s absurd misdeeds through his subordinates and merely laughed them off, never bothering to learn more.
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression King was a cautious man, one who never left any handle for others to grasp. Thus, he kept his family within the capital, even allowing his “son” to indulge in wanton debauchery and idleness.
    

    

    
      To put it nicely, it was an act of reading His Majesty’s intentions; to put it bluntly, it was placing his own weakness—the safety of his household—within the capital, so that the great families and even the one seated within the Golden Luan Hall could rest at ease.
    

    

    
      Having served Emperor Mingde for many years, Wei Gong could be certain that His Majesty did not care for such petty calculations.
    

    

    
      His Majesty’s mind was broad enough to embrace all the geniuses and heroes of Great Qian; one more Heir of the Demon Suppression King mattered little. Why bother hiding one’s talents or feigning mediocrity?
    

    

    
      Of course, all this was before Shen Yanzhou’s false identity as the Heir was exposed.
    

    

    
      “This bone structure and those brows and eyes…”
    

    

    
      At this moment, Wei Gong’s gaze was almost fixed entirely on Shen Yanzhou, completely ignoring Wu Ruyue beside him.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue was momentarily taken aback and glanced suspiciously at Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      What was going on?
    

    

    
      Why was the Commander staring at Shen Yanzhou like that?
    

    

    
      Even Shen Yanzhou felt a twinge of unease.
    

    

    
      He remembered that in the original story, this Wei Gong was rumored to have a certain… peculiar inclination. All his adopted sons were stunningly handsome—fair-skinned, red-lipped, with delicate features that rivaled women’s. They even bathed daily in scented oils.
    

    

    
      But they were all eunuchs, of course—so at most, he could only indulge in a little “fondness of touch.”
    

    

    
      “Commander?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou reminded him softly.
    

    

    
      Only after a few breaths did Wei Gong retract his gaze, sighing faintly in his heart.
    

    

    
      “Heir Shen is truly a fine-looking young man. I never paid attention when you were in the capital, but seeing you today—your elegance and poise are remarkable indeed. No wonder Miss Wu speaks so highly of you.” His tone was warm and gentle.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s face instantly flushed red. Why bring her up all of a sudden?
    

    

    
      “Commander flatters me,” Shen Yanzhou replied, cupping his hands. Being noticed by Wei Gong could be either a blessing—or a curse.
    

    

    
      The reason he followed Wu Ruyue to the Chilin Guards’ headquarters today was, in essence, because of Yu Chenyu’s words from the previous night.
    

    

    
      In this imperial capital, if one sought to “cling to a great thigh,” then naturally it had to be the one sitting within the Golden Luan Hall.
    

    

    
      And this Commander Wei was the only channel through which he could make contact.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, familiar with the original tale, knew well that Emperor Mingde was a ruler of grand vision—a true wise sovereign. Such a man valued talent above all.
    

    

    
      “Does Heir Shen know of the Martial God inheritance that Miss Wu obtained?”
    

    

    
      Wei Gong smiled faintly. His impression of Shen Yanzhou was excellent. Indeed, the Heir’s former reckless behavior in the capital must have been deliberate—an act to craft a “wastrel” persona.
    

    

    
      In person, he was mild and courteous, almost like a gentleman of old.
    

    

    
      “I am aware,” Shen Yanzhou nodded. He had already anticipated this line of questioning.
    

    

    
      “Miss Wu also said that you obtained part of the inheritance yourself. Is that true?” Wei Gong asked again.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue had already informed him of this beforehand.
    

    

    
      He still nodded in affirmation.
    

    

    
      “Would Heir Shen be willing to demonstrate?” Wei Gong asked.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue felt a twinge of anxiety. The Martial God’s Secret Scripture she cultivated could not possibly have been passed to Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      And Wei Gong was a learned man, versed in countless martial records—if what Shen Yanzhou displayed differed greatly from her technique, suspicion might arise.
    

    

    
      Although Shen Yanzhou had already promised her in advance that there was nothing to fear.
    

    

    
      “No problem.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded calmly, then raised his wrist and struck forward with an unremarkable-looking palm.
    

    

    
      He used no martial technique at all—merely infused a trace of the Breath of Primordial Chaos into the force of his strike.
    

    

    
      Bang!!!
    

    

    
      Wei Gong’s face still wore its gentle smile as Shen Yanzhou’s palm came forward. He met it casually with his own, a hand adorned with a Buddhist-bead bracelet.
    

    

    
      The instant their palms collided, his expression subtly shifted, surprise flashing in his eyes. What began as a casual test suddenly grew serious, and he unconsciously increased his strength.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, Shen Yanzhou’s face remained serene and unperturbed. His strength seemed ceaseless—like rolling tides, surging and unending—as if an entire boundless sea surged behind him.
    

    

    
      “Excellent.”
    

    

    
      A glint of admiration flickered in Wei Gong’s eyes, and he couldn’t help but praise aloud. Golden light burst from his palm as he continued to exert more force, his robe billowing in the energy’s wake.
    

    

    
      Though there was no wind within the pavilion, Wu Ruyue beside them could barely stand upright.
    

    

    
      It felt as though she were amidst stormy seas—her small frame like a lone boat, ready to capsize at any moment.
    

    

    
      Heaven and earth vast and boundless, the ocean endless—she stood at the center, feeling herself infinitely small.
    

    

    
      “I’m also at the Sixth Rank of the Martial Path and have obtained the true inheritance of the Martial God—so why is it that before Heir Shen and Commander Wei’s exchange, I can’t even stand straight?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue was utterly astonished, even doubting whether the Martial God inheritance she received was genuine.
    

    

    
      “Has Heir Shen yet to use his full strength?” Wei Gong asked.
    

    

    
      “I’ve still held back a little,” Shen Yanzhou replied.
    

    

    
      “Haha! No need to restrain yourself—strike with all your might,” Wei Gong said, smiling.
    

    

    
      “Very well.”
    

    

    
      Boom!!!
    

    

    
      It was as though lightning split the heavens, thunder shaking the earth.
    

    

    
      Outside the pavilion, on the training grounds, many of the Chilin Guards practicing there were startled and instinctively looked up toward the tall building.
    

    

    
      “What’s going on? Could someone be sparring with the Commander?”
    

    

    
      Before the building, Zhenfu Liu Ci couldn’t help muttering.
    

    

    
      He knew the Commander’s habits—when meeting a promising talent among the Guards, he often couldn’t resist testing them personally.
    

    

    
      Such a commotion was rare. As for the thought of an assassination attempt, it never crossed his mind.
    

    

    
      Nearby, Ran Yi sat idly, propping her smooth, jade-like chin with her hand. Hearing the disturbance, she glanced up and curved her lips slightly. “The one fighting must be the Heir.”
    

    

    
      Moments later, the noise began to subside.
    

    

    
      Within the pavilion, Wei Gong withdrew his palm and stood upright, his beardless face wearing a gentle and appreciative smile.
    

    

    
      Opposite him, Shen Yanzhou seemed slightly overpowered, retreating several steps before regaining his footing. His palm tingled faintly, trembling ever so slightly.
    

    

    
      “Not bad.”
    

    

    
      Wei Gong praised with a nod. “But Heir Shen, your acting skills still need some polish. Just now, at that instant, you clearly held back a great deal of strength.”
    

    

    
      “If we were at the same Sixth Rank, even if I went all out, I would not be your match.”
    

    

    
      He had deliberately kept his strength within the scope of a Sixth Rank martial artist, not exceeding it. Yet aside from the very last moment, he distinctly felt Shen Yanzhou restraining himself.
    

    

    
      The young man still had plenty of power left untapped.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue, hearing this, couldn’t help but widen her eyes in surprise—then felt an unexpected pang of discouragement.
    

    

    
      When she had once sparred with Wei Gong, she had exhausted every ounce of her strength, yet hadn’t managed to make him budge.
    

    

    
      She was the Martial Champion and bearer of the true Martial God’s inheritance, and yet she was far inferior to Shen Yanzhou, who had spent these years feigning incompetence.
    

    

    
      In front of him, how could she still call herself a genius?
    

    

    
      “Commander, you flatter me. This junior was already at his limit, truly unable to continue.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou sighed softly, showing an expression of helpless modesty. Some courtesies were necessary, after all.
    

    

    
      If he were to crush Wei Gong easily despite being in the same realm, it would be too shocking—and even if word of it spread, it would embarrass this high-ranking eunuch publicly.
    

    

    
      In any case, it was time to secure the goodwill he needed.
    

    

    
      “Haha…”
    

    

    
      Wei Gong laughed heartily, choosing not to expose him. From their brief exchange, he had already realized—perhaps the true Martial God inheritance was in Shen Yanzhou’s hands.
    

    

    
      Compared to Shen Yanzhou’s inner energy, Wu Ruyue’s cultivation, though fierce and powerful, was clearly inferior.
    

    

    
      To be precise, Wu Ruyue’s technique possessed a hint of power beyond the First Rank, while Shen Yanzhou’s inner force completely transcended that level.
    

    

    
      Even his own Second Rank martial true energy—purified and condensed through countless refinements—had been easily disrupted and scattered like paper. That alone spoke volumes of Shen Yanzhou’s strength.
    

    

    
      “This matter, I will personally report to His Majesty later. We must celebrate the rise of another outstanding youth in Great Qian.”
    

    

    
      Wei Gong nodded with a smile. His gaze toward Shen Yanzhou grew ever more admiring—and carried with it other subtle undertones.
    

    

    
      Surely, if His Majesty saw Shen Yanzhou in person, he too would be impressed.
    

    

    
      As he thought this, he instinctively reached for the jade token at his waist, intending to present it to Shen Yanzhou—but upon touching his side, an awkward realization struck him. He remembered that he had already given it to Wu Ruyue a few days earlier.
    

    

    
      “Ahem…”
    

    

    
      Wei Gong cleared his throat lightly and withdrew his hand, pretending nothing had happened. The command token symbolizing his authority had already been given away; he truly had nothing else suitable to offer.
    

    

    
      Besides, considering Shen Yanzhou’s false heir identity, it would be more proper for any reward to come personally from His Majesty.
    

    

    
      “For today’s luncheon, Heir Shen shall dine here,” Wei Gong said after a brief thought, then ordered his attendants to prepare the meal.
    

    

    
      He wanted to send a clear message.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s willingness to accompany Wu Ruyue to the Chilin Guards’ headquarters and his deliberate display of talent at the Dragon-Tiger Institute were all meant to reveal his worth.
    

    

    
      As a false heir, his situation was precarious. Once the true heir returned to the capital, it could turn dire.
    

    

    
      Hence, he urgently needed a powerful backer. Combined with the recent rumors and news—
    

    

    
      During the incident at Hidden Moon Mountain, both the Chilin Guards and the Bureau of Immortal Inspection had suffered minimal losses, yet nearly all of the attendants and retainers from the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion had been wiped out.
    

    

    
      Only one retainer, the one who had served Shen Yanzhou since childhood, survived.
    

    

    
      Such a coincidence was too convenient to be ignored.
    

    

    
      It was clear that the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion had orchestrated the event themselves—to eliminate this false heir under a veil of legitimacy. But they hadn’t anticipated that Shen Yanzhou, after years of self-restraint and concealment, would survive despite all odds.
    

    

    
      With no other choice, the Demon Suppression King had been forced to return to the capital and publicly announce the so-called “truth.”
    

    

    
      Whether that “truth” was real or not—everyone knew better.
    

    

    
      The capital, for now, simply needed such a “truth” to pacify unrest and stabilize the court.
    

    

    
      “Thank you, Commander,” Shen Yanzhou said with a smile, knowing he had achieved his goal.
    

    

    
      With the protection of the Chilin Guards’ banner, his situation would greatly improve.
    

    

    
      “Just call me Wei Gong,” the Commander replied with a chuckle. “No need to be so formal.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue wasn’t sure if it was her imagination, but she found Wei Gong’s attitude toward Shen Yanzhou strangely familiar—almost affectionate.
    

    

    
      Within the Chilin Guards’ headquarters, no one ever addressed him by name—all referred to him only as “Commander.”
    

    

    
      And yet… Shen Yanzhou was given an exception.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      Thanks to Shen Yanzhou, Ran Yi also stayed to have lunch at the Chilin Guards’ headquarters.
    

    

    
      The infamous “Fourth Fiend” of Southern Border, who once struck terror into her enemies, now appeared quiet and well-behaved in the presence of this all-powerful eunuch—unlike that morning, when she had deliberately teased Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong was well aware of Ran Yi’s identity. During the meal, he casually inquired about the situation in Southern Border while also expressing his appreciation for Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi, perceptive as ever, instantly understood—this great eunuch was publicly backing Shen Yanzhou, signaling to the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion that he stood behind him.
    

    

    
      She couldn’t help but wonder what exactly had earned Shen Yanzhou such favor.
    

    

    
      “His Majesty’s anger has yet to fade these past few days,” Wei Gong said faintly after lunch. “There’s something this old servant wishes to remind the Demon Suppression King.”
    

    

    
      “Please speak, Commander. I will report your words truthfully to the Prince,” Ran Yi replied quickly.
    

    

    
      “Above one’s head, the gods watch all. If one wishes to keep deeds hidden, one must first not commit them.”
    

    

    
      “The length of his reach in the Southern Border—His Majesty sees it all clearly from the capital,” Wei Gong said.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi’s heart trembled.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      At the same time, in the Southern Border, within the grand fortress city of Yao Pass—
    

    

    
      “These past few days feel strange. The number of guards in the city has dropped sharply—they said they were being reassigned elsewhere…”
    

    

    
      “But outside the walls, the number of demonic beasts is clearly far greater than before. Why pull troops away now of all times?”
    

    

    
      Inside an inn, several adventurers were conversing.
    

    

    
      “Something’s wrong. I think we should leave Changyang City as soon as possible,” said a dark-faced adventurer, standing by the window and gazing out at the unusually quiet streets. His brows remained furrowed in unease.
    

    

    
      “Wooo—”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a deep, resounding horn call rolled in from far beyond the city walls—vast and thunderous, echoing through the skies.
    

    

    
      Its sound was ancient and mighty, like the roar of dragons and tigers, carrying immense force.
    

    

    
      Even across the great distance, it reverberated through the clouds, spreading across the land.
    

    

    
      “Not good—it’s the Bison Horn of the Demon Suppression Army! A beast tide is coming!”
    

    

    
      The adventurers throughout the city immediately understood, their faces draining of color.
    

    

    
      Those in the inn who had just been talking moments ago now looked equally grim.
    

    

    
      “Whenever a beast tide erupts—or a Monster King stirs—that horn is sounded as a warning.”
    

    

    
      “But who ever heard of a warning being sounded after the garrison’s been moved away first? Isn’t that sending people to their deaths…?”
    

    

    
      They cursed bitterly.
    

    

    
      Throughout Yao Pass, towers lit signal fires in response, smoke rising in thick yellow clouds along the border’s length.
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      “Even you can’t find out what’s going on with him?”
    

    

    
      “How could his temperament suddenly change so drastically?”
    

    

    
      In the Southern Border, on a vast plain adjacent to the Hundred-Thousand Deep Mountains, rows upon rows of military tents were pitched—dark mushrooms sprouting from the mist-laden ground, flourishing amid the drifting miasma.
    

    

    
      Inside the central military tent, Shen Jingxiao frowned as he looked at Shen Tian, who had just been brought in. After personally examining him, he found nothing abnormal.
    

    

    
      Yet, he knew Shen Tian’s temperament well. The Shen Tian he knew would never rush in yelling and roaring, full of arrogance and fury—let alone shout “Father” at him so brazenly.
    

    

    
      Before today, the two had never openly acknowledged their true relationship. Even in perilous moments, Shen Tian had always addressed him as his adoptive father, calm and composed despite any crisis.
    

    

    
      So why was he acting like this today?
    

    

    
      Could it be that he had suffered inhumane torment in the Southern Border—or perhaps someone had tampered with him?
    

    

    
      “Perhaps his soul was injured, leading to some problems with his mind. He might need rest. We could invite someone from Medicine King Valley to take a look.”
    

    

    
      Ge Qixing, also skilled in the arts of medicine, had examined Shen Tian as well. He only faintly sensed that Shen Tian’s soul was unstable, as if startled by some great fright.
    

    

    
      The soul was the foundation of one’s being. If unstable, it could reject the body, manifesting as dullness, madness, or even delirium.
    

    

    
      However, Shen Tian’s soul appeared intact.
    

    

    
      “Injured his brain?”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s brows furrowed tightly as his cold gaze lingered on the now-unconscious Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      “He must have suffered a great blow—perhaps a mental wound. Still, we cannot rule out the cunning and bizarre methods used in the Southern Border,” Ge Qixing added.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s face darkened. He had thought that once the hostage exchange went smoothly, he could reunite with Shen Tian in peace.
    

    

    
      But now, Shen Tian’s arrogance, defiance, and fury reminded him uncomfortably of Shen Yanzhou’s shadow.
    

    

    
      An instinctive disgust welled up in him—though he could clearly feel the undeniable connection of blood between them.
    

    

    
      “Luofu Cloud Cavern? One day, I, Shen, will level it to the ground.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s eyes glinted with killing intent, and with one palm strike, he shattered the desk beside him into splinters.
    

    

    
      “Your Highness, for now, we should return to the Imperial Capital,” Ge Qixing urged.
    

    

    
      “Everything will proceed according to the plan. Those hidden sects of the Southern Border—none of them will escape.”
    

    

    
      “As for the Young Lord’s condition, I’ll send a disciple to Seven Wonders Mountain to find the Elder of Seven Wonders. His attainments in matters of the soul are unmatched—he may discover the cause. Once that’s done, we can send the Young Lord back to the capital.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao took a deep breath, realizing he couldn’t stay here long.
    

    

    
      Beneath his study lay a secret teleportation passage—a network he had constructed in secret years ago. During the campaign to purge a beast lair in the Southern Border, he had stumbled upon an ancient ruin.
    

    

    
      Within it, he had found a portable ancient teleportation array.
    

    

    
      He later hired masters deeply versed in formations to dismantle and reconstruct it piece by piece beneath his own study—a process that took nearly ten years.
    

    

    
      Though it seemed he had remained stationed in the Southern Border all these years, in truth, he occasionally returned to the Imperial Capital via the teleportation array, assuming a different identity each time.
    

    

    
      Because of that, even when great incidents shook the capital—those in which he had played a hidden role—he always possessed an unshakable alibi.
    

    

    
      Like the great fire twenty years ago, when the princess consort gave birth.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      Urgent news from the Southern Border soon reached the Great Qian Imperial Capital through special communication crystals: the outbreak of a beast tide.
    

    

    
      The monstrous tide surged across the skies, pouring from the foreign lands of the Demonic Beasts. To the southwest of Yao Pass, Changyang Pass held for only half a day before falling.
    

    

    
      Countless beasts poured into Great Qian’s borders—many were powerful beast generals clad in armor, exuding overwhelming demonic might as they led their legions toward nearby Changyang City.
    

    

    
      Scouts even reported sensing the faint presence of a Monster King within the horde—a pressure so immense that it oppressed the heavens themselves, suffocating common soldiers and adventurers alike.
    

    

    
      Though other strongholds along Yao Pass quickly dispatched troops to resist, it was already too late.
    

    

    
      The Monster King struck, wielding a colossal demonic weapon brimming with boundless energy. Like a dragon, its surge of demonic qi ripped apart more than six hundred defensive formations at Changyang Pass.
    

    

    
      Changyang City was destroyed. The garrison and stranded adventurers fought desperately, but in the end, they were devoured by the beasts.
    

    

    
      The land flowed with rivers of blood.
    

    

    
      The beast tide pressed further northward.
    

    

    
      When the message reached the Imperial Capital, it caused an uproar.
    

    

    
      No one had expected that mere days after the Demon Suppression King’s recall to the capital, such a catastrophe would befall the Southern Border.
    

    

    
      Many ministers now realized that the Southern Border was never truly pacified—and could not afford to lose the Demon Suppression King’s presence.
    

    

    
      The Monster King dared to strike likely because he knew that the Demon Suppression King could not return swiftly to command the Demon Suppression Army in defense.
    

    

    
      Within the Golden Luan Hall, Emperor Mingde did not appear; instead, he had the Crown Prince act as regent.
    

    

    
      Though Xia Chongming faced such a crisis for the first time, he did not panic. He first summoned the Demon Suppression King to court, ordered scouts along the borders to monitor the beast tide closely, and then sought counsel from the assembled ministers.
    

    

    
      “The northern plains are vast. Once the beasts enter, they will rampage unchecked, causing countless casualties and devastation.”
    

    

    
      “The various Demon Suppression Armies have already been dispatched to seal off the breached Changyang Gate, to stem the source and prevent further disaster.”
    

    

    
      “These beasts are difficult to eradicate. Should there be great demons among them, adept in the art of transformation, they could hide within human cities for decades, spreading chaos unnoticed.”
    

    

    
      “That Monster King who struck the gates is indeed powerful—but our armies hold many grandmasters of the martial path and numerous Daoist adepts. Once the battle formations are deployed, they can be slain. What we truly fear are the countless lesser beasts that cannot all be hunted down…”
    

    

    
      “In the end, all of this happened too suddenly. Changyang Pass fell far too quickly.”
    

    

    
      The court was in uproar.
    

    

    
      Ministers offered suggestions one after another. Some unfolded deployment maps of Yao Pass; others presented geomantic charts of the Southern Border, tracing the likely routes of the beasts’ northward advance.
    

    

    
      Many of their expressions darkened—for the fiefs of their noble clans lay perilously close to those paths.
    

    

    
      This invading tide numbered in the tens of thousands, and in mere half a day, it had breached deep into the borders, with many formidable beast generals among them.
    

    

    
      If the tide reached their estates, the losses would be unimaginable.
    

    

    
      “These beasts must be stopped. If they are allowed to charge north unchecked, the destruction of cities, farmlands, and villages will be a calamity ordained by the heavens.”
    

    

    
        “At worst, we can just drive those beasts toward the southwest. That region borders the Hundred-Thousand Mountains. Even if the beasts cause harm, it won’t reach the territory of our Great Qian Dynasty,” a minister proposed.
    

    

    
      “That’s true. There are quite a few hidden sects within the Hundred-Thousand Mountains. For years, our Great Qian has maintained Yao Pass to fend off beasts, which has indirectly spared them from the same devastation.”
    

    

    
      “This time, with the beasts breaching the border, it’s only right they do their part. Your Highness, why not issue an order for all reinforcement troops to form defensive lines along the beasts’ northward route and drive them southwest instead…” several other ministers agreed.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao had just stepped into the hall when he heard their proposals.
    

    

    
      His eyes darkened slightly, but no change showed on his face. He simply cupped his hands and said, “Your Highness, it is the thawing early spring in the Southern Border, the very season beasts are most prone to mating. Changyang Pass has long been in disrepair. The last time, a Monster King rammed into it, destroying itself in an attempt to breach the gate. That might be the reason this time Changyang Pass fell…”
    

    

    
      Though Xia Chongming and Shen Jingxiao usually didn’t get along, at this moment, he didn’t rebuke him further. The urgent matter now was to find a way to exterminate the invading beasts and minimize losses.
    

    

    
      He spoke up, “Though the Demon Suppression King bears some fault, considering the unique situation of Yao Pass—and the fact that he has now been summoned back to the capital and cannot personally guard it—it is understandable. Ministers, what do you think would minimize the loss?”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao replied, “The Demon Suppression Army is strict in discipline. They have already ordered the evacuation of villages that might be attacked along the route, to prevent further civilian casualties.”
    

    

    
      “Rescue teams have also been dispatched to Changyang City to search for survivors and bring them out.”
    

    

    
      “But judging from the beasts’ pace, it won’t be long before they reach Penghu Commandery.”
    

    

    
      At the mention of “Penghu Commandery,” one minister’s face changed. He quickly stepped forward, “Your Highness, it’s best to adopt the earlier plan—drive the beasts southwest. If we try to hunt them down, I’m afraid there won’t be enough time.”
    

    

    
      If they tried to kill the beasts outright, time would be wasted, and the beasts would scatter. Should they reach his Penghu Commandery, who would bear the consequences of such loss? He would have to grit his teeth and swallow it alone.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao cast him a glance, pondered briefly, and said, “Driving them southwest is indeed a fine idea. As long as we slow their northward advance, once I return to the Southern Border and lead the army in pursuit, we can encircle and annihilate them one by one, minimizing the losses.”
    

    

    
      “However, such an act might stir discontent among those hidden sects within the Hundred-Thousand Mountains.”
    

    

    
      No sooner had he finished speaking than the Crown Prince Xia Chongming waved his hand and said, “Those hidden sects that refuse imperial registration and reject civil order—why should we care? Dissatisfied or not, they’ll have to endure it. The urgent matter now is ensuring the citizens of our Great Qian suffer no harm. They are not our subjects—their lives and deaths are none of our concern.”
    

    

    
      The other ministers said nothing in response.
    

    

    
      Only a few Grand Scholars shook their heads slightly, thinking that diverting calamity eastward like this went against the Heavenly Virtue and diminished national prestige.
    

    

    
      “Your Highness is wise.”
    

    

    
      “Then this humble official shall issue orders for the Demon Suppression Army to drive the beasts southwest as much as possible.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao cupped his hands again. His eyes remained calm, as he rarely did, he even flattered Xia Chongming a little.
    

    

    
      Xia Chongming was rather surprised. Shen Jingxiao, who always disagreed with him, was praising him?
    

    

    
      A few keen-eyed ministers narrowed their eyes slightly, sensing that things might not be as simple as they appeared.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Have Li Hu, Wang Bao, Sun Ning, and other generals lead the Demon Suppression Army to the southwest.”
    

    

    
      “If they encounter any Southern Border sects, kill them without mercy—treat them as beasts.”
    

    

    
      Back at the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, the first thing Shen Jingxiao did was pick up his Transmission Jade Talisman and relay the court’s order.
    

    

    
      It was the Crown Prince Xia Chongming’s decree, nothing to do with him personally.
    

    

    
      The beast tide invaded, and the Great Qian officials, seeking self-preservation, drove the beasts southwest. And he, Shen Jingxiao, was ordered to subdue the beasts—sending the Demon Suppression Army into the Hundred-Thousand Mountains—wasn’t that only natural?
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After parting ways at the Chilin Guards headquarters, Shen Yanzhou and Wu Ruyue returned to their residence. He naturally had already heard about the day’s events.
    

    

    
      “As expected, I knew Shen Jingxiao’s temper. After suffering such a loss, there’s no way he’d let it go so easily.”
    

    

    
      He shook his head, already guessing at Shen Jingxiao’s methods.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian had likely been retrieved by now.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, Shen Jingxiao would never have allowed the beasts to enter the border. This whole staged performance was meant to justify his crusade against the Hundred-Thousand Mountains, to make those hidden sects like Luofu Cloud Cavern suffer dearly.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou glanced outside the window, extended his divine sense slightly to ensure Yu Chenyu wasn’t in the pavilion outside, then took a Transmission Jade Talisman out from his Sumeru Ring.
    

    

    
      Since parting at Hidden Moon Mountain, he and Fu Yuying had scarcely contacted each other.
    

    

    
      To Shen Yanzhou, if there was no need, he wouldn’t reach out to anyone. This time, he merely wanted to warn Fu Yuying.
    

    

    
      After all, they had shared a “life-and-death bond.” When facing Shen Jingxiao later, Fu Yuying might be able to help him somewhat.
    

    

    
      Moments later, Fu Yuying’s slightly cool and ethereal voice came from the other end of the talisman, “Young Master Shen?”
    

    

    
      “Shen Jingxiao intends to deal with you,” Shen Yanzhou said bluntly.
    

    

    
      Inside Luofu Cloud Cavern, within a simple Meditation Chamber draped with silken curtains.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying sat cross-legged on a jade bed, wearing a light gauze robe. Her graceful figure was elegant and alluring, her delicate skin smooth as ivory, glowing faintly with a jade-like sheen.
    

    

    
      Beside her, in a jade pool steaming with heat, Chu Xiuer was sprinkling flower petals from a basket into the water.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying had just been preparing to bathe when her Transmission Jade Talisman suddenly lit up—it was Shen Yanzhou, who hadn’t contacted her in a long time.
    

    

    
      Her lips curved with a faint smile as she prepared to ask what he wanted. But upon hearing his words, the curve at her lips vanished instantly.
    

    

    
      She was unaware of the events that had occurred in the Imperial Capital.
    

    

    
      The eyes and ears of Luofu Cloud Cavern were not yet capable of infiltrating the palace itself.
    

    

    
      “Young Master Shen, please explain in detail,” Fu Yuying said, her expression turning grave.
    

    

    
      “Yao Pass in the Southern Border has fallen. Countless beasts have entered the border. They will likely be driven toward the Hundred-Thousand Mountains.”
    

    

    
      “Shen Jingxiao will be ordered to lead the Demon Suppression Army into the mountains to hunt beasts. If he has any dealings with the beast clans, then this army and the beasts themselves will be striking directly at your Southern Border sects,” Shen Yanzhou said.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying froze, her slender hand clutching the Transmission Jade Talisman tightly.
    

    

    
      She had heard that beasts had breached Yao Pass but hadn’t thought deeply on it—never imagining this was one of Shen Jingxiao’s schemes.
    

    

    
      The beasts were deliberately released by him?
    

    

    
      “Shen Jingxiao is truly ruthless—sacrificing all of Changyang City, tens of thousands of lives, not to mention all other losses.”
    

    

    
      “Thank you for the warning, Young Master Shen. I will immediately fortify our defenses and alert the sects to prepare.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying drew a deep breath. She didn’t even have time to bathe, hastily rising to change her robes.
    

    

    
      If they didn’t prepare properly, for the many hidden sects in the Southern Border, this would be a catastrophe.
    

    

    
      When the time came, would the hidden sects of the Southern Border perish under the beast tide—or at the hands of the Demon Suppression Army?
    

    

    
      No one could say for sure.
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      “Were those truly Lord Wei’s original words?”
    

    

    
      Inside the study of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, blue smoke curled from the bronze beast-headed incense burner. Shen Jingxiao raised a cup of fragrant tea, asking unhurriedly.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi stood before the bookshelf, her black gown embroidered with lotus blossoms, accentuating her lush, graceful figure. She covered her lips with a light laugh. “Those were indeed Lord Wei’s very words. Thanks to the Heir’s favor, I even had the fortune to share a meal with that high and mighty eunuch.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s gaze remained calm as he rubbed the rim of his teacup, his eyes turning toward the window. “If His Majesty truly harbored such intentions, there would be no need for him to send a reminder. I have followed him since the days when he was but the unremarkable Sixth Prince, watching him ascend to the imperial throne. No one understands His Majesty’s heart better than I.”
    

    

    
      Ran Yi fell silent.
    

    

    
      That was not a topic she could afford to speak on.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao turned his gaze toward her. “Shen Yanzhou treats you quite well. Fearing you might be punished, he even took you to the headquarters of the Chilin Guards, where you heard many things you should not have heard.”
    

    

    
      A chill ran through Ran Yi’s heart, though her face still carried a charming and docile smile. “The Heir is a clever man, but his clumsy attempts to win people’s hearts cannot deceive you, My Lord.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao gave no reply. He turned his back to her, his expression unreadable.
    

    

    
      “You have served by my side for eighteen years now, haven’t you?” he suddenly asked.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi answered softly, “By the time the Great Heat passes, it will have been eighteen years, My Lord.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao sighed. “I still remember the first time I saw you outside Hantian Commandery. Your face was yellow and thin, a signboard hanging from your neck as you sold yourself among the refugees. Among the crowd, only you had the courage to block my carriage. You wanted to join the army, to fill your stomach, to bury your grandmother...”
    

    

    
      At his words, Ran Yi’s thoughts seemed to drift back eighteen years. Hantian Commandery had been struck by a once-in-decades drought. The fields bore no grain, not a hint of green in sight; even tree roots from barren hills were dug up for food. Cases of parents eating their children were no rarity.
    

    

    
      She could no longer recall the faces of her parents—only that she had two younger brothers, both starved to death. Wild dogs gnawed their remains until not even bones were left. Later, those dogs were eaten by the villagers. She had been given a piece of that meat—but she hadn’t eaten it.
    

    

    
      Her parents hadn’t either, and starved to death soon after.
    

    

    
      Her grandmother did eat, and took her northward, hoping to find a city large enough to beg for food.
    

    

    
      They had heard that nobles there feasted amid wine pools and meat forests, food so plentiful that the granaries overflowed. Even a scrap fallen from their fingernails could feed the two of them for days.
    

    

    
      But her grandmother never found that city. She starved to death on the road.
    

    

    
      The girl did not die. Despite her frail age, her will was astonishing. She learned from passing refugees that the Demon Suppression Army had won a great victory and would soon return. So she waited along the road, determined to enlist.
    

    

    
      “At that time, there were thousands of children in the Death Convict Camp. In the end, only four of you survived.”
    

    

    
      “I granted each of you the true souls and blood essence of ancient ferocious beasts, to forge your bodies and establish your foundations. I bestowed upon you techniques, status, wealth, and honor beyond measure…” Shen Jingxiao’s voice carried a trace of reminiscence.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi said nothing.
    

    

    
      Those memories—sealed away in dust and blood—were things she wished never to recall.
    

    

    
      “Ran Yi, do you hate me?” Shen Jingxiao suddenly turned to look at her.
    

    

    
      She froze, then quickly shook her head. “Everything I am today is because of your grace, My Lord. I can only feel gratitude—how could I dare to hate?”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao said softly, “Yet each time the Death Curse flares, it’s worse than death itself.”
    

    

    
      “Ran Yi is fortunate merely to be alive. What is pain compared to that? Besides, it’s only right—someone of My Lord’s standing must tread carefully every step of the way. Those near you may be trusted, but never completely. That is what you have taught us.”
    

    

    
      Her head remained bowed as she spoke.
    

    

    
      “Heh… Of the four, you’re the one I like best. I’ve always treated you as my daughter. Your mistakes, your mercy, your hesitation—had it been any of the others, I’d have discarded them long ago.” Shen Jingxiao smiled faintly, though his tone was as cold as frost.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi kept her head lowered. “Ran Yi understands. The pain of the Death Curse is what I deserve.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao nodded, seemingly satisfied.
    

    

    
      After a moment, he waved his hand. “Go. If Shen Yanzhou tries to sway you, you know what must be done. The Sutra of Yin-binding and Life-sealing you’ve cultivated for so many years should finally serve its purpose.”
    

    

    
      Ran Yi’s head shot up, disbelief flickering in her eyes. But Shen Jingxiao merely turned the pages of his book, as if mentioning a trivial matter.
    

    

    
      “Yes, My Lord.”
    

    

    
      Her gaze dimmed. Beneath her skirt, her slender hands clenched tightly before she finally retreated respectfully.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      In the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard, Shen Yanzhou was sparring with Chunchao. He held a wooden sword, long hair loose, his plain white robe fluttering, revealing a faint glimpse of his chest. His inky hair swayed with each strike, and his handsome face bore an easy, carefree look.
    

    

    
      The maids attending nearby unconsciously stopped what they were doing, their eyes drawn toward him—pure appreciation of beauty, untainted by emotion.
    

    

    
      Only occasionally would one flush red, pressing her thighs together without realizing it.
    

    

    
      Sword light flared and faded, the sound of clashing wood ringing through the courtyard.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu reclined sideways on a bamboo mat nearby, her figure graceful and alluring beneath a gauzy robe. A maid peeled fruit for her, handing each piece with care.
    

    

    
      Beside her, Lv Ping, whose curves were fuller than Chunchao’s, murmured with admiration, “The Heir’s swordsmanship has grown quite elegant. Though it’s called swordplay, it looks more like a dance.”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu placed a peeled grape into her rosy lips, which gleamed even more enticingly as she chewed. “If we tossed him into Yatang Pavilion in the eastern part of the city, he’d be the favorite of every noble lady in the capital.”
    

    

    
      Lv Ping couldn’t help but smile. The Yatang Pavilion was on par with Yuxian Pavilion across the Vermilion Bird Street River, though its patrons were mostly noblewomen and ladies of rank.
    

    

    
      Her eyes sparkled. “The Heir is elegant and peerless. It’s a pity His Majesty has no princess—otherwise, there might even be a royal marriage.”
    

    

    
      At that, Yu Chenyu paused, then shook her head, a faint irony flickering in her eyes. Princess?
    

    

    
      When there wasn’t even a prince—how could there be a princess?
    

    

    
      The Cui Clan of Hejian would never allow Xia Chongming’s position to be shaken.
    

    

    
      “Enough, enough! You’re cheating again!”
    

    

    
      “How can you always see through my sword moves beforehand?”
    

    
      The rustling of bamboo leaves accompanied Chunchao’s slightly vexed voice.
    

    

    
      “Your movements are too slow. The moment you lift your hand, I already know your stance. You’ll need more practice…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou tapped her head lightly with his wooden sword, then leisurely straightened his robe.
    

    

    
      Chunchao began to doubt her life choices. The sword technique she had taught him—how had it ended up defeating her instead?
    

    

    
      As a so-called sword prodigy, the blow to her pride was tremendous.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Chunchao +3 +3 +3…
    

    

    
      “Do you even understand what ‘Chaos Perception’ means?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou really wanted to ask Chunchao that question.
    

    

    
      Although he could not yet foresee the future, in battle, briefly sensing his opponent’s movements and techniques was not difficult.
    

    

    
      Once the embryo of his Primordial Embryo of Chaos grew more complete, this ability of “Chaos Perception” would become stronger as well. At that time, he might truly attain what was called foresight—anticipating every move of the enemy.
    

    

    
      “The clan elders in the mansion have already received the news. It seems they’re preparing for something. That ‘true heir’ may return to the mansion any day now.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou walked over to Yu Chenyu’s side, sat down casually, picked up a slice of watermelon that had been cut for him, and took a bite.
    

    

    
      “You talk to me in that tone now?” Yu Chenyu glanced at him.
    

    

    
      “Seeing Mother so gloomy, I thought I’d bring you some good news.” Shen Yanzhou smiled.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu gave a soft snort.
    

    

    
      “You sent him off to the Southern Border, not knowing how much he suffered there, and now you still dare to grin and gloat beside me? Shen Yanzhou, do you really think my bamboo whip is useless?” she suddenly said coldly.
    

    

    
      The few maids nearby instantly turned pale with fright. Even Chunchao and Lv Ping slowed their movements.
    

    

    
      The Princess Consort was angry again?
    

    

    
      “Have some melon, Mother.” Shen Yanzhou still wore a smile as he offered the piece of watermelon to her.
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou, you’ve really grown wings, haven’t you?”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu felt that she could no longer intimidate him. Her expression darkened, her eyes turning cold—gone was her usual calm and elegant demeanor.
    

    

    
      Moreover, this piece of watermelon was one he had already bitten into.
    

    

    
      And he dared to hand it to her?
    

    

    
      “Please don’t be angry, Mother. I was only joking.”
    

    

    
      “Yesterday, I went to the headquarters of the Chilin Guards, and that Wei Gong seemed quite appreciative of me. It looks like he intends to speak well of me before His Majesty—perhaps to secure me a small official post.”
    

    

    
      Finishing the watermelon in a few bites, Shen Yanzhou wiped his hands on his robe, gestured for the maids behind Yu Chenyu to step aside, and crouched slightly to massage her shoulders with flattering care.
    

    

    
      Her attention was caught by his words, and she lost the mood to be angry. “He means to bring you into the palace to meet His Majesty?”
    

    

    
      “Not for now, but perhaps later.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou probed, “Does Mother wish for me to meet His Majesty?”
    

    

    
      “Gentler—don’t press so hard.”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu lifted her wrist and tapped his hand on her shoulder. “Of course it would be best to meet His Majesty. Otherwise, with your current status—illegitimate, unacknowledged—remaining in the capital will only invite gossip.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou eased the strength of his hands. He could feel that his physical strength had increased greatly of late—no wonder his grip had hurt her.
    

    

    
      “I care little for such things, nor for gossip. Being able to stay by Mother’s side and attend to you is satisfaction enough,” he said with a smile.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu shot him a sidelong glance but had other thoughts in her heart.
    

    

    
      The Empress’s birthday was approaching. By then, envoys from foreign nations and representatives from immortal sects and noble clans would gather in the capital.
    

    

    
      Compared to the stir caused by the issue of the Demon Suppression Prince’s true and false heirs, another piece of even greater news would surely shake the entire Great Qian Dynasty.
    

    

    
      The Cui Clan of Hejian had always held a firm grip on the position of Crown Prince, viewing the imperial throne itself as their own future inheritance.
    

    

    
      Now, should such an explosive rumor arise, chaos in the capital would be inevitable.
    

    

    
      In the past, she had never expected Shen Yanzhou to play any role in such a storm. But now… with his wit and growing strength, he would hardly suffer loss.
    

    

    
      “Zhou’er…”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu’s voice suddenly softened.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou immediately understood she was up to something. Still, he leaned closer obediently. “What does Mother wish to command?”
    

    

    
      Turning slightly, Yu Chenyu smiled gently. Her words brushed against his ear, warm and damp. “On the Empress’s birthday, I wish to find a gift that is neither vulgar nor common, yet still rare and precious. After much thought, I could only think of one suitable item.”
    

    

    
      “But that item is not in the capital, nor can it be obtained through trade or favor. Zhou’er, since you now possess all manner of extraordinary means, could you help Mother retrieve it?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou blinked, surprised that Yu Chenyu wanted him to find something for her.
    

    

    
      Setting aside her hidden background within the Path of Communion with the Netherworld of Beiyu, even as the former prospective Sword Keeper of the Sword Lodge in Qilin City of Tianshui, there was nothing in the world she could not obtain.
    

    

    
      And she wanted to offer it on the Empress’s birthday?
    

    

    
      In the original plot, Yu Chenyu had only made an appearance, presenting some famous sword casually. Soon after, the Empress’s assassination had taken place.
    

    

    
      Now, she wanted to prepare a different gift? Could it be for that very assassination?
    

    

    
      Indeed, the plot was beginning to diverge drastically.
    

    

    
      Various thoughts flashed through Shen Yanzhou’s mind, though he maintained a look of mild puzzlement. “What is it that Mother seeks, and where can it be found?”
    

    

    
      “It should be in Floating Sky Temple in Fanzhou—a Seven-colored Monastic Robe. The Empress often worships the Buddha and loves to collect divine relics that contain traces of sacred radiance. If we present this on her birthday, she will surely be pleased,” Yu Chenyu said.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded. Fanzhou lay even farther than Yun Prefecture, north of Hidden Moon Mountain. As its name suggested, it was a land steeped in Buddhism, filled with believers and renowned temples—Grand Virtue Temple, Floating Sky Temple, Great Zen Temple, Precious View Temple, and so on.
    

    

    
      Many rumors surrounded the Floating Sky Temple, said to be built atop a cliff thousands of fathoms high, suppressing an ancient evil spirit.
    

    

    
      If the temple were ever destroyed, the demon would emerge, bringing devastation across a thousand miles.
    

    

    
      “Mother, you’re not trying to send me away on purpose, are you? So that when the mansion welcomes back the true heir, the family can have their happy reunion—without me around to disturb it?”
    

    

    
      After a moment of silence, Shen Yanzhou fixed his gaze on her.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu was caught off guard. She had thought his silence meant he was considering the temple’s danger or the difficulty of the task—not that he would ask that.
    

    

    
      The question amused and exasperated her, though she could hardly tell him that she had no interest in Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      If there was to be a reunion, it would be between Shen Jingxiao and his son, not her.
    

    

    
      “Zhou’er, don’t let your mind wander. How could Mother ever send you away on purpose?” Yu Chenyu said gently, her gaze full of tenderness.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, however, looked unconvinced and sighed. “With Mother’s position, if she wanted that Seven-colored Monastic Robe, she need only say the word—the abbot of Floating Sky Temple would surely deliver it with reverence.”
    

    

    
      “I’d say this is just an excuse.”
    

    

    
      “…” Yu Chenyu felt certain he was doing this deliberately, fishing for some advantage from her.
    

    

    
      If that robe were so easily obtained, wouldn’t the Empress’s decree be even more effective?
    

    

    
      She rubbed her brow helplessly. “Then what will it take for you to believe me?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou seemed to think for a moment, then said, “A round trip from the capital to Fanzhou takes at least seven days. Not seeing Mother for seven days, this child will surely miss you.”
    

    

    
      “Why not let Mother give me something—something that can comfort me while I’m thinking of you?”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu knew at once he was asking for a reward. She pressed her fingers to her temple. “Go on then—what do you want?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled faintly, then leaned close and whispered his request in her ear.
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      The air in Emerald Bamboo Courtyard froze momentarily; even the rustling of bamboo seemed to fall silent.
    

    

    
      When Yu Chenyu heard his words clearly, she couldn’t help but be taken aback. A strange, indescribable feeling rippled within her heart.
    

    

    
      “Encouragement?”
    

    

    
      “What counts as encouragement?”
    

    

    
      Even with her composed temperament and experience, she found herself a little dazed and puzzled at this moment.
    

    

    
      Could this be considered a comfort?
    

    

    
      “This has nothing to do with me. Whatever Mother deems as encouragement—then it shall be that.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled as he tossed the question back to her.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu’s delicate brows furrowed slightly. After a brief pause, something seemed to occur to her. Her lips curved in a faint smile.
    

    
      “Very well. But you’ll only receive it on the day you depart.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou would never shoot the hawk before seeing the rabbit.
    

    

    
      Naturally, she wouldn’t be so foolish as to release the rabbit early.
    

    

    
      “It’s settled, then. Mother mustn’t go back on her word.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled again. He wasn’t in any hurry anyway—there was no chance he’d be departing within the next few days.
    

    

    
      After all, the Empress’s birthday was still months away.
    

    

    
      When he returned to his room, Shen Yanzhou contacted Fu Yuying to inquire about the situation deep within the Hundred-Thousand Mountains of the Southern Border.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying frowned slightly as she explained the current state of affairs.
    

    

    
      The situation was much as he had anticipated—beast hordes had already been herded en masse into the region. The Demon Suppression Army, under royal decree, was tasked with slaughtering these monsters and had followed closely behind.
    

    

    
      Hidden sects like Luofu Cloud Cavern had immediately formulated countermeasures, coordinating with neighboring sects to activate protective formations and fortify their defenses based on terrain advantages.
    

    

    
      The Southern Border was shrouded in miasma and teeming with venomous insects. Though Shamanic Arts were not as suited for direct combat as the Martial Path, when paired with corpse-controlling Gu, they could yield unexpected results.
    

    

    
      “Shen Tian is already being escorted back to the Imperial Capital.”
    

    

    
      “When you refined that human puppet, did you leave behind any method of control?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      He didn’t believe Fu Yuying would overlook such a contingency.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying sighed softly. “Refining a human puppet is no easy matter. Any conventional control method would leave flaws that are easily detected. After discussion among the elders, we only left behind a single strand of control thread within the puppet’s body. This thread can only disrupt the puppet’s will, causing bouts of madness or confusion.”
    

    

    
      “During the hostage exchange, the strategist beside the Demon Suppression King, Ge Qixing, used the Ancient Seven-Star Mirror to examine the puppet’s entire body, ensuring no discrepancies remained. This strategist is said to have inherited the legacy of the Ancient Seven-Star Sect, and that mirror is rumored to possess the power to illuminate the Netherworld. The elders dared not act rashly, fearing any mishap during the exchange might spark war.”
    

    

    
      She had long known the Demon Suppression King would not take such a loss lying down and would inevitably retaliate.
    

    

    
      But she hadn’t expected the counterattack to come so swiftly.
    

    

    
      No sooner had the hostage exchange concluded than the beast tide breached the borders—and the Demon Suppression Army’s iron cavalry had already reached the edge of the Hundred-Thousand Mountains.
    

    

    
      “Ge Qixing truly is a formidable man…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded. It could only be said that sects like Luofu Cloud Cavern had underestimated the Demon Suppression King’s ruthlessness and vindictiveness.
    

    

    
      “Do you have any countermeasures in place now? Simply defending against beasts and the army won’t last long.”
    

    

    
      “So long as the beasts remain, the Demon Suppression Army will not withdraw from the mountains.”
    

    

    
      “And as for when the beasts will be eradicated—that depends entirely on Shen Jingxiao,” Shen Yanzhou said.
    

    

    
      If this dragged on, the Demon Suppression Army might even establish a permanent foothold within the Hundred-Thousand Mountains.
    

    

    
      For hidden sects like Luofu Cloud Cavern, that would be akin to a guillotine suspended above their heads, ready to fall at any moment, blood spraying everywhere.
    

    

    
      The reason they were called hidden sects was precisely because they avoided worldly entanglements. Even when they took in disciples, they did so quietly, never flaunting it like the secular sects.
    

    

    
      Thus, each hidden sect had very few elders and disciples.
    

    

    
      Since ancient times, it had been said—commoners do not fight the officials. Now, even those worldly sects had entered court service, contributing to the Great Qian Dynasty’s prosperity.
    

    

    
      These hidden sects, if spoken of bluntly, were little more than hermits and outlaws dwelling in the mountains—
    

    
      unruly, untaxed, and potentially destabilizing elements that could threaten the dynasty’s security.
    

    

    
      Hence, even the court officials who knew of them would seldom interfere.
    

    

    
      A trace of helpless bitterness appeared on Fu Yuying’s beautiful, immortal-like face. Even she now felt powerless, unable to think of a solution.
    

    

    
      Before, when the Demon Suppression King extended his reach into the Southern Border and enslaved hidden sects, he had at least shown restraint.
    

    

    
      But now, he had brazenly stationed the Demon Suppression Army in the Hundred-Thousand Mountains—
    

    
      and all under the guise of rightful authority.
    

    

    
      Even she was now under considerable pressure.
    

    

    
      The entire sect had begun to doubt whether her decision to cooperate with Shen Yanzhou and abduct Shen Tian had been wise. The debates had grown heated.
    

    

    
      If not for her master, the sect leader, stepping in to suppress the turmoil, she would likely already be facing censure.
    

    

    
      Though she knew this wasn’t her fault—the disagreement had stemmed purely from how the puppet had been refined.
    

    

    
      “For now, all we can do is hold off the advancing Demon Suppression Army as best as possible…” Fu Yuying sighed.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou said nothing further.
    

    

    
      He understood well that Luofu Cloud Cavern was not a place where Fu Yuying’s word alone could dictate matters. Unless she succeeded the sect master’s position, her authority remained limited. From the start, she should not have shown such mercy regarding Shen Tian’s puppet.
    

    

    
      That puppet had been Luofu Cloud Cavern’s sole bargaining chip against Shen Jingxiao—handing it over so readily could only invite disaster.
    

    

    
      Even if conflict had erupted during the hostage exchange—even if blood had been spilled—so what?
    

    
      At least they would’ve retained a hold over Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      In the end, their shortsightedness and softness had led to this.
    

    

    
      “The secret art for manipulating the control thread—do you have it?” Shen Yanzhou suddenly asked.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying froze. The moment she heard his question, she knew Shen Yanzhou intended to help them—no, to help her.
    

    

    
      After all, even if the Hundred-Thousand Mountains ran red with blood, it had nothing to do with him anymore.
    

    

    
      A warm current welled within her heart.
    

    

    
      “The secret art for manipulating the control thread comes from a technique in the General Compendium of Puppet Dissolution of Luofu Cloud Cavern. Without a full foundation in the Shamanic Arts, even knowing the incantations would not suffice to master it.”
    

    

    
      “However, if Young Master Shen wishes to learn, I can secretly teach you,” Fu Yuying said.
    

    

    
      As the sect’s saintess, she had the authority to do so.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had never studied the Shamanic Arts, but since this was a secret technique—something akin to the Selfless Sword Heart—he could likely master it directly through his system.
    

    

    
      “Go ahead and teach me directly,” he said.
    

    

    
      “After Shen Tian returns to the mansion, find a way to contact Shen Jingxiao and have him withdraw his troops. Say that Shen Tian has been afflicted with an ancient shamanic Gu poison—if it isn’t resolved, he will remain forever insane and deranged.”
    

    

    
      “Though it’s merely a stopgap measure, delaying him even for a while is worth it,” Shen Yanzhou added.
    

    

    
      For now, there truly was no good way to halt Shen Jingxiao’s advance into the Hundred-Thousand Mountains.
    

    

    
      “Many thanks, Young Master Shen.”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying’s heart was filled with warmth. Without delay, she passed on the secret technique for controlling the Control Thread to Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      She could hear the confidence in his tone. Could it be that he truly could master it—and even possessed some knowledge of the Shamanic Arts?
    

    

    
      “The secret arts of the Shamanic Path—I may lack a spirit medium, but among the Three Thousand Daos, all paths lead to the same end. If I use Primordial Qi to perform it, it should still work.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou took up brush and paper, writing down the secret art she had just transmitted.
    

    

    
      [General Compendium of Puppet Dissolution, Part III: Control Thread]
    

    

    
      Before long, numerous details and information about the secret technique surfaced upon the interface before him.
    

    

    
      “As expected, it can be learned.”
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, Shen Yanzhou invested his points and learned it. In an instant, a flood of knowledge and experience related to the art surged through his mind.
    

    

    
      The Control Thread was not particularly difficult—it was divided into four stages.
    

    

    
      However, Shen Yanzhou had only just begun and did not waste too many of his basic points.
    

    

    
      He had accumulated quite a number of them over the past few days, and after mastering this secret art, three still remained.
    

    

    
      “When that so-called True Heir is welcomed back, this technique should give Shen Jingxiao quite the surprise.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou raised his hand slightly; a faint, near-invisible thread flickered into existence and then vanished into the void, as if connecting to a puppet somewhere far away, with a subtle resonance between them.
    

    

    
      At that very moment, while the entire Imperial Capital of the Great Qian Dynasty was closely focused on the calamity of beast invasion in the Southern Border—
    

    

    
      Deep within the imperial palace, inside the Hall of Cultivated Mind, a luxurious incense burner released fragrant smoke from Spirit Sandalwood of Peach Blossom Mountain. Wisps of mist drifted into the air, faintly transforming into blurred forms—bells, cauldrons, swords—each glimmering with spiritual radiance.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde, dressed in a blue silk robe embroidered with dragons, sat quietly upon a meditation cushion, eyes closed. Wisps of imperial dragon qi coiled about him, as if a true dragon circled above his head.
    

    

    
      Beside him, the Chief Eunuch Wei Gong stood respectfully, holding a teapot and serving at his side.
    

    

    
      “The true inheritance of the Martial God—it actually fell into the hands of Shen Jingxiao’s false son?” Emperor Mingde asked evenly, eyes still closed.
    

    

    
      “In this old slave’s opinion, it seems so. The inheritance within Wu Ruyue’s body is formidable, transcending the First Rank, yet compared to the inner strength and true qi cultivated by Shen Yanzhou, it pales in comparison.”
    

    

    
      “This old slave actually lied back then,” Wei Gong said respectfully. “I secretly raised my power to the Fifth Rank, yet still came up short—while Shen Yanzhou clearly held strength in reserve.”
    

    

    
      A hint of surprise flickered across Emperor Mingde’s face. Opening his eyes, he mused, “The Martial God Realm lies beyond the First Rank. None in this age can touch it. Such a realm, though profound, within the Imperial Capital of the Great Qian Dynasty, I too can stand firm—relying upon the fortune of ten thousand subjects and the dragon qi of the imperial Dao.”
    

    

    
      “The power you speak of, displayed by Shen Yanzhou, has already far surpassed what any First Rank cultivation art could grant.”
    

    

    
      “What he obtained… is not the inheritance of the Martial God.”
    

    

    
      Wei Gong froze for a moment, then gasped. “Then, Your Majesty means—the inheritance he received is not of this world? That it comes from beyond it?”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde neither affirmed nor denied. Shrouded in imperial dragon qi, his indistinct face held eyes deep as a starry sea.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong could not help but ponder deeply, murmuring, “A cultivation art surpassing the Martial God’s Inheritance—such a thing is unimaginable. If Your Majesty had such a technique for reference, perhaps you could truly break that boundary and advance even further.”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde remained silent, lost in thought.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong bowed even lower, then asked cautiously, “Would Your Majesty like to summon him to court? Shen Yanzhou is a clever man. Since he dared to reveal his talent and power—unveiling the secret of these years of feigned mediocrity—he must be desperate to find a powerful patron. Otherwise, one day soon, Shen Jingxiao will surely persecute him.”
    

    

    
      “With such an extraordinary cultivation art, he surely knows how to handle it properly.”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde suddenly turned his head toward Wei Gong. His face, regal and unreadable, betrayed no emotion.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong froze, thinking he had misspoken, and quickly lowered his head, not daring to meet his gaze.
    

    

    
      “Even you now… presume to speculate upon me?”
    

    

    
      After a pause, Emperor Mingde’s calm voice carried faint displeasure.
    

    

    
      Cold sweat streamed down Wei Gong’s back as he stammered, “Your Majesty, please forgive this old slave! I only wished to help Your Majesty ascend further—never did I mean to question Your Majesty’s heart!”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde sighed softly. “Do I seem so petty to you? Shen Jingxiao has followed me for years, fighting across all fronts—yet even he suspects me so. And now, even you think the same? Does ascending the dragon throne truly change a man so much?”
    

    

    
      “How I was before—am I not the same now?”
    

    

    
      Wei Gong had no answer. He could only wipe the sweat from his brow again and again.
    

    

    
      Though he was a man wielding great power—second only to the Emperor—in front of Mingde, he was still nothing but a servant forced to guess his master’s mind at every turn.
    

    

    
      “You said that when you first saw Shen Yanzhou, he reminded you of someone?”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde waved his hand and turned away, his tone faint, tinged with disinterest.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong blinked, realizing what he had meant to say earlier. He hesitated. In the past, mentioning that name was harmless.
    

    

    
      But now, His Majesty seemed to be in no mood.
    

    

    
      “Speak freely,” Emperor Mingde said, aware of his old companion’s thoughts since childhood.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong bowed his head and said softly, “At first sight, this old slave was reminded of Lady Qingshu.”
    

    

    
      “What did you say?”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde froze as though he hadn’t heard clearly—but in the next instant, he abruptly turned around. His eyes blazed with golden light, sharp and overwhelming, like a true imperial dragon about to burst forth from the clouds.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong was crushed beneath the weight of that aura and nearly lost his balance. He quickly explained, “When this old slave saw Shen Yanzhou for the first time, I couldn’t help but think of Lady Qingshu. His bone structure and eyes—they’re far too similar! Were it not for his masculine features, I would have suspected—”
    

    

    
      “Qingshu…”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde no longer listened to Wei Gong’s murmured words. His hand rose to clutch his chest as he whispered the name. Then, his fist clenched tightly, and a torrent of dragon qi erupted, shaking the surrounding halls with a thunderous roar.
    

    

    
      Throughout the palace, countless guards and imperial soldiers were startled, dropping to their knees and bowing toward the Hall of Cultivated Mind.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong could only smile bitterly, helplessly. He knew that uttering that name would provoke such a reaction.
    

    

    
      But he hadn’t done it on purpose. It was simply that in that single glance—Shen Yanzhou had looked too much like her.
    

    

    
      After all these years at Emperor Mingde’s side, he knew well—the portrait of that woman still hung upon the bookshelf nearby.
    

    

    
      That face… how could he ever forget it?
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      “You are to summon Shen Yanzhou to enter the palace and meet with me.”
    

    

    
      A moment later, Emperor Mingde seemed to have restrained his emotional turmoil. His tone returned to normal as he prepared to issue an order to see Shen Yanzhou in person.
    

    

    
      “Yes, Your Majesty.”
    

    

    
      Wei Gong also knew the Emperor would be unable to resist meeting Shen Yanzhou himself, and was about to rise to depart.
    

    

    
      “Wait.”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Emperor Mingde frowned and waved his hand. At that moment, his sudden impulse was not without reason—especially for one at his cultivation realm.
    

    

    
      Back then, Qing Shu had died in childbirth. He had personally confirmed, along with her corpse and that of the infant, that there was no possibility of survival.
    

    

    
      He had later entrusted both Qing Shu’s and the child’s remains to Master Yunzang, who secretly sent them to the Floating Sky Temple in Fanzhou, where they were placed within a Soul-Calming Coffin. Many masters there chanted sutras to grant them transcendence, so that they might enter the cycle of reincarnation once more.
    

    

    
      “The dead cannot be reborn. Even if reincarnation truly exists, it could never overlap in time like this.”
    

    

    
      “Since you think Shen Yanzhou’s bone structure and eyes resemble Qing Shu’s, how could Shen Jingxiao possibly fail to notice the same?”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde’s gaze suddenly grew deep.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong was momentarily stunned. Indeed—if even he could perceive the resemblance, how could Shen Jingxiao not see it?
    

    

    
      Could there truly be such coincidences in the world?
    

    

    
      The false heir, Shen Yanzhou, shared features and bearing with the woman the Emperor had once loved most.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao had followed the Emperor for so many years—could he really fail to recognize it?
    

    

    
      In those days, at the Western Lantern Festival, the young woman of the Falling Immortal Sect, Qing Shu, had entered the mortal realm upon a lone leaf-like boat. With her “Feathered Dress Dance,” she had stunned all four directions, winning the admiration of countless young heroes.
    

    

    
      At that time, His Majesty had still been the Sixth Prince. He had fallen for her at first sight, yet because of his reputation for virtue, he dared not pursue her.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong still remembered that night—the Vermilion Bird Street by the river was ablaze with lanterns, mist drifted over countless painted boats, and Qing Shu, who descended into the world like one fallen from the Ninth Heaven, had stood there—peerless, otherworldly, her beauty beyond mortal measure. She had become the white moonlight in the hearts of many young men.
    

    

    
      Even Shen Jingxiao, who was not yet the Demon Suppression King, had been dazed for a long time before murmuring, “What a beautiful woman.”
    

    

    
      Because of that unintentional remark, Xia De had been displeased and even joked that, should he ever become Emperor, he would bestow such a beauty upon Shen Jingxiao.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao had not noticed Xia De’s displeasure and instead declared his loyalty with utmost sincerity.
    

    

    
      In those days of youthful pride, Xia De had viewed him as a trusted arm. Yet who could have expected Shen Jingxiao would covet the same woman? It had caused no small amount of discord between them.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong had even intervened to mediate at the time.
    

    

    
      “This old servant was foolish, never having thought that far.”
    

    

    
      “If all this was Shen Jingxiao’s design, then we have fallen right into his calculation…”
    

    

    
      “That glimpse that day indeed reminded this old servant of Lady Qing Shu. Alas.”
    

    

    
      Wei Gong sighed softly as his thoughts returned to the present.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde said nothing. He quietly walked to the bookshelf. Within this Hall of Nurturing Heart, none were permitted entry without his consent—not even the Empress herself.
    

    

    
      At the forefront of the shelf hung a framed portrait of a woman in white, wearing a faint smile as she stood upon a small leaf-like boat. Ripples spread behind her as the moon sank into the river’s reflection—her beauty seemed beyond the mortal world.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde gazed blankly at the woman in the painting. The imperial sharpness in his eyes gradually faded, replaced by gentleness.
    

    

    
      “If the child had lived, he would now be around twenty years old…”
    

    

    
      He lightly traced the portrait’s surface, his tone distant and sorrowful.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong remained silent. No one knew the Emperor’s pain better than he did.
    

    

    
      “When I had nothing—when becoming Emperor seemed impossible—Qing Shu followed me without hesitation. She gave me all the wealth her Falling Immortal Sect had accumulated, allowing me to gather followers, form connections, and cultivate loyal retainers. To aid me in breaking through my martial bottleneck, she even gave me the pure yin energy she had guarded for years.”
    

    

    
      “But I could not give her a proper title—not even a chance to appear openly under the light of day. I was useless. I caused her to become pregnant, and out of consideration for my arranged marriage with the Cui Clan of Hejian, she refused to reveal the father’s name when her sect questioned her. For that, she was expelled and became the laughingstock of all the immortal sects…”
    

    

    
      “As Emperor, I could only let my pregnant wife hide in the most remote and decrepit residence in the capital. For fear that the Cui Clan might discover her, I dared not even assign her a maidservant.”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde’s breathing grew rapid. This man—the most exalted in all the realm—now had tears welling in his tiger-like eyes. Clutching his chest, his hoarse voice trembled with grief and remorse.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong said nothing, though his heart was filled with sighs and helplessness.
    

    

    
      Back then, the Emperor had just ascended the throne. The Cui Clan of Hejian was powerful, deeply rooted, and ruthless in securing the Empress’s position.
    

    

    
      Now, all in court spoke of the Emperor’s harmonious marriage, claiming that he had never taken a concubine.
    

    

    
      But what was the truth?
    

    

    
      To gain the Cui Clan’s support and aid, he had sworn, on the day of his marriage, that he would take no other wife nor concubine—that only the Empress’s son would be heir to the throne.
    

    

    
      The Cui Clan’s Grand Elder had even forced the then–Sixth Prince to swallow the so-called “Sterility Powder.”
    

    

    
      From that moment on, aside from the Crown Prince born of the Empress, the Emperor could sire no other heirs.
    

    

    
      For the sake of that imperial seat, for the title of “Son of Heaven,” the Emperor had sacrificed far too much.
    

    

    
      “Your Majesty, why not go and see for yourself? Perhaps Heaven, pitying Your Majesty’s suffering, has granted a miracle,” Wei Gong softly suggested.
    

    

    
      He knew that the more the Emperor spoke this way, the more he still clung to a glimmer of hope.
    

    

    
      Even if it were Shen Jingxiao’s plot—what if the child of Lady Qing Shu and His Majesty truly had not died?
    

    

    
      “You are right.”
    

    

    
      “If I do not see it with my own eyes, it may well become a demon in my heart.”
    

    

    
      “Go to the Imperial Treasury and fetch the Mirror of True Reflection.”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde closed his eyes, suppressing his emotions. After a while, he slowly opened them, once again wearing that natural air of imperial dignity.
    

    

    
      “Yes, Your Majesty.”
    

    

    
      Wei Gong bowed in reply.
    

    

    
      The Mirror of True Reflection was a unique Daoist treasure, capable of tracing back to one’s true origin. If Shen Yanzhou was truly but a pawn of the Demon Suppression King, then his real form would be revealed.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, how could there exist another person in this world with such similar bone structure and features?
    

    

    
      Was it not clear that this was a scheme laid precisely for the Emperor?
    

    

    
      Of course, he still hoped that was not the case.
    

    

    
      Not long after, from the rear gate of the Hall of Nurturing Heart, two figures quietly departed.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong had disguised himself, his appearance changed into that of a smiling, plump steward.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde donned a plain silk robe, the same as he wore during past private excursions, concealing all traces of his aura—appearing merely as a wealthy old gentleman of comfort and refinement.
    

    

    
      The two of them left the imperial palace together, heading straight toward the Yuxian Pavilion, where Shen Yanzhou had once most enjoyed spending his time.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had no idea that the two most powerful men in the world were already at Yuxian Pavilion, waiting like hunters by a rabbit hole.
    

    

    
      He had not gone there for quite some time. Though the owner had changed, old patrons like him were still warmly welcomed. The new boss would often contact Elder Mo, testing the waters by mentioning that a batch of new tea had arrived, and asking whether Shen Yanzhou might like to come taste it.
    

    

    
      Having long since changed his old habits, Shen Yanzhou naturally refused bluntly.
    

    

    
      He was too busy delving into martial arts and cultivation methods each day. Ever since he had fallen out with the Demon Suppression King, he had stopped hiding anything.
    

    

    
      While practicing martial techniques at the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard, he had been open about it—if the maids and attendants wanted to watch, they could.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou no longer feared that the Clan Elders might find out.
    

    

    
      Occasionally, he would visit the Dragon-Tiger Institute to see whether he could somehow gain access to the Martial Abyss and locate the “strategic trump card,” or else borrow books from the Library Pavilion.
    

    

    
      However, most of the martial arts techniques that could be redeemed without merit points no longer interested him.
    

    

    
      Although Lin Qingcang had “shut down,” as long as Shen Yanzhou reactivated him at a crucial moment, any martial technique or cultivation art he casually offered would be revered as a sect-protecting treasure by countless sects.
    

    

    
      “Lately, I’ve been learning the Grand Ascension of Five Emperors, Immovable as the Mountain Art, and Dragon-Seizing Force, but none of them have greatly improved my overall strength.”
    

    

    
      “The key still lies in my cultivation realm.”
    

    

    
      “These past few days, the negative emotions I’ve received have decreased a lot—especially since those two major sources, Shen Tian and Shen Jingxiao, are gone.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou pondered.
    

    

    
      He had deliberately left Shen Tian alive, preserving a wisp of his remnant soul, mainly for “harvest.” The more Shen Tian resented him, the more negative emotions he would provide.
    

    

    
      Even if Shen Tian encountered some miraculous fortune and rebuilt his body, he could never catch up again.
    

    

    
      On the contrary, his hatred and hostility would all serve as nourishment for Shen Yanzhou’s power.
    

    

    
      “Shen Tian’s remnant soul revived the day before yesterday, but has been silent since. Could he have fallen asleep again?”
    

    

    
      “That won’t do. I need to keep him awake.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s consciousness sank into his palm, where he saw Tantai Yuxian, her senses blocked, eyes closed, still tightly bound by the Thread of Karma—her outline clear and vivid.
    

    

    
      Sensing his presence, Tantai Yuxian’s closed eyes suddenly snapped open, a flash of cold light passing through them.
    

    

    
      “The Sword Immortal’s two souls should be able to sense the current state of Shen Tian’s remnant soul, shouldn’t they?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      “What are you trying to do?” Tantai Yuxian replied icily.
    

    

    
      “Just a friendly inquiry.”
    

    

    
      “Besides, I have a message I’d like the Sword Immortal to pass along to him,” Shen Yanzhou said with a faint smile.
    

    

    
      “What message?”
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian asked.
    

    

    
      “His body will soon be brought back to the imperial capital, welcomed as the True Heir, riding in glory, with the whole world to witness it.”
    

    

    
      “Such good news—I naturally must share it with him,” Shen Yanzhou said.
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian stared at him coldly. After a moment, understanding his intent, her frosty lips parted to utter two words: “Shameless man.”
    

    

    
      The human soul and heavenly soul should be one—only, one enters the world to cultivate while the other remains secluded to comprehend the Dao.
    

    

    
      Everything that had happened in the Pure Pavilion could not have escaped her heavenly soul’s awareness.
    

    

    
      Naturally, her human soul also knew that Shen Tian had briefly awakened on the Soul-Nurturing Platform, only to lapse back into unconsciousness soon after.
    

    

    
      Her sword attendant—Shen Tian’s true foster mother and wet nurse—had already taken her identity token and gone to the main hall of the Ten-Thousand-Mile Sword Court to seek a soul-nurturing treasure.
    

    

    
      It would not be long before Shen Tian’s remnant soul awakened again.
    

    

    
      “So, will the Sword Immortal help or not?”
    

    

    
      “By the way, another piece of good news: I recently learned of a Daoist secret art called the Profound Embryo God-Nurturing Method. Your divine soul is strong—comparable to a Daoist Nascent Soul—but if I refine my soul using this technique, I might reach your current level in no time.”
    

    

    
      “Then perhaps we could attempt the Method of Spiritual Communion. It might even lead straight to the Great Dao and help you achieve First Rank.” Shen Yanzhou smiled pleasantly.
    

    

    
      “Despicable…”
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian’s breathing suddenly quickened, her long-suppressed composure once again shaken.
    

    

    
      She did not doubt Shen Yanzhou’s talent and ability in the least.
    

    

    
      If he truly obtained that Daoist secret art, it was entirely possible for him to master it within a short time.
    

    

    
      “For those who cultivate, there are no limits to the means used for breakthrough. How could that be called despicable?”
    

    

    
      “There’s no need for the Sword Immortal to be trapped in a dead end. Once you clear your thoughts, perform the Fetal Breath Cicada Concealment technique, and we can talk heart-to-heart by candlelight, exchanging insights—wouldn’t that be a beautiful thing?” Shen Yanzhou said.
    

    

    
      “Silence.”
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian coldly cut him off. “I’ll help you deliver your message. Don’t disturb me again.”
    

    

    
      “No, this is a separate deal. Still, since you’re being so cooperative today, I can loosen your bonds a little.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled.
    

    

    
      He was patient, not in a hurry. With someone like Tantai Yuxian, one had to proceed slowly. If he pushed too fast, she would only resist harder—progress required a delicate balance of restraint and release.
    

    

    
      As he spoke, a thought stirred, and the Threads of Karma binding Tantai Yuxian’s body slowly unwound.
    

    

    
      After days of restriction, she suddenly felt her whole body relax. Though some sensations still lingered in certain places, she felt much better. Her face, however, remained cold and expressionless, showing no gratitude.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou paid her no more attention and withdrew his perception.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At the Dragon-Tiger Institute’s Martial Academy, noise and discussion filled the air.
    

    

    
      Countless students murmured in anger, fear, and anxiety. Disciples from the Daoist and Confucian Academies also watched curiously.
    

    

    
      Several members of the Chilin Guards stood in armor with long sabers, maintaining order all around.
    

    

    
      A few Martial Academy Elders frowned deeply, sighing as they crouched to cover the corpses before them with white cloths.
    

    

    
      Zhou Yang, a Hundred-Man Commander of the Chilin Guards, was also present. His rough voice carried an edge of authority: “As Elders of the Martial Academy, your students were missing for days, and you knew nothing? If not for our Chilin Guards discovering something unusual during patrols in the Eastern City sector—and finding them in a disused well—they would still be lost.”
    

    

    
      “This is dereliction of duty! The students admitted to the Dragon-Tiger Institute are the future pillars of Great Qian. Three have died—do you understand the magnitude of this loss? Can you bear that responsibility?”
    

    

    
      Faced with his reprimand, the Martial Academy Elders said nothing, brows still tightly furrowed.
    

    

    
      The surrounding students were filled with anger, fear, and grief. None could believe that those classmates who had been learning beside them only days ago now lay lifeless beneath white shrouds.
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      Several Immortal Officers from the Bureau of Immortal Inspection were also present, having just examined the bodies.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi wore a pink long dress. Her face was charming, her figure graceful and alluring, and every movement carried a faint fragrance.
    

    

    
      Even she couldn’t help but frown and shake her head in pity.
    

    

    
      Beside her, her partner Chu Dao said softly, “All these students died in the same way — their true qi and inner strength completely depleted, their meridians shriveled. Someone drained all their cultivation. Moreover, all of them came from distant prefectures, not from the capital. It seems someone chose them deliberately.”
    

    

    
      “This kind of death resembles that caused by the Nether Cult’s forbidden art.”
    

    

    
      “The Nether Cult’s forbidden art? Wasn’t it destroyed over a thousand years ago? Even the original manuscript was torn apart by His Majesty, the Great Ancestor Emperor, and burned in the copper furnace of the Martial Treasury. It was declared taboo — if any martial cultivator saw someone practicing it, they were to rise together and execute the heretic.” Gu Ruoxi frowned as she spoke.
    

    

    
      “Who knows? But this drained appearance matches that art’s victims exactly — turning the inner energy and qi of others into nourishment to forge the Flesh and Blood Pill. I didn’t expect that, even under the eyes of the Son of Heaven, someone would dare to practice it. This successor of the forbidden art is far too arrogant.” Chu Dao couldn’t help but exclaim.
    

    

    
      Zhou Yang, who served with the Chilin Guards, though somewhat brash in manner, was not without insight.
    

    

    
      “You mean these students were killed by that forbidden art?” Hearing their conversation, he interjected.
    

    

    
      “Very likely. But we’ll need further investigation to confirm.”
    

    

    
      “Besides,” Chu Dao continued, “all the victims were students of the Martial Institute — geniuses from distant prefectures, one in ten thousand prodigies. They make the finest flesh and blood nourishment.”
    

    

    
      The elders of the Martial Institute standing nearby furrowed their brows even tighter.
    

    

    
      That forbidden art was something every martial cultivator knew of in legend.
    

    

    
      The Nether Cult, though descending from the Path of Communion with the Netherworld, had produced countless brilliant figures over tens of thousands of years. Among them was a peerless genius who practiced both martial and shamanic arts. He created a technique known as the Grand Art of Transforming Beiming into a Human Pill.
    

    

    
      As the name implied, “Beiming contains a fish, named Kun. The Kun devours all things and transforms into Heaven.”
    

    

    
      The core of this technique lay in refining human flesh into nourishment — devouring the blood, qi, and inner energy of other martial cultivators and converting them into one’s own power.
    

    

    
      When that forbidden art spread across the land, the world fell into an age of terror — martial cultivators everywhere feared for their lives.
    

    

    
      Over a thousand years ago, the Great Ancestor Emperor of the Great Qian Dynasty rose to power, swept across a hundred nations, unified the realm, and established order. Only then did he destroy that wicked, malevolent art, burn it to ashes, and enshrine a decree forbidding its practice.
    

    

    
      If anyone were found cultivating it, all cultivators under Heaven were permitted to rise and exterminate them together.
    

    

    
      “If there truly exists a successor of the Grand Art of Transforming Beiming into a Human Pill, and he’s hiding here in the capital…”
    

    

    
      The group exchanged grave looks.
    

    

    
      Today they had found only three dead students — but what about tomorrow?
    

    

    
      “Let’s not alert the culprit for now. We’ll report to our superiors first and begin a quiet investigation.”
    

    

    
      “Anyone who cultivates that art would have a chaotic and turbulent inner qi. Though their progress is rapid, it’s not without side effects — they must often use various methods to suppress the inner demonic fire.”
    

    

    
      “In general, those types tend to frequent pleasure establishments to vent their demonic urges. We should start watching such places…”
    

    

    
      The Chilin Guards and the Bureau’s Immortal Officers discussed for a while before deciding to keep the matter secret to avoid public panic.
    

    

    
      “Speaking of which,” one of them said, “someone who cultivates that forbidden art would advance incredibly fast and would also struggle to suppress that inner evil fire… doesn’t this all sound rather familiar?”
    

    

    
      “And the corpses of these students — they were found just days after he returned to the capital.”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a voice rang out — one of the Martial Institute’s elders, his tone sharp with accusation.
    

    

    
      Zhou Yang, Gu Ruoxi, and Chu Dao all turned toward him. They recognized him as Elder Tang Ya, a somewhat renowned cultivator of the Fifth Rank, Mountain-moving Realm.
    

    

    
      Their expressions shifted slightly. Truth be told, they had all thought of the same person.
    

    

    
      Didn’t all these signs point toward Shen Yanzhou?
    

    

    
      That so-called Dragon-Elephant strength of his, and his sudden breakthrough into the Sixth Rank of the martial path — none of this had been seen before.
    

    

    
      However, there had never been any deaths of this sort within the capital until now.
    

    

    
      As for demonic beasts or monsters, none would dare act within the capital. Any trace of demonic qi would immediately be locked onto and exposed by the nation’s auspicious spirit bird.
    

    

    
      “Elder Tang Ya, until the truth is clear, please watch your words.”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi, remembering that she still needed Shen Yanzhou to hand over the antidote to the Ten-Thousand Gu Heart-Piercing Pill, turned cold-faced and rebuked him. If something happened to him, she’d be in deep trouble as well.
    

    

    
      “Heh, we’ll see once that fellow explains where his newfound cultivation came from,” Tang Ya snorted coldly. Slighted, he turned and left, visibly displeased.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi frowned. She still remembered the warning her Third Grandfather had given her a few days ago. The Bureau of Immortal Inspection had been busy lately, and she hadn’t yet gone to see Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Now it seemed she had better find him soon — and subtly bring up this matter.
    

    

    
      But then again… what if Shen Yanzhou really was the heir to that forbidden art?
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Ten-Thousand-Mile Sword Court, Pure Pavilion, halfway up the mountain.
    

    

    
      The pavilions and courtyards were elegant and ancient, with red walls and green tiles. A stream flowed gently beyond the bamboo fence, surrounded by fruit and vegetable patches — a tranquil, pastoral scene.
    

    

    
      “Brother Shen Tian, what’s wrong with you? How can you recover…”
    

    

    
      By the stream, a girl with twin ponytails sat on a bluestone, her white feet dipped into the water, holding a white jade bottle in her hands, murmuring softly.
    

    

    
      As she spoke, a faint hazy light flickered within the jade bottle. Inside, a wisp of a soul, like blue smoke, gathered and dispersed intermittently, bound by the array patterns etched on the bottle so it would not be scattered by the wind.
    

    

    
      That soul wisp bore a confused expression at first, then one of pain, struggle, ferocity, and hatred — as though all emotions of the living were playing out within it.
    

    

    
      “This is a three-thousand-year-old Soul-Nurturing Lotus. There’s only one such plant left in the Main Pavilion. Without the Master’s token, it would’ve been impossible to obtain.”
    

    

    
      Just then, a streak of light descended from the sky, transforming into a middle-aged beautiful woman.
    

    

    
      The twin-tailed girl quickly ran up to her, eyes shining with joy. “Mother! Will Brother Shen Tian wake up this time?”
    

    

    
      The middle-aged beauty smiled bitterly. “If even this three-thousand-year-old Soul-Nurturing Lotus doesn’t work, then there’s nothing more we can do.”
    

    

    
      In her hands was a wooden box, still closed, but already releasing faint threads of fragrance that relaxed the pores, cleared the mind, and slightly strengthened the soul.
    

    

    
      “He’ll definitely wake up.”
    

    

    
      The twin-tailed girl clenched her small fists and comforted the wisp of soul in the bottle. “Brother Shen Tian, you’ll get better. You have to recover so you can defeat that enemy of yours — that Shen… something… Zhou.”
    

    

    
      Buzz!
    

    

    
      Suddenly, the void rippled with misty light, sacred and transcendent. From within, a tall figure in white robes, a sword at his side, stepped out.
    

    

    
      “Lord Sword Immortal.”
    

    

    
      “Master.”
    

    

    
      The girl and the middle-aged beautiful woman hurriedly bowed upon seeing her. They had not expected Tantai Yuxian, who had been in seclusion for so long, to appear suddenly.
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian’s brows were calm and distant, as though she had no emotions belonging to the mortal world. She swept a glance at the white jade bottle in the girl’s hands, and with a light motion, the bottle, along with the wooden box in the middle-aged woman’s hands, floated gently into her grasp.
    

    

    
      Without offering any explanation, she turned and walked into the courtyard.
    

    

    
      Moments later, within the pavilion, she personally acted, refining the Soul-Nurturing Lotus within the wooden box into drops of shimmering soul essence, letting them drip one by one into the white jade bottle.
    

    

    
      The confused and hazy soul inside the bottle, nourished by the soul essence, gradually became clearer. The once-blurred figure gained definition, and the dazed look in its eyes slowly faded.
    

    

    
      No one knew how much time passed — perhaps only an instant, or maybe half a day.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian’s consciousness began to stir. The eyes of the soul became bright and alive.
    

    

    
      He took in his surroundings, and fragments of broken memories flashed through his mind, causing him to groan in pain.
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou…”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian nearly ground the name out between his teeth.
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian stood by with the same calm, emotionless expression.
    

    

    
      The twin-tailed girl and the middle-aged woman watched with excitement and relief.
    

    

    
      “Thank you, Master, for saving me.”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian knew he had lost many memories, yet he still remembered how he had ended up in this miserable state.
    

    

    
      He took a deep breath. Everything he had experienced felt like going through reincarnation itself. He immediately bowed deeply in gratitude to Tantai Yuxian.
    

    

    
      “I can only save you this once — and it will be the last time. From here on, you are on your own,” Tantai Yuxian said indifferently.
    

    

    
      “This disciple understands. Without Master’s aid, I would have perished long ago at Shen Yanzhou’s hands.”
    

    

    
      “This ordeal has brought me complete clarity. I now understand — I must never underestimate anyone again, nor allow carelessness.” Shen Tian clasped his fists and bowed respectfully.
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian nodded, still expressionless, not showing the slightest comfort.
    

    

    
      To save Shen Tian, even she had been drawn into karmic entanglement — a bitter consequence that Shen Tian would never comprehend.
    

    

    
      “Shen Jingxiao, the Demon Suppression King, has already revealed the truth of the false and true heirs to the world. Soon, he will welcome the true heir back to the mansion.”
    

    

    
      “What do you plan to do?” she asked coolly, passing on the news Shen Yanzhou had intended him to hear.
    

    

    
      “I already know of this,” Shen Tian replied. “Though that body no longer belongs to me, I can still sense much through it.”
    

    

    
      “In my dazed state, I caught faint glimpses of scenes through that body. I know my foster father has been deceived by Shen Yanzhou…” Shen Tian spoke with far greater composure than before.
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian nodded lightly.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian glanced at his own current state, eyes filled with resolve. “Destruction before rebirth — I intend to retrain that technique, to rebuild my body anew. With a different identity, I shall step once again into the capital of Great Qian and reclaim everything that is mine. Before that, I’ll let Shen Yanzhou bask in his arrogance for a while longer.”
    

    

    
      He understood the situation now — by strength alone, he could not defeat Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Even his Master, the Sword Immortal, had once been suppressed by that inexplicable and terrifying power of Shen Yanzhou’s, forced to abandon a strand of her soul to protect him.
    

    

    
      Even if he now managed to send word to Shen Jingxiao about his condition, it would likely do no good.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had the means to completely annihilate him — body and soul alike.
    

    

    
      Perhaps because he had already died once, Shen Tian was now far more cautious.
    

    

    
      “Since you have the resolve to break before you stand again, I can rest assured.”
    

    

    
      “This time, you must rely entirely on yourself. You know my current situation — I can do nothing against Shen Yanzhou.”
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian nodded again.
    

    

    
      With that, her figure dissolved into a rain of light, drifting away toward the pavilion atop the mountain peak.
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou, this debt between us — I will make you pay it in full.”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian took a deep breath, steadied himself, then turned toward the girl and the middle-aged woman beside him, a faint look of guilt on his face. “Qiao’er, Wet Nurse, I’ve made you worry during this time…”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      From Shen Tian came a surge of negative emotions: +33, +35, +37…
    

    

    
      Now that was more like it — exactly how a proper leek should be.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou once again sensed this sudden flood of potent negative emotion.
    

    

    
      He could now exchange for one more basic attribute point.
    

    

    
      “Deep Blue, assist me.”
    

    

    
      Leaving two points in reserve, he added the newly gained one directly into the True Explanation of Primordial Unity.
    

    

    
      First Realm (16/16).
    

    

    
      It was finally perfected. His martial and daoist cultivation simultaneously reached the peak of the Sixth Rank — the foundation of the Primordial Unity had taken full shape.
    

    

    
      “The second realm of the True Explanation of Primordial Unity is called Ten Thousand Transformations Returning to Flow.”
    

    

    
      “In this realm, the practitioner strengthens the embryo of chaos, compressing and condensing the Breath of Primordial Chaos into the higher form of Primordial True Liquid, thus beginning to simulate and evolve external techniques, and opening the complete Primordial Circulation of Qi...”
    

    

    
      “The so-called simulation of external techniques represents the true essence of Primordial Unity — as three gives birth to all things, every supernatural art or secret technique I witness can be simulated in this realm. Its power, compared to the original, depends on my comprehension. In a sense, it encompasses all things.”
    

    

    
      Of course, that was already part of the advanced stage of the second realm.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou estimated that once he perfected this realm, both his martial and daoist cultivation would reach the pinnacle of the Second Rank.
    

    

    
      By then, relying on the overwhelming might of the True Explanation of Primordial Unity, he would stand at the very peak of the present world — truly invincible.
    

    

    
      As for the third realm within the True Explanation of Primordial Unity, that was another level entirely — one that required enduring the so-called “Nine Tribulations.”
    

    

    
      He wondered whether the existence of his panel system might exempt him from such calamities.
    

    

    
      But that wasn’t something he needed to worry about for now.
    

    

    
      “Master Shen, bad news…”
    

    

    
      Outside Emerald Bamboo Courtyard, Elder Mo’s anxious voice rang out. Bound by Yu Chenyu’s rules, he dared not enter directly and instead sent a few maids to announce his arrival.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou stepped out of his room and into the courtyard, his brow furrowed slightly. “What’s the matter? Why the panic?”
    

    

    
      “Several Immortal Officers from the Bureau of Immortal Inspection have arrived. They say they must take you for questioning.”
    

    

    
      “I heard it may have something to do with the Martial Institute students who died today.” Elder Mo’s face was full of worry.
    

    

    
      Several clan elders of the mansion were already present, accompanying the Immortal Officers with smiles and polite words — though their tone held faint traces of schadenfreude.
    

    

    
      “Their deaths have nothing to do with me. The Bureau of Immortal Inspection oversees immortal sects across the realm — even if there’s an investigation, it shouldn’t be them, but the Chilin Guards, shouldn’t it?” Shen Yanzhou frowned.
    

    

    
      “Miss Gu Ruoxi is among them,” Elder Mo said.
    

    

    
      At those words, Shen Yanzhou immediately understood. It must be Gu Ruoxi seeking him — using the Bureau’s investigation merely as an excuse.
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      The Bureau of Immortal Inspection's officials were all inside the reception hall of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion. Shen Zhigao and several clan elders sat with smiles, accompanying them and ordering maidservants to bring tea.
    

    

    
      “Shen Jingxiao was handling affairs in the Southern Border and could not personally accompany you; please forgive him.”
    

    

    
      “The old general is too polite. We came only to ask Heir Shen a few questions and did not mean to deliberately disturb the Prince. The Southern Border matter was urgent; the beast tide had entered the realm, and the Prince’s leadership was still required.”
    

    

    
      “May I ask presumptuously—did Zhou’er commit some offense to draw so many immortal officers here?”
    

    

    
      “It involved some cases handled by the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, so it was inconvenient to disclose.”
    

    

    
      When Shen Yanzhou entered, Shen Zhigao was on the side probing with indirect questions, his eyes carrying an inscrutable smile.
    

    

    
      “Heir Shen, you arrived at a good time. Would you accompany us to the Bureau of Immortal Inspection?”
    

    

    
      Several immortal officers rose. One female officer in a slightly older crimson robe even spoke aloud.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi was among them; her features were delicate, eyes like dots of lacquer, and a faint, inscrutable smile perpetually at the corner of her mouth as she said, “Heir Shen should be willing; if this matter could not be explained clearly, it would likely cause no small amount of trouble later.”
    

    

    
      Her words were already very plain.
    

    

    
      It was as if she were about to tell Shen Yanzhou, to his face, that he had big trouble.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou glanced at the clan elders who watched from the side with an expression that bore a hint of schadenfreude; he knew this matter likely had something to do with them.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go. I rather wanted to know what the matter was.”
    

    

    
      He smiled and said calmly.
    

    

    
      “Zhou’er, rest assured: whatever you had done, the Prince’s Mansion stood on your side. We would find a way to help you.”
    

    

    
      “But you truly ought to rein in your temper. Being too conspicuous would only invite unnecessary trouble.” Shen Zhigao feigned difficulty as he spoke.
    

    

    
      In truth, they had already heard rumors and knew what had happened at the Dragon-Tiger Institute; Elder Tang Ya was an old acquaintance.
    

    

    
      If the Bureau of Immortal Inspection took Shen Yanzhou away now and then made a move, they could easily pin the deaths of those students at the Dragon-Tiger Institute on him.
    

    

    
      That was how three people could create a tiger by rumor.
    

    

    
      As for the truth, it did not matter; as long as the true heir of a forbidden technique could not be found, Shen Yanzhou would remain under suspicion.
    

    

    
      After all, how could one explain his Dragon-Elephant strength and his martial realm?
    

    

    
      “You need not trouble yourselves, clan elders. I would keep my mouth shut and never leak a scrap of the Prince’s Mansion’s secrets.”
    

    

    
      “Nor would I tell the Chief Inspector of the Bureau of Immortal Inspection that my father had been secretly compiling Registers of Immortals in the Southern Border, intending to record and enslave every hidden sect there…” Shen Yanzhou replied with a smile.
    

    

    
      “You—”
    

    

    
      “What nonsense are you speaking—”
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao and the others’ faces changed; they hurried to refute him. “Don’t spout nonsense.”
    

    

    
      When Gu Ruoxi and the other immortal officers heard this, they could not help but look over. Creating immortal registers privately was a grave crime to the court; any immortal register not verified by the Bureau of Immortal Inspection and the Ministry of Revenue was effectively a black register.
    

    

    
      Was the Demon Suppression King seeking to overstep his authority and enslave the sects within his territory for his own use?
    

    

    
      “Everyone, don’t listen to Shen Yanzhou’s muddling. Hurry and take him away.”
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao and the others felt a pang of guilt. What Shen Yanzhou had said seemed casual, but in fact it had exposed the secret registration of immortals being carried out in the Southern Border.
    

    

    
      They did not know where Shen Yanzhou had learned of this.
    

    

    
      If the Bureau of Immortal Inspection found proof and presented it before the court, no matter how meritorious the Demon Suppression King’s deeds, he would not escape punishment or impeachment—and might even be charged with treason.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi and the other immortal officers did not press the matter further; even if the Demon Suppression King had truly done so, they presently had no evidence.
    

    

    
      “Heir Shen, let us go.”
    

    

    
      “The Chief Inspector is still waiting for you.”
    

    

    
      Outside the Prince’s Mansion, several carriages with dark curtains were waiting, led by armored attendants. The horses themselves were top-tier wind-chasing steeds, their coats glossy black, faint cloud patterns traced across their bodies as if carried by an invisible breeze, able to travel a thousand li a day with ease.
    

    

    
      The Bureau of Immortal Inspection’s black-winged banners fluttered nearby, lending an aura of mystery and depth.
    

    

    
      As the most special part of the Great Qian capital, the Taoist adepts within the Bureau of Immortal Inspection held a status different from other offices. Though Gu Ruoxi and the others were only seventh-rank officials, even third-rank ministers of the court treated them with deference.
    

    

    
      Taoist lineage passed down through generations; apart from the immortal sects, most inheritances were monopolized by great clans.
    

    

    
      Taoist cultivation relied upon innate lineage—talent that was one in ten thousand. The resources piled up from a child’s training were exorbitantly priced.
    

    

    
      Ordinary families, even if they discovered a descendant with Taoist lineage, could not bear the astronomical cost of cultivation; at best they could send them to a temple to be enrolled as disciple students and perhaps qualify to learn seal carving.
    

    

    
      If fortune smiled a bit more, a traveling elder might notice and take the child into a major immortal sect.
    

    

    
      Thus, the Taoist adepts in the capital did not have simple backgrounds, and few dared to clash with the Bureau of Immortal Inspection’s carriages.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou lifted the curtain of the carriage Gu Ruoxi had opened and sat inside. Intricate patterns were carved throughout; a breeze drifted in, bringing cool air, and the carriage muffled outside sounds. Even rough patches of road felt as smooth as a flat surface.
    

    

    
      “Speak. What, exactly, is the matter?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou asked directly and took a comfortable seat.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi smoothed her skirts and sat opposite him. She did not maintain the airs of a favored daughter of heaven as she had in the Prince’s Mansion; instead, she appeared somewhat cautious.
    

    

    
      “It was that my family’s Third Master had long wished to meet you.”
    

    

    
      “Also, today at the Dragon-Tiger Institute an accident occurred. Several students from the Martial Institute had their internal energy completely drained and died in a gruesome state. Elder Tang Ya intended to point the blame at you…” Gu Ruoxi weighed her words and bit down on her silver teeth.
    

    

    
      Even she was not sure whether Shen Yanzhou had done it. If he had—
    

    

    
      Then being in the same carriage with him would be dangerous.
    

    

    
      Of course, now that she had taken the Ten-Thousand-Gu Heart-Piercing Pill, her life and death were in his hands; there was nothing she could do.
    

    

    
      She could only walk the single dead end she had chosen to the very end.
    

    

    
      At these words, Shen Yanzhou suddenly straightened, his gaze becoming profound as he stared at Gu Ruoxi.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi felt a little unnerved under that look and reflexively clenched a talisman beneath her sleeve, asking, “What is it?”
    

    

    
      Could it be that she had guessed correctly and the worst had happened—Shen Yanzhou truly was the inheritor of the Nether Cult’s forbidden arts?
    

    

    
      That the Martial Institute students had been slaughtered by his hand?
    

    

    
      “You need not worry; you and I were grasshoppers on the same rope. I told you this not out of malice or as a threat, but to warn you: see if you can cover up the matter, and henceforth be more cautious in your actions—best to destroy the corpses and all traces…” Gu Ruoxi’s heart leapt, yet she forced herself and hurried to explain.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou stared at her as if to determine whether she was joking, then sighed slightly. Indeed, large chest, small brain seemed apt.
    

    

    
      He had not expected Gu Ruoxi to truly take him for the inheritor of the Nether Cult’s forbidden art.
    

    

    
      If his guess was not wrong, this was the handiwork of Shen Jingxiao.
    

    

    
      In the original plot, there had been no such incident of the Nether Cult’s forbidden art appearing in the world. Either Shen Jingxiao had deliberately concealed it, or he had used some other method to fabricate such a gruesome illusion.
    

    

    
      And the purpose of doing so, naturally, was to frame him.
    

    

    
      “You’re not trying to trick me, are you?”
    

    

    
      He glanced around the carriage, ensuring there were no sound-storing talismans or shadow-recording stones.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi quickly shook her head. “How could I? I came out of good intentions, to warn you.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s gaze deepened. “You deliberately lured me out of the Prince’s Mansion and onto this Bureau of Immortal Inspection carriage, surrounded by your Bureau’s officers. If you acted against me in broad daylight, I would surely be exposed.”
    

    

    
      “It seems you’ve forgotten the pain when the Ten-Thousand Gu Heart-Piercing Pill took effect.”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Gu Ruoxi’s face paled slightly. She hurried to explain, “I didn’t mean that—you mustn’t misunderstand.”
    

    

    
      “If I’m exposed, you won’t survive either.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou spoke evenly.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi nodded repeatedly like a pecking chick. Of course she knew that—so she also didn’t want Shen Yanzhou to be caught and exposed.
    

    

    
      “Why are you sitting so far away? Afraid I’ll drain you dry?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi’s delicate face went pale again; reluctantly, she lifted her hips and scooted closer toward him.
    

    

    
      “Sit here.” Shen Yanzhou shook his head, pointing to his lap.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi pressed her lips together timidly. “Men and women shouldn’t be so close—it isn’t proper.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t make me do it myself.”
    

    

    
      “T-Then… fine.”
    

    

    
      Looking at Shen Yanzhou’s expressionless face, Gu Ruoxi finally compromised. Her body stiffened; all the earlier grace and charm vanished. Sitting in his arms, she dared not move.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was rather satisfied with her current reaction—dim-witted, perhaps, but at least obedient.
    

    

    
      “You—”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, feeling Shen Yanzhou’s hand becoming restless, Gu Ruoxi instinctively tried to get up, but his other hand pressed her down again.
    

    

    
      Her cheeks flushed crimson, and even her crystal-clear ears turned warm.
    

    

    
      “What about me?” Shen Yanzhou asked coolly, his expression unchanged.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi bit her lip, her eyes glistening with tears. “You… be gentle.”
    

    

    
      She could indeed feel that his grip had lightened; he was no longer hurting her.
    

    

    
      But soon, a strange tingling sensation coursed through her body, as if struck by lightning charms—numb and tingling all over, her strength seemed to melt away.
    

    

    
      Unable to resist, she leaned lightly against Shen Yanzhou, her breath coming faster.
    

    

    
      But Shen Yanzhou stopped at a mere touch.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi’s heart twisted with frustration, feeling he was tormenting her on purpose.
    

    

    
      This was worse than the Ten-Thousand Gu Heart-Piercing Pill.
    

    

    
      The carriage continued speeding toward the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, smooth and without a jolt.
    

    

    
      “At present, even the Chilin Guards have begun to suspect something. It won’t be long before they take you for questioning. Are you confident you can hide it? Within the Bureau, I can try to mediate a bit. My Third Master is the Deputy Sacrificer, and he still has some influence.”
    

    

    
      “But the paper can’t hide the fire. The Northern Sea Heaven-Transforming Human Pill Grand Art was personally listed as a forbidden art by the Taizu Emperor himself. You’d best switch to another cultivation method. Otherwise, the day you’re exposed, you’ll be the enemy of the entire world…”
    

    

    
      After pausing a moment, Gu Ruoxi still decided to speak, though she feared Shen Yanzhou would misunderstand her, so her voice gradually softened toward the end.
    

    

    
      She realized that once she learned Shen Yanzhou’s secret, she could forget about ever receiving the antidote to the Ten-Thousand Gu Heart-Piercing Pill.
    

    

    
      The thought filled her heart with melancholy—it seemed she was fated never to escape his grasp.
    

    

    
      She had been the Gu Family’s most promising young genius, the brightest of her generation, her future boundless—and yet, how had she ended up in such misfortune?
    

    

    
      “Why are you sighing?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      “The world before me is bleak; there’s little light to be seen. Why cling to life, and what’s there to fear in death?” Gu Ruoxi sighed.
    

    

    
      She truly did not believe Shen Yanzhou could conceal himself for long. He would inevitably be exposed.
    

    

    
      How could someone so cautious and careful as him have made such an obvious mistake—leaving corpses in plain sight, discovered by others?
    

    

    
      Wait…
    

    

    
      “You were bluffing me earlier, weren’t you? Just trying to scare me?”
    

    

    
      Reason reclaimed its position in her small head; Gu Ruoxi’s beautiful eyes widened as she turned to glare at Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      “Does water occasionally seep into your brain?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou couldn’t help but shake his head, remembering the time Gu Ruoxi had used charm arts to try to seduce him.
    

    

    
      How had this woman become the so-called ‘Famed Capturing Officer of the Capital’?
    

    

    
      By her face? Her chest?
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi paid no mind to his mockery. Her mood lifted suddenly—this hateful man had indeed been bluffing her just now.
    

    

    
      The carriage rolled along unimpeded and soon arrived before the Bureau of Immortal Inspection.
    

    

    
      Unlike the Chilin Guards’ grand and majestic compound, this place exuded a veil of misty haze. Even in broad daylight, one could hardly see clearly. It was as though a dense fog blanketed the area, so thick even sunlight could not pierce through.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi first tidied her robes and appearance, then led Shen Yanzhou down the carriage and all the way toward a tall corner tower deep within the compound.
    

    

    
      It was Shen Yanzhou’s first time here. Unlike the hazy view from outside, everything inside appeared clear—smoke-wreathed cloud ponds, bronze cauldrons, meditation chambers.
    

    

    
      Even the ground bore intricate formation patterns; with every step, he felt a gentle breeze aiding his stride, making his movements lighter.
    

    

    
      However, few other adepts could be seen; it seemed most were in their respective chambers cultivating in silence.
    

    

    
      “The Deputy Sacrificer awaits you upstairs,” Gu Ruoxi said, her tone now changed.
    

    

    
      The Great Qian had long held the custom of offering sacrifices to heaven, presided over by the Chief Inspector and National Preceptor, assisted by four Deputy Sacrificers.
    

    

    
      When the Chief Inspector was in seclusion, the Deputy Sacrificers governed the Bureau’s affairs.
    

    

    
      The corner tower was arranged according to the pattern of the celestial stars, its corners soaring high like dragons ascending into the sky, each glazed tile gleaming with golden brilliance as if celestial palaces had descended to the mortal realm.
    

    

    
      Following Gu Ruoxi, Shen Yanzhou entered the tower, climbed the spiral staircase, and reached the top floor.
    

    

    
      The view here was expansive, as if one could pluck the stars with a hand. Looking down, vast stretches of the capital lay beneath his gaze.
    

    

    
      An elderly man with white beard and hair, wearing a robe embroidered with constellations and wide sleeves, awaited him. A Go board sat before him, several stones scattered upon it.
    

    

    
      “Greetings, Deputy Sacrificer,” Shen Yanzhou bowed respectfully.
    

    

    
      Once they had arrived, Gu Ruoxi tactfully withdrew, leaving the two alone.
    

    

    
      The white-bearded elder carried an immortal air, his entire being suffused with profound Daoist resonance. His eyes held deep wisdom as he smiled at Shen Yanzhou. “Heir Shen, no need for formality. Sit.”
    

    

    
      With a light motion of his sleeve, an invisible breeze stirred, and a stool appeared beside the board.
    

    

    
      As soon as Shen Yanzhou sat down, the elder’s voice rang out—
    

    

    
      “Heir Shen, do you wish to kill the Demon Suppression King?”
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      Shen Yanzhou’s expression showed a hint of astonishment, as though he had not expected this Deputy Sacrificer to be so straightforward.
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao, was, after all, a First Rank minister of the Great Qian Dynasty.
    

    

    
      To speak so casually about wanting to kill him—if word were to spread, it would be the crime of plotting against a court minister.
    

    

    
      “Please, enlighten me, my lord.”
    

    

    
      However, Shen Yanzhou’s face remained calm, his tone composed.
    

    

    
      “Enlightenment is too strong a word. If you wish to kill the Demon Suppression King, perhaps we can have a good talk.” The white-bearded old man smiled.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s reaction was even calmer and steadier than he had anticipated.
    

    

    
      “What does my lord wish me to do?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      The position of Deputy Sacrificer of the Bureau of Immortal Inspection was one that even the leaders of immortal sects had to show respect toward.
    

    

    
      In some ways, this old man before him only needed to speak a single word to have countless Daoist cultivators risk their lives for him.
    

    

    
      If such a man wished to deal with Shen Jingxiao, that would naturally be a good thing for Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      “You are a clever man—cleverer than I thought. You must also know that the Demon Suppression King has greatly exceeded his authority these years. His wolfish ambition allows him to shroud the Southern Border with one hand. Those immortal sects he has oppressed and enslaved suffer unspeakably.”
    

    

    
      The white-bearded elder did not speak directly but instead looked at the disordered chessboard before him and sighed, as though lamenting for the hidden sects of the Southern Border.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was not moved by this façade. Such a person was driven by nothing but profit.
    

    

    
      To put it bluntly, Shen Jingxiao’s overreach in the Southern Border had brought even those sects never recorded in the Imperial Immortal Registry—since the founding of the Great Qian by the Ancestral Dragon Emperor—under his control.
    

    

    
      This touched upon immense interests, enough to stir the jealousy of the Bureau of Immortal Inspection.
    

    

    
      The Bureau had been founded to supervise the immortal factions of the realm, preventing them from abusing their arts and harming the people.
    

    

    
      But after over a thousand years, any great tree would breed parasites—much more so an institution entangled with ancient aristocratic families, its roots deep and intertwined.
    

    

    
      Behind every immortal sect lay spirit mines, heavenly materials, techniques, divine abilities, and even ancient ruins and secret realms.
    

    

    
      The hundred thousand mountains of the Southern Border stretched endlessly, containing countless undiscovered treasures, unlike the rest of the Great Qian, whose lands had been charted and tamed.
    

    

    
      The Bureau of Immortal Inspection had long observed Shen Jingxiao’s expansion and operations there—but lacked a legitimate reason to bring that land under its supervision.
    

    

    
      “Is my lord hoping to restore peace and stability to the Southern Border?” Shen Yanzhou asked knowingly.
    

    

    
      The white-bearded old man nodded. “Indeed. Though the hidden sects of the Southern Border are beyond imperial governance, they nonetheless play an active role in maintaining peace in that region. When beasts invade, they dispatch disciples to slay them and safeguard the common people’s peace.”
    

    

    
      “The Demon Suppression King’s actions have gone too far. Many within the Bureau are already dissatisfied with him.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou knew well that if that were truly the only reason, the Bureau would not have sought him out only now.
    

    

    
      “My lord is benevolent. The people of the Southern Border would surely be grateful to know of this,” he said.
    

    

    
      The elder waved his hand. “I am not so virtuous. In truth, too many have simply grown weary of Shen Jingxiao. What we need now is a single chess piece to topple him.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was that perfect piece.
    

    

    
      As the puppet Heir—pushed into the open by Shen Jingxiao to bear calamities in place of the true Heir—he had lived these years in self-debasement and suppression. He knew well how much humiliation that life entailed.
    

    

    
      He must hate Shen Jingxiao deeply.
    

    

    
      For clever men, much could be left unsaid.
    

    

    
      “We need you to confirm evidence that the Demon Suppression King privately forged immortal registrations in the Southern Border, and proof of his secret dealings with the Nether Cult.”
    

    

    
      “In return, the Bureau of Immortal Inspection can offer you much—including all the wealth and prestige the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion granted you. Should you wish to cultivate, any resource—be it rare metals from the Martial Treasury or martial inheritances—we can provide.”
    

    

    
      “If you wish, we can even find for you several of the world’s top martial grandmasters.”
    

    

    
      “Name your price. What say you?”
    

    

    
      The white-bearded old man toyed with a chess piece, smiling faintly.
    

    

    
      “May I ask how I should address you, my lord?” Shen Yanzhou asked, not rushing to agree.
    

    

    
      “I am Gu Chengyun, the Third Elder of the Gu Family. Ruoxi calls me Third Grandfather,” Gu Chengyun said.
    

    

    
      The Cheng generation.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou understood instantly—this was indeed a core authority figure of the Gu Family.
    

    

    
      As one of the three ancient families behind the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, the Gu Family’s existence predated the founding of Great Qian itself. When the Ancestral Dragon Emperor united the realm, traces of such families were already present.
    

    

    
      Even the Cui Clan of Hejian, the family behind the current Empress and famed as a millennium-old gentry line, could only be regarded as infants before such hidden cultivation clans.
    

    

    
      “If the Third Elder does not disdain me, I would be willing to serve you henceforth,” Shen Yanzhou said, bowing.
    

    

    
      For such towering powers, if they truly wished to move against Shen Jingxiao, it would not have to be this complicated.
    

    

    
      It could only be that when the Ancestral Dragon Emperor set the laws, he had already foreseen that these ancient families might one day turn upon the imperial tree—and so imposed restraints.
    

    

    
      Thus, even the Gu Family had to abide by imperial rules to counter Shen Jingxiao.
    

    

    
      “The Ancestral Dragon Emperor…”
    

    

    
      At that thought, Shen Yanzhou could not help recalling that figure—mentioned only briefly in the original plot, yet a mythical being.
    

    

    
      He had swept across the Six Directions, expelled the barbarians and monsters, conquered a hundred kingdoms, unified the immortal sects, dug canals, built the Yao Pass, established laws, abolished heretical worships, standardized measures and writing…
    

    

    
      The flourishing civilization of today’s Nine Provinces was all his doing.
    

    

    
      A thousand years ago, this land had been chaos—blood and fire everywhere, cults rampant, the people ignorant and uneducated.
    

    

    
      Knowledge and literacy had been monopolized by the noble families, while commoners were treated little better than livestock.
    

    

    
      Yet that same emperor, who had crushed every sect and family and seemed omnipotent, had one day simply vanished.
    

    

    
      The Great Qian records claimed the Ancestral Dragon Emperor ascended riding a dragon’s head, attaining immortality for eternity.
    

    

    
      But Shen Yanzhou knew that was apocrypha. Even the court historians did not know how he disappeared.
    

    

    
      The original plot never mentioned this mystery.
    

    

    
      “You are indeed sensible.”
    

    

    
      Gu Chengyun had not expected Shen Yanzhou to agree so readily. He froze briefly, then chuckled.
    

    

    
      He appreciated ambitious youths.
    

    

    
      “In that case, this will be easier. Since you could deceive Shen Jingxiao under his very nose all these years, you must have your means. I shall not pry.”
    

    

    
      “This token is called the White King Order. Any immortal officer of the Bureau, upon seeing it, must treat it as if I were present in person. You may use it for convenience when visiting any branch of the Bureau.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he reached into his wide sleeve and placed an object before Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      It was a palm-sized token, neither gold nor silver, silvery-white throughout, with the Bureau’s Blackbird sigil engraved on the back.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had not expected such generosity—the Deputy Sacrificer offering him such an identity token outright.
    

    

    
      Yet he quickly realized the trap within.
    

    

    
      The Bureau’s four Deputy Sacrificers were each distinguished by a color—blue, white, red, and black—their tokens known as the Four King Orders.
    

    

    
      Each seemed to grant distinct authority, commanding the Bureau’s immortal officers.
    

    

    
      But in truth, these Four King Orders were crucial artifacts used to suppress the flow of immortal destiny within the Bureau, and had to be kept on their bearers’ persons, never leaving the Bureau.
    

    

    
      He knew this because he remembered the plot: later, an internal rebellion in the Bureau nearly caused the immortal destiny’s collapse when one of the Four King Orders went missing.
    

    

    
      The Immortal Registry of Great Qian was not merely a ledger of sect names—it was a mechanism to bind their destinies to imperial control.
    

    

    
      Such an artifact—would Gu Chengyun truly give it to him?
    

    

    
      Or was this a fake White King Order?
    

    

    
      “Could this old fox be using me to smuggle the White King Order out of the capital? Why me?”
    

    

    
      “Is there something special about me?”
    

    

    
      Once the White King Order left the capital, the Bureau’s destiny-bound Blackbird would sense it, and all immortal officers would be alerted immediately.
    

    

    
      Gu Chengyun said nothing of this—but Shen Yanzhou knew well.
    

    

    
      “My lord, this item is precious—the Deputy Sacrificer’s own credential. You should keep it safe,” Shen Yanzhou said, not taking it.
    

    

    
      Countless thoughts flashed through his mind. No matter the reason, that token must not end up in his hand.
    

    

    
      He felt… Gu Chengyun was still testing him, wary that he might secretly be colluding with Shen Jingxiao.
    

    

    
      The White King Order was bait—his reaction, the test.
    

    

    
      Most people would not grasp its significance, but Shen Jingxiao certainly would. If Shen Jingxiao obtained it, he could smuggle it out unnoticed—and with it, further enslave the Southern Border’s sects.
    

    

    
      “You truly refuse?”
    

    

    
      Gu Chengyun’s eyes gleamed with faint amusement, studying Shen Yanzhou’s every expression.
    

    

    
      “If my lord seeks only to test me, there’s no need. The White King Order is more than a command token. You know its importance better than I,” Shen Yanzhou replied with a shake of his head.
    

    

    
      Gu Chengyun’s brows lifted slightly. With a wave of his sleeve, he put the token away and laughed. “Interesting. If you truly mean to cooperate with the Bureau, the Demon Suppression King will not let you live. Still, as I said, all the conditions we promised stand—but you must show results.”
    

    

    
      “The Bureau’s resources are not free. I’ll have Ruoxi keep a close eye on you.”
    

    

    
      A mutually beneficial transaction—each using the other.
    

    

    
      However, having that dim-witted little succubus watching him… wasn’t that leading a lamb into a tiger’s den?
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou knew well. “If my lord wishes to uncover the ties between Shen Jingxiao and the Nether Cult, send immortal officers to search the apothecaries in the eastern part of the city—you may find surprises there. The spies Shen Jingxiao placed in the court are only the tip of the iceberg…”
    

    

    
      There was a secret teleportation array in Shen Jingxiao’s study, allowing free passage between the capital and the outside world.
    

    

    
      Though he officially governed the Southern Border, he had occasionally returned to the capital under another identity.
    

    

    
      That identity was one Shen Jingxiao had hidden well.
    

    

    
      Many of the Nether Cult’s agents knew there was a high-ranking figure of their cult among the imperial elite.
    

    

    
      Gu Chengyun’s eyes narrowed slightly, then he laughed aloud. “It seems you know Shen Jingxiao even better than we imagined. I’ll have men verify your words soon.”
    

    

    
      This, he knew, was Shen Yanzhou’s token of sincerity.
    

    

    
      “This pill is called the True Origin Consolidation Pill, of the Fourth Grade, refined by a Daoist master and gifted to me. When a martial grandmaster consumes it, it strengthens his foundation, tendons, and blood—slightly increasing his chance of breaking into the Third Rank, Diamond Realm.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, spatial ripples spread from his palm, and a purple jade pill bottle appeared before Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      A Fourth-Grade pill of such potency—something beyond price even for martial grandmasters.
    

    

    
      However, to Shen Yanzhou, it was of little use. His cultivation had never depended on swallowing pills and accumulating inner energy through brute effort—risking a hollow foundation.
    

    

    
      He advanced through his system’s panel directly. A hollow foundation? Impossible.
    

    

    
      Greater chances of breakthrough? Completely unnecessary.
    

    

    
      “Thank you, my lord.”
    

    

    
      Still, Shen Yanzhou accepted it. He might not need it, but others around him might.
    

    

    
      “What else do you need?” Gu Chengyun asked.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou hesitated briefly, then said, “Preferably a soft armor capable of resisting various attacks, pills or food that enhance martial cultivation, and materials for forging weapons…”
    

    

    
      “Haha, trivial things!”
    

    

    
      “Later, accompany Ruoxi to the Hundred Treasures Vault in the eastern quarter. The lowest three levels—choose any three treasures you wish.”
    

    

    
      “The more merit you earn, the more you may take in the future.”
    

    

    
      Gu Chengyun was quite pleased. So long as Shen Yanzhou desired things, he could be controlled.
    

    

    
      He feared only those who desired nothing.
    

    

    
      “Thank you, my lord.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou bowed courteously, though inwardly he thought—it was time to wake Lin Qingcang from “sleep mode.” Having met such a generous mark, he needed to pluck some benefits.
    

    

    
      At present, aside from the Sumeru Rings and martial notes he had acquired from Lin Qingcang’s inheritance cave, he had little of worth.
    

    

    
      He didn’t even have a proper weapon at hand.
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      Chapter 89: The Child of Fortune, Waiting by the Tree for Shen Yanzhou
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi had been waiting before the corner tower for Shen Yanzhou.
    

    
      She wore a long pink embroidered dress that outlined her graceful and shapely figure. Her soft chest was full, her hips perky, and her delicate, flower-like face was adorned by a small, fine nose. A faint breeze stirred, and she subconsciously tucked a few strands of hair behind her ear—an unintentional motion that added a touch more charm to her already alluring demeanor.
    

    

    
      “Why hasn’t he come out yet?”
    

    

    
      “When it’s time to head back, do I still have to send him off? What if he bullies me again in the carriage?”
    

    

    
      She lightly stomped her foot, her mind swirling with all kinds of chaotic thoughts, and couldn’t help recalling Shen Yanzhou’s wicked hands.
    

    

    
      Her maidenly innocence had been ruined by him.
    

    

    
      She might never be able to marry after this…
    

    

    
      “Ruoxi, so you’re here.”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a slightly surprised voice came from behind, interrupting Gu Ruoxi’s tangled thoughts.
    

    

    
      She furrowed her delicate brows and turned around, only to see a young immortal officer smiling at her. His features were handsome and refined, his posture straight, and a jade flute hung from his waist, adding a hint of ethereal elegance.
    

    

    
      Beside him stood several other immortal officers—both men and women—though all appeared to be somewhat older, around thirty or forty years of age.
    

    

    
      “Ye Xingchen?”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi came to herself, her brows relaxing as she showed her usual soft and charming smile.
    

    

    
      There were quite a few immortal officers within the Bureau of Immortal Inspection.
    

    
      As long as one had a clean family background, a qualified cultivation realm, and passed the various examinations, one could be employed there.
    

    

    
      However, officers of her age were rare. The threshold of the Seventh-Grade Foundation Establishment Realm in Daoist cultivation had stopped many people.
    

    

    
      Even those with exceptional talent and innate roots in Daoist cultivation were generally still at the Eighth-Grade Talisman Drawing Realm at her age.
    

    

    
      Compared to the Martial Path, the Daoist path required far longer to cultivate.
    

    

    
      Among the young immortal officers in the Imperial Capital, besides those from great families like her, there were only a few others—each a true prodigy from the various prefectures of the Great Qian Dynasty.
    

    

    
      The young man before her was one of them, from Fanzhou, currently in the Seventh-Grade Foundation Establishment Realm.
    

    

    
      “I heard that next month, the Yunye Market in front of Yuntai Temple will open. Many disciples from immortal sects will go there to seek bargains. You can trade for Spirit-Nurturing Ganoderma and Green Reed Leaves, both essential for Core Formation. It’s much more convenient than exchanging with merits at the Bureau of Immortal Inspection.”
    

    

    
      “I’ve already discussed it with a few friends—we plan to go together. Would you like to join us?”
    

    

    
      Ye Xingchen seemed delighted that Gu Ruoxi called him by name. His smile brightened with warmth as he quickly explained his reason for coming, his eyes full of hopeful anticipation.
    

    

    
      “Yuntai Temple?”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi was momentarily stunned. She had heard of that temple market on the outskirts of the capital, though she had never been there.
    

    

    
      As for those marketplaces, she had never set foot in one.
    

    

    
      Spirit-Nurturing Ganoderma, Green Reed Leaves, and such materials—she didn’t even need to exchange for them with merit. A single word to her family, and they would naturally procure them for her.
    

    

    
      “I… I won’t go. I have a few things to handle recently.”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi looked slightly embarrassed. She didn’t lack any of those materials.
    

    

    
      “I see…”
    

    

    
      Ye Xingchen froze for a moment upon hearing that. After a brief thought, he persisted, asking again, “I haven’t seen you at the Bureau of Immortal Inspection lately, so I thought you were preparing for your breakthrough to the Sixth-Grade Core Formation Realm. I figured you might need those materials.”
    

    

    
      “At Yunye Market, besides those materials, there are many talismans, demon beast hides, and pills too. Why not take the chance to relax? There have been quite a few cases in the capital lately, but one should balance work and rest.”
    

    

    
      Under the young man’s expectant gaze, Gu Ruoxi felt even more awkward and uneasy.
    

    

    
      How could she make him understand her refusal?
    

    

    
      Ye Xingchen had invited her out several times before, all of which she had politely declined.
    

    

    
      Since they were colleagues, she hadn’t rejected him too harshly—but could he really not see that she didn’t need those so-called breakthrough materials?
    

    

    
      “Yes, Little Gu, the materials at Yunye Market are quite good. Much more convenient than using merit for exchange,”
    

    

    
      “Little Ye even went out of his way to ask the market master for an extra quota for you. For his effort, why not agree to go?”
    

    

    
      Just as Gu Ruoxi was wondering how to decline again—
    

    

    
      A teasing voice came from behind Ye Xingchen. The several immortal officers standing with him were clearly aware of his feelings for Gu Ruoxi and were trying to help him along.
    

    

    
      Ye Xingchen’s smile grew even more enthusiastic. His affection for Gu Ruoxi was no secret within the Bureau of Immortal Inspection.
    

    

    
      He had heard that Gu Ruoxi had reached the peak of the Seventh-Grade Foundation Establishment Realm and was about to break through to the Sixth-Grade Core Formation Realm. He had specially prepared those materials for her—and, fearing rejection, had found an excuse involving the market…
    

    

    
      “Ruoxi, just come along with me this once…”
    

    

    
      Ye Xingchen gazed at Gu Ruoxi’s charming and enchanting face, full of hopeful yearning.
    

    

    
      Under her long sleeves, Gu Ruoxi’s fair hands clenched slightly.
    

    

    
      “She’s not going. She’s accompanying me.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, a casual voice came from nearby, freezing Ye Xingchen in place in stunned disbelief.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi’s expression suddenly showed a trace of relief and quiet delight as she turned her head.
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou?”
    

    

    
      Ye Xingchen turned toward the source of the voice.
    

    

    
      From the corner tower behind Gu Ruoxi, a handsome man dressed in cloud-patterned white robes walked out slowly. Ye Xingchen immediately froze.
    

    

    
      Of course he recognized this man—the once infamous wastrel who had stirred up the entire capital.
    

    

    
      Of course, that was in the past. Now he was merely a false heir.
    

    

    
      The few immortal officers who had joined Ye Xingchen also paused in surprise. They had only just returned to the Bureau of Immortal Inspection and hadn’t known Shen Yanzhou was there.
    

    

    
      As an outsider, who had permitted him entry into such a heavily guarded place as the Bureau of Immortal Inspection?
    

    

    
      “You know me?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou looked at the young immortal officer, a bit surprised to find Gu Ruoxi being “bullied at the workplace.”
    

    

    
      Her Third Grandfather was the Deputy Sacrificer of the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, and yet these people dared to pressure her so blatantly?
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi also noticed the hint of surprise in Shen Yanzhou’s eyes. She pursed her lips and gave a “helpless” expression in response.
    

    

    
      “What are you doing here?” Ye Xingchen asked, frowning.
    

    

    
      Whether it was the former wastrel Shen Yanzhou or the now-famous martial prodigy before the Dragon-Tiger Institute, rumored to possess the “Power of the Dragon-Elephant,” Ye Xingchen felt nothing but disdain for him.
    

    

    
      The former relied on his family background and acted recklessly, while the latter flaunted his strength with arrogance…
    

    

    
      “The Deputy Sacrificer wished to see me. Why? Do you have a problem with that?” Shen Yanzhou said calmly.
    

    

    
      Ye Xingchen froze.
    

    
      Someone of the Deputy Sacrificer’s rank in the Bureau of Immortal Inspection was far beyond his reach.
    

    

    
      The Deputy Sacrificer actually summoned Shen Yanzhou?
    

    

    
      The expressions of the other immortal officers subtly shifted. The words they had been about to utter were all swallowed back down.
    

    

    
      “The Deputy Sacrificer has asked Immortal Officer Gu to take me to the Treasury of a Hundred Treasures,” Shen Yanzhou said to Gu Ruoxi.
    

    

    
      He lifted his hand, showing a token—not the White King Order, but the personal identity token of Gu Chengyun himself.
    

    

    
      At the sight of this token, the few immortal officers, including Ye Xingchen, immediately fell silent, their eyes filled with disbelief.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi, too, was slightly surprised. She clearly hadn’t expected that her Third Grandfather would hand his personal identity token to Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      “My apologies, everyone. I’ll accompany Young Master Shen there first.”
    

    

    
      She smiled politely at Ye Xingchen and the others.
    

    

    
      Without waiting for their response, she tugged at Shen Yanzhou’s sleeve and led him away in another direction.
    

    

    
      “Why?”
    

    

    
      Watching them walk off together—their figures seeming so perfectly matched, like a pair of jade lovers—Ye Xingchen found the sight unbearable. His fists clenched so tightly that his knuckles turned white.
    

    

    
      The voices of the immortal officers behind him calling his name could no longer reach him.
    

    

    
      Everything had been following his plan. Soon, he would have won Gu Ruoxi’s heart and become the Gu Family’s ideal son-in-law.
    

    

    
      So why did Shen Yanzhou suddenly appear?
    

    

    
      In the memories from his previous life, the moment Shen Yanzhou’s false heir identity had been exposed, he was supposed to have died miserably in the streets.
    

    

    
      So why was he still alive and well now—lively, powerful, even a master of the Martial Path?
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Along the blue-bricked avenue east of the corner tower—
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Ye Xingchen +13 +25 +28...
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou walked beside Gu Ruoxi, a faint fragrance wafting from her.
    

    

    
      He was quite surprised. Who would have thought that such an unremarkable little figure, not even high in cultivation, could provide him with so many negative emotions?
    

    

    
      Could it be that this one was also a child of fortune?
    

    

    
      But in the original plot, there had been no mention of such a person within the Bureau of Immortal Inspection.
    

    

    
      Sensing Shen Yanzhou’s puzzlement, Gu Ruoxi lowered her voice and explained, “I didn’t want people in the Bureau of Immortal Inspection to think I got in through my family connections, so I’ve never mentioned my relationship with my Third Grandfather. Even my surname Gu—I said it was just a coincidence and had nothing to do with that Gu family…”
    

    

    
      “So they really believed that?”
    

    

    
      “For now, no one has brought it up again. I treat them all as colleagues. Only that Ye Xingchen occasionally tries to curry favor. At first, I thought he was nice, but later it started to bother me. He’s too deliberate about it. I think he rather likes me…”
    

    

    
      “Yeah, I can tell. The thought of wanting to stop working hard and latch onto a rich woman is practically written on his face,” Shen Yanzhou said, nodding.
    

    

    
      That kind of mindset and trick, he knew far too well—it was something he used to play at himself in his previous life.
    

    

    
      Knowing full well the woman was wealthy, yet pretending not to know—making her think he was sincere, not after her money at all…
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi was stunned, then glared at him in annoyance. “I’m not some rich woman! After joining the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, everything I achieved was through my own effort. Every case I’ve handled, I’ve solved myself—without relying on my family’s power.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou laughed, imitating her tone, “I, Gu Ruoxi, owe my current position and cultivation entirely to my own hard work—nothing to do with my family at all.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi restrained the urge to hit him. Sometimes, she truly found Shen Yanzhou’s personality insufferable.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Gu Ruoxi +6 +6 +6...
    

    

    
      As they conversed, Gu Ruoxi led Shen Yanzhou to the Treasury of a Hundred Treasures within the Bureau of Immortal Inspection.
    

    

    
      It was a grand and majestic pavilion, with vermilion eaves and green tiles, standing to the north of the Bureau. A faint golden radiance enveloped it. It was guarded by an elderly immortal officer, and after Shen Yanzhou presented the Deputy Sacrificer’s identity token, he was allowed to enter directly.
    

    

    
      “Senior, wake up…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou roused Lin Qingcang. At this moment, he had to rely on Lin Qingcang’s discerning eye.
    

    

    
      Half an hour later, he emerged fully satisfied.
    

    

    
      Three treasures.
    

    

    
      The first was a defensive soft armor, woven from Cold Nether Silkworm threads of Beiyu. It was of the Fourth Grade—light as silk, resistant to martial attacks from without, and guarding against divine or soul-based arts from within.
    

    

    
      With higher skill in refining, it could even be reforged to approach the Third Grade.
    

    

    
      Of the other two, one was a slightly worn stone jar, containing what looked like ashes.
    

    

    
      Lin Qingcang told Shen Yanzhou it was an urn holding the cremated remains of a Confucian sub-saint who had died under a curse.
    

    

    
      It seemed useless, but to a practitioner of the Shamanic Arts, it was a priceless treasure.
    

    

    
      The last item was a grayish-black insect egg, long since lifeless, soaked in a white porcelain bottle. Lin Qingcang said it still contained a faint trace of vitality and might be revived.
    

    

    
      As for what kind of insect it was, Lin Qingcang himself did not know—but even he could sense a faintly terrifying aura from it.
    

    

    
      Without much hesitation, Shen Yanzhou took them all.
    

    

    
      The guard immortal officer and Gu Ruoxi at the entrance of the Treasury were curious at first, wondering what he had chosen.
    

    

    
      But once they saw the items, both were stunned for a long while.
    

    

    
      They never imagined Shen Yanzhou would pick such things.
    

    

    
      Apart from the soft armor, the other two were so bizarre they could only feel perplexed.
    

    

    
      After leaving the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, Gu Ruoxi had learned her lesson this time—she did not personally escort Shen Yanzhou back to his residence. She feared that if they shared a carriage again, he would tease her.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, however, was in no rush to return home.
    

    

    
      That young man named Ye Xingchen intrigued him.
    

    

    
      Aside from Qi Haoran and Shen Tian, this was the third person in the Seventh-Grade Realm capable of producing such a wealth of negative emotions for him.
    

    

    
      “All right, I’ll keep an eye on him.”
    

    

    
      “But next time we meet, you’ll have to give me half a month’s worth of antidote in advance.”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi didn’t know what medicine Shen Yanzhou was selling in his gourd, but since he instructed it, she could only agree—for the sake of the antidote.
    

    

    
      Still, she harbored her own little schemes.
    

    

    
      “No problem.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou agreed without hesitation. As for the antidote—he could just use a sugar pellet to fool her. With that mind of hers, it would take her a long time to realize.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      At Yuxian Pavilion, in a private room by the window—
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde and Wei Gong stood side by side, gazing out over the wide river and the bustling scene at the Dragon-Tiger Institute on Vermilion Bird Street.
    

    

    
      It was already late afternoon, the sunset burning red and reflecting off the river’s surface with a warm golden shimmer.
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou hasn’t come by for quite some time,” the emperor said.
    

    

    
      “Your Majesty, perhaps we should return to the palace,” Wei Gong replied.
    

    

    
      He had never placed much hope in this business of ‘waiting by the tree for Shen Yanzhou.’ It was only that His Majesty had whimsically decided to wait here, claiming they would surely meet him.
    

    

    
      And yet, they had waited an entire day.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong doubted Shen Yanzhou would visit a place of pleasure like this anymore.
    

    

    
      Hadn’t his former indulgence been just a cover?
    

    

    
      “Let’s wait a bit longer.”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde clasped his hands behind his back, his gaze deep as he looked out over the river, lost in thought.
    

    

    
      Since His Majesty had spoken, Wei Gong could say no more.
    

    

    
      He, too, found his thoughts drifting back—over twenty years ago—
    

    

    
      To when His Majesty and Lady Qingshu had first met, right here by this riverside.
    

    

    
      “Oh my, isn’t this Young Heir Shen? What a rare guest indeed…”
    

    

    
      “What wind has brought you here today? The girls, especially Ningyu, have been missing you dearly!”
    

    

    
      At that moment, the charming laughter of Ruan Niang from Yuxian Pavilion floated up from below the corridor.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong froze in disbelief.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde also turned sharply toward the door of the private room.
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      “Shen Yanzhou actually came?”
    

    

    
      “Your Majesty, shall we go meet him directly?”
    

    

    
      After being stunned for a moment, Wei Gong also came back to his senses, his expression slightly strange.
    

    

    
      How could there be such a coincidence in this world?
    

    

    
      His Majesty had suddenly decided to come here to wait for Shen Yanzhou, and yet, although Shen Yanzhou had not come to Yuxian Pavilion for quite some time, he just happened to show up today.
    

    

    
      Could there truly be such a thing as fate guiding this?
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde listened to the laughter and chatter coming from the corridor outside the private room, his gaze carrying a faint glint. After a pause, he lightly shook his head. “He’s a clever man. If we meet him directly, it will surely arouse his suspicion.”
    

    

    
      Wei Gong nodded. He had met Shen Yanzhou before and naturally knew how sharp-minded that man was.
    

    

    
      “Go and find out which courtesans and clean girls he usually prefers to summon,” Emperor Mingde said calmly.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong was momentarily taken aback, but quickly understood and smiled. As expected of His Majesty—this would make the meeting seem perfectly natural.
    

    

    
      There were many ways to meet Shen Yanzhou face-to-face.
    

    

    
      And competing for a courtesan or clean girl in a brothel was the most ordinary of all.
    

    

    
      A short while later, he left the room, found the steward of Yuxian Pavilion, and after slipping him some silver, managed to get the information. Then, taking out a thick stack of silver notes, he ordered those very same courtesans by name to serve them.
    

    

    
      “Honored sirs…”
    

    

    
      Before long—
    

    

    
      Madam Ruan of Yuxian Pavilion entered the private room herself, looking hesitant.
    

    

    
      She recognized the two middle-aged men before her. They had arrived around noon, full of noble bearing, but had only ordered some tea and instructed the attendants not to disturb them. It was as if they were treating Yuxian Pavilion as an ordinary teahouse.
    

    

    
      However, the more portly of the two men had spent generously—throwing down several stacks of silver notes just to ensure silence.
    

    

    
      But now, the two suddenly wanted to summon courtesans like Ningyu and the others.
    

    

    
      That put her in a difficult position.
    

    

    
      Because Shen Yanzhou had just arrived not long ago—and had also asked for those same familiar girls by name.
    

    

    
      “Ningyu and the others are already reserved. Another guest has called for them.”
    

    

    
      “Honored sirs, if you’d like, I can send over some other girls instead—they’re all beautiful and talented, skilled in song and dance…”
    

    

    
      Before Madam Ruan could finish speaking, Wei Gong impatiently interrupted her.
    

    

    
      “How much did that guest pay you? My master will pay ten times that.”
    

    

    
      He pulled out a handful of silver notes from his sleeve and tossed them before her.
    

    

    
      Madam Ruan’s mouth twitched. Even after so many years in Yuxian Pavilion, this was her first time seeing someone treat money so carelessly—each note was worth a thousand taels!
    

    

    
      Thrown out like that, she hardly dared to touch them.
    

    

    
      Just who were these two men?
    

    

    
      “This isn’t a matter of money, honored sirs. That guest is… rather special. He’s one of our regulars. And, in the Imperial Capital—this must be your first visit here, yes?—there are certain people that, when they come, we have to be very careful in how we serve them.”
    

    

    
      Madam Ruan chose her words carefully, trying not to offend either side.
    

    

    
      Even if Shen Yanzhou was no longer the Heir of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, Yuxian Pavilion could not afford to offend him casually.
    

    

    
      “In all matters, one must respect the order of arrival. We’ve been here since noon, enjoying the river view, watching the crowds and the local customs. By right, shouldn’t Yuxian Pavilion give us priority?”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde spoke. His voice was rich and gentle, carrying an invisible force that calmed one’s heart.
    

    

    
      Madam Ruan had been in the capital long enough to know how to read people. From just a few words and gestures, she could tell that the richly robed man before her was anything but ordinary.
    

    

    
      She hesitated, then decided to inform Shen Yanzhou and let him decide.
    

    

    
      “Please wait a moment, honored sirs. I’ll ask that guest for his opinion.”
    

    

    
      With that, Madam Ruan hurriedly excused herself.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong glanced at Emperor Mingde, who was once again gazing out the window, and whispered, “Will Shen Yanzhou come?”
    

    

    
      “He’s a clever man. Naturally, he’ll understand.”
    

    

    
      “He’ll definitely come,” Emperor Mingde said casually—but his tone carried certainty.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong couldn’t read His Majesty’s thoughts and thus remained silent.
    

    

    
      He found it strange, though—His Majesty had never met Shen Yanzhou before, so why did he seem to know him so well?
    

    

    
      It wasn’t long before the sound of Madam Ruan’s voice came from outside the door: “Heir Shen, the two honored guests are right in here.”
    

    

    
      She seemed to be leading someone over.
    

    

    
      Knock, knock, knock—
    

    

    
      The sound of knocking followed.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong stood up and opened the door, and saw Shen Yanzhou standing there—looking slightly surprised—with Madam Ruan behind him.
    

    

    
      Even though he had already met Shen Yanzhou once at the headquarters of the Chilin Guards, Wei Gong still felt dazed upon seeing him again. The resemblance was uncanny—even the white robe with embroidered cloud patterns was almost identical.
    

    

    
      Miss Qingshu had also liked to wear white garments embroidered with clouds—simple, clean, and pure.
    

    

    
      He quickly shook his head, pushing those thoughts away, and feigned ignorance as he asked Madam Ruan, “And this young master is?”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Emperor Mingde turned from the window.
    

    

    
      He stared blankly at Shen Yanzhou standing by the door, his breath quickening despite himself, though he soon reined it in, returning to calm composure.
    

    

    
      The resemblance—it was astonishing.
    

    

    
      No wonder Wei Gong had said what he did.
    

    

    
      Though their features did not seem alike at first glance, the bone structure and eyes—those were almost carved from the same mold as Qingshu’s.
    

    

    
      And he was even wearing a plain white robe embroidered with cloud motifs.
    

    

    
      Was that… truly not intentional?
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde said nothing, but his gaze deepened considerably.
    

    

    
      Madam Ruan quickly smiled to smooth things over. “This is Heir Shen Yanzhou of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion. He was the one who requested Ningyu and the others to serve him. This humble one couldn’t decide, so I explained the situation to Heir Shen.”
    

    

    
      “Heir Shen was most understanding, and wished to meet you both to discuss if perhaps there’s a way to compromise.”
    

    

    
      As she spoke, she tactfully stepped aside, determined not to offend either party.
    

    

    
      Brothels like this often saw guests competing for the most popular courtesans or clean girls.
    

    

    
      At such times, it came down to a contest of wealth and status.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, meanwhile, was quietly studying the two unfamiliar middle-aged men before him. The slightly plumper one was clearly a servant, while the noble-looking man standing by the window was his master.
    

    

    
      He was faintly surprised. Madam Ruan might not have noticed, but he had.
    

    

    
      These two were clearly here for him.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, they wouldn’t have lingered at Yuxian Pavilion for an entire day without calling for even a single singer—only to begin competing for Ningyu and the others right after he arrived.
    

    

    
      Still, judging by their appearance, they didn’t seem to know him personally.
    

    

    
      And strangely, he couldn’t sense their cultivation at all.
    

    

    
      Were they in disguise? Or perhaps from outside the capital?
    

    

    
      “Madam Ruan, you may leave.” Shen Yanzhou’s expression didn’t waver as he waved his hand lightly.
    

    

    
      He had only come to Yuxian Pavilion to find a quiet place to speak frankly with Ran Yi, who had been tailing him all the way without bothering to conceal her presence.
    

    

    
      But how had these two known he would come here today?
    

    

    
      If they had been waiting for him daily, that would be one thing—but according to Madam Ruan, they had only arrived today.
    

    

    
      Such a coincidence?
    

    

    
      At his words, Madam Ruan, clearly unwilling to be involved in such matters, quickly withdrew.
    

    

    
      “Heir Shen, please.”
    

    

    
      Wei Gong smiled and gestured invitingly.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou didn’t hesitate; he wasn’t concerned that the two would harm him.
    

    

    
      As soon as he entered the private room, Wei Gong closed the door behind him and stood by it.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou immediately noticed a faint flash of a jade talisman in the man’s hand—then, invisible runic waves rippled outward, enveloping the entire room, cutting off all outside sound and perception.
    

    

    
      Such a move only confirmed Shen Yanzhou’s suspicion: these two had come seeking him for something.
    

    

    
      Lately, aside from the Chilin Guards and the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, other powers would surely also wish to approach him.
    

    

    
      He just didn’t know who these two truly were.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou considered waking Lin Qingcang to help investigate, but then dismissed the thought—Lin Qingcang had already awakened once back in the Bureau’s Treasury of a Hundred Treasures.
    

    

    
      Even oxen and horses needed rest.
    

    

    
      Let alone a Martial God’s lingering obsession.
    

    

    
      “Heir Shen must be wondering why we’re looking for you?”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde spoke leisurely, his voice rich and calm, as if reading Shen Yanzhou’s very thoughts.
    

    

    
      “If you didn’t wish to see me, you wouldn’t have gone to such lengths,” Shen Yanzhou replied evenly.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde smiled faintly and gestured for him to sit.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, unceremonious, pulled over a stool and sat down.
    

    

    
      “It’s true,” said Emperor Mingde unhurriedly, “that we came to discuss a matter with you.”
    

    

    
      “Then you may as well be direct,” Shen Yanzhou said. “Let’s not waste each other’s time.”
    

    

    
      He had other things to do and didn’t wish to linger.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde wasn’t angered by his bluntness. “The Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao, has stretched his hand too far into the Southern Border. There are those who wish to move against him, but they lack solid evidence.”
    

    

    
      “I imagine the Chilin Guards and the Bureau of Immortal Inspection have already approached you.”
    

    

    
      Another one after Shen Jingxiao?
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou wasn’t particularly surprised.
    

    

    
      Plenty of people in the capital wanted Shen Jingxiao dead.
    

    

    
      But that man had a remarkable knack for survival.
    

    

    
      “And you, sir—whom do you represent?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde smiled. “No one. I represent only myself.”
    

    

    
      “So you want to deal with the Demon Suppression King?”
    

    

    
      “Indeed.”
    

    

    
      An enemy of his enemy was a friend. Shen Yanzhou’s tone softened slightly—he could hardly object to more enemies targeting Shen Jingxiao.
    

    

    
      Of course, he didn’t entirely believe the mysterious man before him.
    

    

    
      “So, you want to cooperate with me?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      “Something like that,” Emperor Mingde nodded.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou gave a faint, mocking smile. “Does Shen Jingxiao know how many people wish him dead?”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde neither confirmed nor denied. “When one holds a certain position, one must do what that position requires. When he does what he should not, hatred naturally follows.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou didn’t care what sort of feud or interest lay between this man and Shen Jingxiao.
    

    

    
      He only wanted to know what benefits he could gain.
    

    

    
      At present, he was already cooperating with the Bureau of Immortal Inspection and in contact with Wei Gong of the Chilin Guards—he had no reason to get entangled in yet another faction.
    

    

    
      “If I were to work with you, what could you offer me?” Shen Yanzhou asked plainly.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde smiled faintly, his tone still gentle. “Whatever you want, I can give it to you.”
    

    

    
      “What a bold claim.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou narrowed his eyes. That confidence—could this man be one of the two great families backing the Bureau of Immortal Inspection?
    

    

    
      Were they really willing to pay such a price to buy him off?
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde tapped the table lightly with his pale, jade-like fingers. “If you think I’m joking, so be it. But whatever the Bureau or the Chilin Guards can give you, I can give you as well—and more.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s heart skipped.
    

    

    
      Could it be… this man was truly that one in the Golden Luan Hall?
    

    

    
      Whatever he wanted, this man claimed he could grant?
    

    

    
      And that unshakable confidence—it didn’t sound like an empty boast.
    

    

    
      “There’s no need to refuse so quickly,” Emperor Mingde said softly. “I will need your help eventually, but not now. When the time comes, and you find yourself in need, you may come to me.”
    

    

    
      When Shen Yanzhou remained silent, Emperor Mingde thought for a moment, then smiled faintly. He removed from his thumb a simple-looking purple jade ring engraved with a qilin pattern and placed it gently before Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Standing by the door, Wei Gong’s pupils shrank sharply as he watched, his heart surging with shock.
    

    

    
      His Majesty was giving that ring to Shen Yanzhou?
    

    

    
      Could it truly be… that?
    

    

    
      His breath quickened; his emotions churned uncontrollably.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou studied the unassuming purple jade ring. Though he sensed no spiritual energy within it, something deep in his intuition told him this was no ordinary trinket—it carried a strange, inexplicable power.
    

    

    
      The engraved qilin pattern was ancient and primal, as if it could leap into the air and manifest in reality at any moment.
    

    

    
      His thoughts stirred violently.
    

    

    
      That earlier suspicion surfaced again—could this man truly be the one from the Golden Luan Hall?
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s heartbeat quickened.
    

    

    
      If so, this was a thigh thicker than anyone else’s.
    

    

    
      Compared to him, the Bureau of Immortal Inspection and the Chilin Guards weren’t even worth mentioning.
    

    

    
      But… if it really was him, why seek him out? Was it simply to find evidence of the Demon Suppression King’s rebellion?
    

    

    
      Or… something else?
    

    

    
      Could it be that the power of the True Explanation of Primordial Unity he displayed at the Chilin Guards’ headquarters had caught this man’s attention?
    

    

    
      Countless thoughts flashed through Shen Yanzhou’s mind, though his face remained impassive.
    

    

    
      Whether or not this man truly was that one, he couldn’t let it show.
    

    

    
      If he really was the Emperor, then since the other had chosen to travel incognito, he had even less reason to expose it.
    

    

    
      “What’s this?”
    

    

    
      “Looks rather plain. Doesn’t seem like it’s worth much.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou picked up the purple jade ring with deliberate casualness, turning it over in his hand with the air of someone unschooled in finer things.
    

  Chapter 91: “He Clearly Resembled Me, A Bit of Venting”

    
      Chapter 91: “He Clearly Resembled Me, A Bit of Venting”
    

    

    
      “By this purple jade thumb ring, you may contact me. When the time comes, I will also be able to find you through it.”
    

    

    
      “Of course, if you encounter difficulties, you may also exchange it for some silver at any pawnshop.” Emperor Mingde smiled gently, unconcerned by Shen Yanzhou’s somewhat rude demeanor.
    

    

    
      “That does sound rather nice.” Shen Yanzhou nodded slightly, his expression calm as he accepted the purple jade thumb ring.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde ignored his little action and said, “The Demon Suppression King has always been cautious, leaving no trace in his deeds. If you can obtain evidence of his rebellion, you can use that ring to contact me.”
    

    

    
      “No problem.”
    

    

    
      This time, Shen Yanzhou agreed without hesitation.
    

    

    
      That so-called “evidence” was, in truth, not important. For those who sought to condemn, pretexts were never lacking. At present, Shen Jingxiao’s position was irreplaceable.
    

    

    
      Even if Shen Yanzhou truly submitted evidence of Shen Jingxiao’s conspiracy, it would most likely end up unresolved.
    

    

    
      The Bureau of Immortal Inspection did not actually wish to topple Shen Jingxiao completely — they merely desired the fat morsel in his hands, to annex and control the hidden sects of the Southern Border.
    

    

    
      Only with such “evidence” could they more effectively impeach and seize power in court...
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou did not linger in that private room for long.
    

    

    
      He rubbed the purple jade thumb ring, excused himself, and left — only to toss it directly into his Sumeru Ring afterwards.
    

    

    
      Whether that man was truly the one from the Golden Luan Hall or not, he disliked being secretly watched.
    

    

    
      Since he could not discern the thumb ring’s nature for now, he would set it aside.
    

    

    
      When Lin Qingcang awoke again, he could ask him.
    

    

    
      Or perhaps Tantai Yuxian might be able to discern something — though Tantai Yuxian might not necessarily tell him the truth.
    

    

    
      “Your Majesty, why did you hand over the Purple Qilin Thumb Ring to Shen Yanzhou just now? That’s the key to opening the Purple Qilin Cavern!”
    

    

    
      “And you said... you’ve confirmed that Shen Yanzhou is really...?”
    

    

    
      After Shen Yanzhou left the room—
    

    

    
      Lord Wei finally approached Emperor Mingde, unable to suppress his confusion. His eyes held a mixture of curiosity and unease.
    

    

    
      “I can’t quite make sense of it...”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde looked toward the direction Shen Yanzhou had disappeared, his gentle expression replaced by one of deep complexity — his gaze filled with emotion, wonder, and barely contained joy.
    

    

    
      He said nothing more, only flicked his wide sleeve — and an ancient bronze mirror, glimmering with divine light, floated into view. The mirror exuded flowing radiance, interwoven with faint threads of immortal brilliance, as though it had fallen from the ancient immortal realm itself.
    

    

    
      Mirror of True Reflection.
    

    

    
      It was a secret treasure personally retrieved by Lord Wei from the imperial treasury — capable of tracing one’s true origin.
    

    

    
      “This...”
    

    

    
      Lord Wei held up the Mirror of True Reflection and peered inside — and froze, utterly dumbfounded.
    

    

    
      At first, he had fetched the mirror at His Majesty’s command to discern Shen Yanzhou’s true appearance, to ensure the Demon Suppression King had not orchestrated a deceitful scheme.
    

    

    
      After all, a man had suddenly appeared bearing an uncanny resemblance to the woman His Majesty had once loved most deeply. What ruler would not be suspicious?
    

    

    
      Especially when that man was the so-called “false heir” of the Demon Suppression King — now infamous throughout the imperial capital.
    

    

    
      “How can this be...”
    

    

    
      Lord Wei murmured to himself, unable to lower the mirror for a long while.
    

    

    
      At that moment, the mirror reflected Shen Yanzhou’s current appearance — yet it was changing before his eyes. His features shifted — more handsome, more refined, so strikingly 
    

    

    
      beautiful that even women might envy his face. To call him “unparalleled in beauty” would not be an exaggeration.
    

    

    
      If the man they had seen before merely resembled Lady Qingshu in bone structure and expression—
    

    

    
      Then the reflection within the Mirror of True Reflection made it unmistakably clear: he was indeed Lady Qingshu’s child.
    

    

    
      “Those brows and eyes — exactly like his mother’s...”
    

    

    
      “And that nose and mouth — clearly resemble mine.”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde gazed upon the image in the mirror, his eyes softening unconsciously.
    

    

    
      Most of his attention earlier had been fixed upon the Mirror of True Reflection. At his cultivation level, his mind could handle countless tasks at once — reviewing memorials even as he fought to restrain the surging emotions in his heart.
    

    

    
      His and Qingshu’s child was still alive. Truly alive. It was an unbelievable miracle.
    

    

    
      “There’s no mistake... absolutely none...”
    

    

    
      Lord Wei’s astonishment still hadn’t faded.
    

    

    
      Having served Emperor Mingde for many years, the instant he saw Shen Yanzhou’s true face within the mirror, he knew beyond doubt — this was the child of His Majesty and Lady Qingshu, perfectly inheriting both their finest traits.
    

    

    
      But soon, confusion arose in his mind.
    

    

    
      Why did Shen Yanzhou’s current appearance differ so greatly from what was reflected in the mirror?
    

    

    
      “This child must have been saved by some great master, who used a secret technique to alter his growth, allowing him to mature into his present form.”
    

    

    
      “If not altered, his true appearance should be the one shown in the Mirror of True Reflection,” Emperor Mingde said quietly, seeming to sense Lord Wei’s question.
    

    

    
      “What kind of great master could possess such means? That child back then was...” Lord Wei’s voice trembled with disbelief.
    

    

    
      The infant, long confirmed dead and supposed to be buried in the Soul-Calming Coffin of the Floating Sky Temple — now lived within the capital under the identity of the Demon Suppression King’s false heir.
    

    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde fell silent, his gaze unfathomably deep and conflicted.
    

    

    
      He could not comprehend, nor reason out, who could have done such a thing.
    

    

    
      But... to see that the child he had with Qingshu still lived — that alone was enough for him.
    

    

    
      “Even if his growth was altered by secret arts, that can only last for a time. When his martial cultivation deepens, he will naturally return to his true form. In time, he will regain his original appearance.”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde’s tone softened — as if enlightenment had dawned upon him.
    

    

    
      Now he finally understood why Shen Jingxiao had never noticed the resemblance between Shen Yanzhou and Qingshu all these years.
    

    

    
      Perhaps this transformation had only recently begun.
    

    

    
      “Congratulations, Your Majesty — congratulations indeed.”
    

    

    
      Lord Wei’s expression brightened completely, offering a heartfelt bow of joy.
    

    

    
      To gain another son — especially when the Emperor could no longer sire heirs — was certainly a blessing beyond measure.
    

    

    
      “Yes... it’s worth celebrating. Had I known all this earlier, I would never have allowed this child to suffer so many years in the capital, right beneath my eyes...” Emperor Mingde sighed softly, his eyes filled with tenderness and regret.
    

    

    
      “Shen... no, that’s not right...”
    

    

    
      Lord Wei faltered, unsure how to address Shen Yanzhou now.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde merely waved his hand with a smile, unconcerned with such trivialities — his mood far too buoyant to care.
    

    

    
      “Now that we know, it’s not too late. If Qingshu knows in the underworld, she would surely be happy.”
    

    

    
      “After returning to the palace, have all records of what this child has experienced over these years — no matter how big or small — submitted to me.”
    

    

    
      “I want to know how he has lived all these years.” Emperor Mingde’s heart was filled with a faint sense of bitterness and guilt.
    

    

    
      Twenty years of concealment and self-denial — the hardship and suffering of it all were known only to that child himself.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Night fell.
    

    

    
      At Yuxian Pavilion, in the riverside cottage as before, the lifted curtain revealed an inner hall with a long table laid out in a grand banquet. The table was covered with all kinds of wine and delicacies, while bamboo mats were spread across the floor.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou lounged with a woman in each arm, the scent of powder and perfume filling his face.
    

    

    
      The two women serving him — one plump and charming, called Chun Kui, and the other cool and alluring, known by the stage name Ning Yu.
    

    

    
      Several other young girls, brimming with spring-like charm, were also present.
    

    

    
      Some peeled fruit for him, others poured his wine.
    

    

    
      Some massaged his shoulders and legs, and the bolder ones tugged their collars slightly downward, revealing fair, delicate skin and the curves of their chests, glowing like polished jade under the candlelight.
    

    

    
      Although Shen Yanzhou was no longer the Heir of the Demon Suppression King, his identity still remained a ladder to fortune for the courtesans of such establishments — a chance to turn from sparrow to phoenix.
    

    

    
      “Aunt Ran, the river breeze is rising, and it’s getting cold outside. Why not come in for a few cups of warm wine to heat yourself up?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, reclining upon a pair of pale thighs, called out toward the doorway.
    

    

    
      He knew Ran Yi had followed him. Ever since the Immortal Officer from the Bureau of Immortal Inspection arrived at the Prince’s Mansion earlier that day, she had shadowed him all the way. She lingered outside the Bureau for a long while without showing herself, and in the end followed him here to Yuxian Pavilion.
    

    

    
      When it came to surveillance, she truly did her duty.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi stood quietly outside the small cottage, leaning against the pavilion’s railing, wrapped tightly in a large cloak. From within came Shen Yanzhou’s laughter and the girls’ playful giggles, but she seemed not to hear a thing.
    

    

    
      The courtesans of Yuxian Pavilion all took her to be Shen Yanzhou’s personal guard, so they let her wait outside undisturbed.
    

    

    
      “Young Master, drink less. Too much wine and indulgence harm the body. It’s late — you should rest soon.”
    

    

    
      Hearing Shen Yanzhou’s call, Ran Yi replied with her usual charming, gentle smile.
    

    

    
      “It’s not even the Hai hour yet — still early.”
    

    

    
      “How about Aunt Ran joins me for a drink?”
    

    

    
      But before she could answer, the door behind her opened. Shen Yanzhou stepped out, reeking of wine and powder, holding a cup in hand.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi pursed her lips in a smile. “If you drink too much, what if something goes wrong?”
    

    

    
      “And as the saying goes — after wine, passions stir. Aren’t you afraid, little glutton, that Aunt might just eat you up?”
    

    

    
      “Oh? There’s such a good thing?” Shen Yanzhou laughed.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi rolled her eyes at him, her expression full of allure. Beneath the lantern light along the corridor, her fair face beneath the cloak glowed faintly red, like porcelain.
    

    

    
      Unable to resist his insistence, she feigned reluctance — only to have her wrist caught and be led into the inner room.
    

    

    
      “You all may leave. Aunt and I shall have a proper drink.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou waved his hand, dismissing the courtesans inside.
    

    

    
      “Just a man and a woman alone — your intentions aren’t pure.”
    

    

    
      Ran Yi’s beautiful eyes shimmered like liquid light. Once inside, she removed her cloak, revealing a graceful, full figure accentuated by a black gauze dress, her every curve laced with dangerous allure and quiet dominance.
    

    

    
      She shifted slightly, found a clean cup, and filled it for herself.
    

    

    
      “Did Aunt Ran not also refuse to leave?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, guessing her thoughts and knowing she had worries, poured himself another cup, and the two began to drink together, one cup after another.
    

    

    
      By the time the wine jars around them were empty—
    

    

    
      Ran Yi set down her cup, shook her head, and sighed deliberately. “The wine here at Yuxian Pavilion still can’t compare to that of the Southern Border. It isn’t strong enough.”
    

    

    
      “How strong must it be to count as strong?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      “The kind that burns your organs the moment it goes down your throat — your scalp tingles, and your whole body feels like it’s steaming. That’s what I call strong...” Ran Yi seemed to drift into memory as she spoke.
    

    

    
      “What’s the point of such wine? A few sips and it’s unbearable.” Shen Yanzhou shook his head.
    

    

    
      “You don’t understand. Only such wine can suppress the fire inside.” Ran Yi’s lips curved into a sultry smile. She leaned closer to his ear, almost pressing herself against him. Her breath was laced with warmth and wine as it brushed past his skin.
    

    

    
      “Is Aunt Ran feeling very fiery now?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi shot him a glare. “I’ve been holding in this fire for years. What do you think?”
    

    

    
      “Which is harder to suppress — the fire, or the death curse?” Shen Yanzhou asked again.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi fell silent at once, as if he had spoiled the mood, and tapped the empty wine jar beside her.
    

    

    
      After a moment, she sighed helplessly. “Young Master, to bring that up at a moment like this — don’t you think that’s a bit much?”
    

    

    
      “I don’t think so. I’m only curious — and concerned.”
    

    

    
      “Because of the death curse, you’ve had no choice but to follow Shen Jingxiao’s orders and spy on me. But surely, he gave you more instructions. He must have assumed I’d try to turn you against him — to have you seize control over me instead.”
    

    

    
      “You four fiends — aside from the death curse, he must have other means to control you. And each of you has your own value. In his eyes, your value is almost spent...” Shen Yanzhou said, without the slightest attempt to hide his words.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi — one of the Four Fiends — was the only woman among them.
    

    

    
      She was beautiful, dangerous, and filled with seduction. She could be called a born enchantress; no man could resist her charms. Yet to this day, she remained untouched.
    

    

    
      Because, to Shen Jingxiao, she was a weapon — the most exquisite weapon to deal with men.
    

    

    
      “Go on.”
    

    

    
      Ran Yi looked at Shen Yanzhou, her bright eyes like flawless gems, crystal clear and gleaming with a gentle, teasing light.
    

    

    
      She didn’t refute a single word.
    

    

    
      “What’s there to say? Does Aunt Ran think a few words from me are enough to turn you? Or that I could shake the loyalty Shen Jingxiao has cultivated in you all these years?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      He never believed he could truly turn Ran Yi to his side — even if he could somehow remove the curse upon her.
    

    

    
      For this death curse was different from the Nether Curse — it was personally created by Shen Jingxiao himself, and only he could undo it.
    

    

    
      In a sense, the Four Fiends’ loyalty to Shen Jingxiao was beyond question.
    

    

    
      “Still, shouldn’t you at least try? What if you actually could?” Ran Yi smiled, her tone light.
    

    

    
      “I do want to try. I can’t help you with the death curse for now, but as for the fire you’ve been holding in all these years — I can help you vent it.” Shen Yanzhou said earnestly.
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      “Really?”
    

    

    
      “To help me vent my fire isn’t such an easy thing. Besides, this fire has been suppressed for so many years—Heir, you might not be able to bear it.”
    

    

    
      Ran Yi showed none of an ordinary woman’s shyness. Even as she faced Shen Yanzhou’s earnest gaze, her lips still carried a soft smile, her eyes charming and gentle, like a lamb awaiting slaughter.
    

    

    
      “Whether I can bear it or not, I’ll only know after trying, right?” Shen Yanzhou said.
    

    

    
      “Then have you thought it through?”
    

    

    
      Ran Yi leaned closer, resting her head on Shen Yanzhou’s chest with a touch of delicate affection. One slender hand lifted a strand of her own hair, tracing circles on his face.
    

    

    
      “Even if the ‘Scripture of Binding Life through Yin Essence’ is tricky and sinister, could it really take my life?” Shen Yanzhou said indifferently.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi’s eyes froze slightly, her hand pausing midair. She truly hadn’t expected that.
    

    

    
      The cultivation methods of the Four Fiends—aside from Shen Jingxiao—were known only to each of them individually.
    

    

    
      So how did Shen Yanzhou know?
    

    

    
      That was her greatest secret.
    

    

    
      “Heir, you really do have many secrets. No wonder the Prince can’t do anything about you right now.” Ran Yi sighed faintly.
    

    

    
      Since Shen Yanzhou knew she cultivated the ‘Scripture of Binding Life through Yin Essence’, he naturally understood the consequences of getting involved with her.
    

    

    
      “Everyone has their secrets. I do. Don’t you as well?” Shen Yanzhou said casually.
    

    

    
      “Then aside from the ‘Scripture of Binding Life through Yin Essence’, what other secrets does Aunt have?” Ran Yi’s curiosity was piqued; she no longer tried to tease Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Since he already knew about that scripture, there was no way she could bind or control him as Shen Jingxiao had planned.
    

    

    
      The so-called beauty trap—this path was doomed to fail.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou thought for a moment, as if seriously considering, before saying, “You’ve got a big addiction.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Ran Yi’s charming smile stiffened.
    

    

    
      She reached out a slender jade finger and poked his forehead, exhaling softly like an orchid, “All you do is make fun of your Aunt, little rascal.”
    

    

    
      “Alright, it’s getting late. I’ve had my drink with you.”
    

    

    
      “Heir, you should head back to the mansion now, or else the Princess Consort might worry.”
    

    

    
      Ran Yi lifted her slender body, clapped her soft white palms, and was about to sit up.
    

    

    
      “Leaving just like this—are you really willing, Aunt Ran?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was in no hurry. Still seated calmly on the mat, he reached back, caught her wrist, and with a slight pull, drew her back toward him—right into his arms, face to face.
    

    

    
      Though Ran Yi was far more voluptuous and graceful than most women, she didn’t feel heavy at all—instead, she felt light and supple.
    

    

    
      “Oh my, Heir, what are you trying to do? This isn’t proper…”
    

    

    
      Ran Yi let out a playful giggle but didn’t struggle, letting Shen Yanzhou hold her. Her full, peach-like hips even brushed lightly against him.
    

    

    
      “Sit properly,” Shen Yanzhou said expressionlessly.
    

    

    
      “Huh? Why so serious all of a sudden…”
    

    

    
      Ran Yi blinked her bright eyes. Though she asked, she behaved obediently, sitting upright like a proper lady.
    

    

    
      Of course, if anyone else were watching, they certainly wouldn’t think their current posture had anything to do with “sitting properly.”
    

    

    
      “How are you going to report back to Shen Jingxiao?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      “Report back? About what?”
    

    

    
      “Isn’t it just telling him honestly what you did today and where you went?”
    

    

    
      Ran Yi blinked and feigned confusion.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou met her gaze directly. “Aunt Ran, there’s no need to play dumb. You know what I’m talking about better than I do. Shen Jingxiao wants you to use that ‘Scripture of Binding Life through Yin Essence’ you’ve painstakingly cultivated all these years to restrain and control me. That’s your greatest value to him.”
    

    

    
      “If you fail, he’ll abandon you. And those he abandons… you should know better than I what becomes of them.”
    

    

    
      “Even if you wanted to die, he wouldn’t let you. Instead, he’d use you on someone else—perhaps some old clan elder of a powerful family in the capital, white-haired, hunched, with… particular tastes. Or he might gift you to a demonic sect’s grand elder—one with yellow teeth and a stench all over his body…”
    

    

    
      As Shen Yanzhou spoke, the charming smile on Ran Yi’s face slowly faded.
    

    

    
      Moonlight from outside fell upon her flawless jade face, leaving a pale, luminous glow—a kind of tender, helpless sorrow.
    

    

    
      “I know.”
    

    

    
      “But this is my fate.”
    

    

    
      “Even if I’m unwilling, what can I do?”
    

    

    
      “Whether it was you before, or me now, we’re both just pieces on Shen Jingxiao’s chessboard. Even if we try to jump off, an invisible hand will throw us back on.”
    

    

    
      Her voice grew soft—something she’d never shown before.
    

    

    
      The day she accepted the title of one of the Four Fiends, she already knew how her story would end. Walking this path meant there would be no good ending.
    

    

    
      To have survived until now was already a blessing.
    

    

    
      How could she dare to ask for more?
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou fell silent for a while. He thought of his past self—a caged spirit bird. Wasn’t that also a fate long foreseen?
    

    

    
      “So, even if it ends like that, it doesn’t matter?” he asked.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi smiled again, lifting her hands to cup Shen Yanzhou’s face. “You don’t need to pity your Aunt. I know you want to help me. But since you’ve finally escaped that whirlpool and regained the chance to control your own destiny, you must cherish it. Don’t step into that quagmire again.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s schemes ran deep. Whether he anticipated that Shen Yanzhou would turn her against him, or guessed he might try to dissolve her death curse, everything stemmed from one truth—Shen Yanzhou wanted to help her. He held a so-called “fondness” for her.
    

    

    
      And that was a human weakness.
    

    

    
      A ruthless man like Shen Jingxiao understood well—since Shen Yanzhou was a man of flesh and blood, he could never ignore another’s suffering.
    

    

    
      But once he intervened, he’d again fall under Shen Jingxiao’s manipulation, just as before when he was shackled by the “Nether Curse.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou let out a deep sigh and fell silent, feeling an overwhelming sense of helplessness at Ran Yi’s words.
    

    

    
      “Don’t blame yourself.”
    

    

    
      “Aunt isn’t a good person either. At the beginning, I wanted nothing more than to complete Shen Jingxiao’s orders early, even if it meant harming you. In truth, I haven’t done anything to help you.”
    

    

    
      “You being so insistent on helping Aunt—it really makes me feel unworthy.” Ran Yi said with a light smile, her tone easing into calm acceptance.
    

    

    
      To accept fate, to accept everything that had happened—such a change in mindset could happen in an instant.
    

    

    
      “But what if I insist?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou lowered his gaze, looking deeply at her.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi, still sitting in his arms, froze, staring blankly at his determined expression. For no reason, her heart fluttered in confusion.
    

    

    
      Yet the next moment, an unfamiliar warmth spread through her chest, making her brows curve as she smiled. She raised a finger and tapped his forehead.
    

    

    
      “Don’t do anything foolish. Aunt won’t agree.”
    

    

    
      She knew full well that stepping back into Shen Jingxiao’s web would only mean being trapped again. Yet even so, for her sake, he was willing to risk everything.
    

    

    
      She couldn’t deny it—just now, Shen Yanzhou’s moment of resolve had made her heart beat faster.
    

    

    
      That feeling—of being trapped in the mire but having someone wish to save her—was… rather nice.
    

    

    
      But precisely because of that, she couldn’t accept it.
    

    

    
      She couldn’t drag Shen Yanzhou down with her.
    

    

    
      “Even if you don’t agree, you’ll have to.” Shen Yanzhou’s voice grew deep.
    

    

    
      “So domineering, little man.”
    

    

    
      “But… Aunt really is starting to like you more and more.”
    

    

    
      Ran Yi’s eyes glimmered with amusement, dark as black gemstones.
    

    

    
      Then she suddenly tilted her head back, wrapping her arms tightly around Shen Yanzhou’s neck. Her soft, petal-like lips, like a serpent, bit down on him.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi bit hard—
    

    

    
      As if she wanted to leave a mark that belonged only to her on Shen Yanzhou’s body.
    

    

    
      But soon, she softened. This bold, stubborn little man—if she hurt him for real, she would truly feel pain herself.
    

    

    
      “Does it hurt?”
    

    

    
      Ran Yi looked at the strawberry mark on Shen Yanzhou’s neck and gently blew on it.
    

    

    
      “Doesn’t hurt.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou shook his head honestly. His physical strength was now terrifyingly great—his body was as tough as iron and his flesh thick as hide.
    

    

    
      “Really?” Ran Yi didn’t believe him. She was a Grandmaster of Martial Arts, after all—she could bite through refined steel.
    

    

    
      “Really.”
    

    

    
      “Then I should bite you back.”
    

    

    
      “What a little man who can’t stand to lose even a bit… mm—”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside the inner room, candlelight shimmered faintly across the window paper.
    

    

    
      There was a touch of warmth that spread along the window lattice, spilling across the pool and the riverside outside, making the spring night feel even more tender.
    

    

    
      Soft music from flutes and strings, and the graceful singing of courtesans drifted faintly from the painted pleasure barges on the river.
    

    

    
      By the latter half of the night, a fine drizzle began to fall, and mist rose over the river’s surface.
    

    

    
      However, the rain didn’t last long. Soon it cleared, and the night sky became bright again.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou added some charcoal to the bronze brazier. Dressed in a casual robe, he sat by the couch, waiting for the tea water to boil.
    

    

    
      He pressed his slightly dry lips together, which immediately drew a reproachful glance from behind him.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi’s face was rosy, her complexion radiant. She stepped down from the bed, bent over, and picked up her scattered dress, putting it back on in front of Shen Yanzhou without a trace of embarrassment.
    

    

    
      After all, they had already seen each other without reserve.
    

    

    
      But in truth, they had stopped short; before things went further, Ran Yi had halted him.
    

    

    
      She had refused to let Shen Yanzhou once again become Shen Jingxiao’s pawn.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, though fully aware that this “Scripture of Binding Life through Yin Essence” could not actually control his life, didn’t bother explaining. If he did, everything he had said and done tonight would lose much of its intended effect.
    

    

    
      The “Scripture of Binding Life through Yin Essence” was an obscure dual-cultivation art from the ancient Sect of Pure Maidens. After certain modifications, it became what it was now—an art that could, through dual cultivation, seize control of one’s partner’s life and death.
    

    

    
      But in essence, it worked by using Yin True Qi to devour a partner’s True Qi, a parasitic method that rooted itself in another’s body to draw energy for one’s own use.
    

    

    
      Yet the “True Explanation of Primordial Unity” that Shen Yanzhou cultivated produced Primordial Qi, which possessed the divine power to withstand all arts, encompassing all phenomena and transforming all things. Any Yin True Qi, no matter how potent, would dissolve upon contact.
    

    

    
      Therefore, in truth, the “Scripture of Binding Life through Yin Essence” could have no effect on him whatsoever.
    

    

    
      Of course, Shen Yanzhou would never tell Ran Yi this truth.
    

    

    
      Everything he said and did tonight was for the sake of earning her trust.
    

    

    
      And indeed, everything was progressing exactly as he had foreseen.
    

    

    
      Gurgle—
    

    

    
      Steam rose from the bronze brazier as the water began to boil. Shen Yanzhou stood, lifted the teapot, and poured himself a cup of hot tea.
    

    

    
      “Do you want to rinse your mouth?” he asked Ran Yi, who had just finished dressing.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi rolled her eyes at him, though her expression was full of charm. “Little man, you nearly choked your Aunt to death just now.”
    

    

    
      So… that was a no?
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou chuckled, lifted the teacup, and drank without fear of heat. With his current constitution, he indeed had little to fear from hot water.
    

    

    
      “After drinking so much water earlier, you’re still thirsty?” Ran Yi asked with a teasing smile.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The flame Shen Yanzhou had just managed to suppress surged back up again. As expected of an innate enchantress—she knew exactly how to provoke a man.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi, however, knew when to stop, and she didn’t continue teasing him.
    

    

    
      “Shen Jingxiao won’t be giving me any new orders for a while, so you don’t need to worry. I’ll just drag things out for now,” she said casually, changing the subject.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded and reached out to pull her into his arms. “I’ll do everything I can to help you escape this sea of suffering.”
    

    

    
      “Aunt believes in you, little man.”
    

    

    
      Ran Yi tilted her head up slightly and gave him a soft, gentle kiss on the lips.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The next day, at the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard, the sun was already high in the sky.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou awoke to the sound of Chunchao knocking on his door.
    

    

    
      “You certainly slept soundly.”
    

    

    
      He rubbed his temples, feeling refreshed.
    

    

    
      It was almost midnight when he had left Yuxian Pavilion and returned to the Prince’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      By then, the Princess Consort had long gone to bed. Only a few maids with golden lanterns waited for him under the corridor.
    

    

    
      “Heir, don’t oversleep. The Princess Consort asked you to join her for breakfast,” Chunchao’s clear, urging voice came from outside.
    

    

    
      “Stop shouting.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou got up, washed briefly, and headed to the dining pavilion. Princess Consort Yu Chenyu was already seated, neatly dressed, sipping her congee in small, elegant bites.
    

    

    
      “Is there something important today? Why is Mother so elaborately dressed?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou glanced at Yu Chenyu’s formal palace attire—red and gold, embroidered with dragons and cranes. Clearly, it was the Princess Consort’s ceremonial robe. She looked dignified and noble, yet serene and coldly elegant.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t recall seeing her dressed like this before.
    

    

    
      “His Majesty sent word from the palace early this morning,” Chunchao explained softly at the side. “He summoned the Princess Consort and the Prince to dine in the palace at noon.”
    

    

    
      “An imperial summons?” Shen Yanzhou was slightly surprised.
    

    

    
      If the two he had met yesterday were indeed His Majesty and Lord Wei in disguise, then could this imperial decree today be related?
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu set down her bowl and glanced at him. “It’s probably just that His Majesty and the Empress wish to share a meal with your father to maintain cordial relations, and invited me along as well.”
    

    

    
      She didn’t seem very willing.
    

    

    
      “Well, that’s a good sign—it shows His Majesty still values the Prince’s Mansion,” Shen Yanzhou said with a smile.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu remained silent, but her gaze suddenly fixed on him. Her brows furrowed slightly as she said, displeased, “What’s that on your neck?”
    

    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou froze.
    

    

    
      Chunchao also noticed it and pouted. “Looks like a mark left by one of the girls from Yuxian Pavilion. The Heir did come back quite late last night.”
    

    

    
      After spending so much time with Shen Yanzhou, she was no longer the innocent girl she once was.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu’s lips curved into a cold sneer. “A girl from Yuxian Pavilion? Who could possibly leave such a mark on him now that he’s at the Sixth Rank of the Martial Path?”
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      Shen Yanzhou rubbed his neck, knowing those marks were definitely left by Ran Yi last night.
    

    

    
      However, he had no intention of explaining.
    

    

    
      “When does Mother plan to enter the palace?” he asked.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu withdrew her gaze from his neck, gave a cold snort, then said calmly, “Naturally, once your father finishes making the arrangements.”
    

    

    
      “May this child accompany you to dine in the palace?”
    

    
      Shen Yanzhou asked with a smile.
    

    

    
      “That depends on your father’s will.”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu seemed to know what Shen Yanzhou was thinking; her tone remained indifferent.
    

    

    
      “Then it seems there’s no hope. I had wanted to personally meet His Majesty. After living in the imperial capital for so many years, I’ve yet to see the Emperor’s face even once.” Shen Yanzhou sighed deliberately.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu stared at him, feeling that Shen Yanzhou wasn’t saying those words merely to provoke her.
    

    

    
      Was he trying to probe something?
    

    

    
      “His Majesty has long secluded himself in the Hall of Cultivated Mind. Even the high ministers of the court rarely get an audience with him. Best you not think about it for now.”
    

    

    
      “Behave yourself. Once Lord Wei reports to the throne, perhaps someday you’ll be summoned.” Yu Chenyu said casually.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou couldn’t discern Yu Chenyu’s current thoughts. He had merely asked in passing to test the waters and did not press further on the matter.
    

    

    
      After breakfast,
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou first contacted Fu Yuying to inquire about the recent situation in the Southern Border. He learned that Shen Jingxiao had indeed restrained himself somewhat but still showed no sign of retreating his troops, which made Shen Yanzhou sigh softly.
    

    

    
      After suffering a major loss, Shen Jingxiao was clearly on guard now.
    

    

    
      Then, Shen Yanzhou inquired about the whereabouts of Shen Tian’s human puppet and learned that in about five days, the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion would likely be holding a welcoming ceremony for the True Heir.
    

    

    
      By then, the imperial capital would surely be lively.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou began to look forward to Shen Tian’s puppet entering the capital — by that time, he would surely be able to harvest quite a lot of negative emotions again.
    

    

    
      At the moment, Shen Jingxiao was ignoring him, which naturally meant his emotions couldn’t be influenced.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian’s awakened soul was far away at the Ten-Thousand-Mile Sword Court of the North Sea, showing no reaction either.
    

    

    
      Even the few Clan Elders in the mansion now avoided him whenever they saw him, making it increasingly difficult for Shen Yanzhou to “shear the wool.”
    

    

    
      If he couldn’t find new “leeks” to harvest, there would be little negative emotion to collect.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t possibly risk offending the many nobles of the imperial capital by making a ruckus at their gates — that would be sheer lunacy.
    

    

    
      After thinking it over, Shen Yanzhou decided to visit the Dragon-Tiger Institute.
    

    

    
      Though those little “leeks” didn’t yield much, their sheer numbers could still accumulate into a decent harvest of negative emotions.
    

    

    
      Moreover, among them was Qi Haoran — one of the so-called “protagonist party” members.
    

    

    
      “Speaking of which, around this time in the story, the true protagonist occupying most of the narrative space should finally make his appearance.”
    

    

    
      “However, that Heaven’s Mandated Protagonist and I are worlds apart, with no intersection or entanglement whatsoever.”
    

    

    
      “From a standpoint perspective, we can’t even be called enemies. There’s no need to get involved in his karma.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou still remembered much of the original novel’s plot.
    

    

    
      The “True Heir Arc” could only be considered a relatively important segment within the grand tapestry of imperial intrigue — and the protagonist of this arc was Shen Tian, the True Heir.
    

    

    
      But in the sprawling, intricate narrative of the original story, Shen Tian’s screen time was actually rather short.
    

    

    
      The novel was an ensemble tale, and the true Heaven’s Mandated Protagonist was more of an immortal wanderer — a witness traveling through the ages, experiencing everything firsthand as an observer.
    

    

    
      In a sense, that Heaven’s Mandated Protagonist’s state of mind was not easily disturbed.
    

    

    
      In the original plot, this Heaven’s Mandated Protagonist had been a simple herbal-picking farm boy in his youth. After accidentally consuming a mysterious fruit, his soul became indestructible. He was forced to enter the mortal world, endure nine tribulations, and shatter the seal of reincarnation before he could truly be free.
    

    

    
      His existence was profoundly mysterious — once transforming into a plain, unremarkable stone atop a mountain peak, bathing in the essence of sun and moon, witnessing beasts taking human form and countless celestial phenomena.
    

    

    
      He had also become a withered pine on a cliff, split by lightning, later picked up by a cultivator and refined into a flying sword that followed him in conquest across the realms.
    

    

    
      He had even turned into a divine herb deep in the Great Wilderness, witnessing a white-robed maiden grow old in solitude and finally pass away amidst the mortal dust.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Too many, far too many.
    

    

    
      He had seen and heard all that the mortal world had to offer, witnessed countless extraordinary individuals, and knew secrets unknown to others.
    

    

    
      And now, in this life, it was to be his final reincarnation.
    

    

    
      He awoke upon the lands of the Nine Provinces, becoming the feeble adopted son of the King of An’nan of the small vassal state of Jiang — under the Great Qian Dynasty. On the night of his wedding, the Jiang Princess faked her death to escape the marriage, disguised herself as a man, and traveled to Great Qian to pursue her studies…
    

    

    
      Thus, this Heaven’s Mandated Protagonist descended into the mortal realm, embarking on the final cycle of his eternal reincarnation.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou shook his head, returning to his senses.
    

    

    
      A true Heaven’s Mandated Protagonist was called such because he possessed innate gifts and blessings that even fortune’s chosen sons like Shen Tian lacked — immortal through reincarnation, with an undispersing true spirit. Even a Martial God like Lin Qingcang coveted such an ability.
    

    

    
      “Well, in any case, that has nothing to do with me. No matter how powerful that Heaven’s Mandated Protagonist is, he won’t affect me in the slightest.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou quickly set the thought aside.
    

    

    
      From another perspective, wasn’t he also a kind of protagonist himself?
    

    
      He knew the plot, seized every advantage ahead of time, and had a panel that allowed him to allocate points at will — mastering any technique or martial art instantly.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside the study of the Demon Suppression King.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao stood before a bronze mirror, adjusting his robe. His robe of dragons and cranes was dominated by red and yellow hues, embroidered with immortal cranes, mountains, and purple cloud patterns — a royal robe personally bestowed by Emperor Mingde. Its rank surpassed even that of the princes’ python-patterned robes, exuding unmistakable prestige.
    

    

    
      “Still haven’t succeeded?” he asked faintly, his gaze deep.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi, cloaked and hooded, stood in the shadowed corner behind him. Beside her were Kui and Jiao, two of the Four Fiends.
    

    

    
      “Not yet. The Heir is cautious,” Ran Yi replied softly, her head lowered.
    

    

    
      “Heh, clever fellow. You’ll need to put in more effort. I don’t wish to waste any more time on that unfilial son.” Shen Jingxiao seemed unsurprised.
    

    

    
      If Shen Yanzhou were so easily deceived, he could never have hidden beneath his very nose for so many years.
    

    

    
      He was an exceedingly shrewd and cunning man.
    

    

    
      “The Heir won’t fall for it. He clearly knows something is off about me.” Ran Yi’s voice remained low.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao waved his hand lightly. “So what if he knows? It’s an open card. Since ancient times, heroes have always fallen before beauty. I’m giving him a chance to save you—how could he possibly refuse it?”
    

    

    
      Ran Yi lowered her head without saying a word.
    

    

    
      “One month. I’ll give you only one month. If there’s still no progress or results—”
    

    

    
      “Then you’ll personally make a trip to the Ancient Sect of Qingqiu. After all these years, it’s about time you repaid me with something.” Shen Jingxiao’s tone was calm.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi’s face seemed to turn slightly pale.
    

    

    
      A moment later, she clenched her robe tightly and whispered, “Yes.”
    

    

    
      In the shadows, Kui and Jiao appeared utterly accustomed to this exchange, showing no surprise at all.
    

    

    
      The Ancient Sect of Qingqiu — that was its “official” name in recent years. Many years ago, it had been known as the Thirty-Six Demon Caverns of Qingqiu.
    

    

    
      Its power was vast, its roots deep, to the point that even the leaders of the Daoist path, such as the Three Pure Immortal Sects, were wary of it.
    

    

    
      However, unlike the Nether Cult, which brought turmoil to the court and endangered the state, the Ancient Sect of Qingqiu was located north of the Nine Provinces, deep in the mountains bordering Beiyu. It rarely interfered in the struggles of dynastic change.
    

    

    
      Only occasionally did a few disciples cause disturbances, but those were mostly factional disputes related to rivalries with Daoist lineages.
    

    

    
      In recent years, the Demon Suppression King had been in contact with various sect forces that had yet to submit to the imperial court. Among them, the largest was none other than the Ancient Sect of Qingqiu.
    

    

    
      “It’s time to leave.”
    

    

    
      “His Majesty has invited us to a banquet — we mustn’t keep him waiting.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao withdrew his gaze from the bronze mirror, straightened his crown, and then pushed open the door to leave.
    

    

    
      The others followed one after another.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou, give me back my brother’s life!”
    

    

    
      At the Dragon-Tiger Institute, before the Martial Academy’s Reflection Stele, Shen Yanzhou had just arrived when he heard a student’s voice — full of righteous fury — echoing in the air. The next moment, a gust of fist wind surged toward him from behind.
    

    

    
      His expression remained calm. Without turning his head, he casually kicked backward.
    

    

    
      With a loud bang, the student — whose face Shen Yanzhou hadn’t even seen clearly — screamed as he was sent flying like a ragged sack, hitting the ground and clutching his abdomen, his face pale as paper, unable to stand for a long while.
    

    

    
      “Idiot.”
    

    

    
      “You should be grateful I didn’t kick you to death.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou shook his head slightly, glanced at the surrounding students who were either meditating before the Reflection Stele or contemplating in silence, then looked at those startled by the commotion and staring his way. His expression remained calm as he picked a spot and sat down.
    

    

    
      Instantly, he became the center of a vacant circle — a natural crowd repellent.
    

    

    
      The surrounding area was now empty; everyone had retreated far away from him.
    

    

    
      He had noticed the odd atmosphere the moment he arrived at the Dragon-Tiger Institute.
    

    

    
      Many students looked at him with strange, wary gazes. Some pointed fingers and quickly dragged their companions away to keep their distance.
    

    

    
      Thanks to his current martial cultivation and tempered physique, Shen Yanzhou’s hearing far surpassed that of ordinary people — allowing him to catch their whispered conversations clearly.
    

    

    
      It seemed he was being treated as the true culprit behind the deaths of three students from the Martial Academy.
    

    

    
      As for when this rumor had begun or how it spread so wildly, he had no idea.
    

    

    
      At present, many at the Dragon-Tiger Institute were claiming that his inexplicable martial cultivation and terrifying physical strength came from secretly cultivating a forbidden technique banned in the Great Qian Dynasty — the Northern Sea Heaven-Transforming Human Pill Grand Art.
    

    

    
      Those three dead Martial Academy students, they said, had been secretly murdered by him.
    

    

    
      There was no proof — no witness, no evidence — yet many believed it wholeheartedly.
    

    

    
      Especially the many Martial Academy prodigies who had trained their bodies from childhood, swallowing countless pills and heavenly treasures through years of arduous effort.
    

    

    
      For them, such an unnatural phenomenon could only be explained by one thing — Shen Yanzhou must have relied on some forbidden art.
    

    

    
      They knew better than anyone how excruciatingly difficult martial cultivation was.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had once been a useless wastrel — a second-generation dandy who either frequented brothels, drank with courtesans, or harassed noblewomen, and if not, was on his way to do so.
    

    

    
      They themselves had lived with utmost restraint, guarding their purity for fear of losing even a trace of their essence and slowing their progress. They had endured such hardship for years — so why should Shen Yanzhou suddenly become a sixth-rank martial cultivator like them?
    

    

    
      Clearly, something was wrong. His cultivation couldn’t have come from honest, diligent effort.
    

    

    
      To such thoughts, Shen Yanzhou had only one response — you’re absolutely right.
    

    

    
      His cultivation really had come about exactly that way.
    

    

    
      Originally, he had no intention of behaving quietly at the Dragon-Tiger Institute.
    

    

    
      Now that someone had deliberately smeared his name and stirred trouble, it conveniently gave him a perfect chance to harvest more negative emotions.
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou, we’re all Martial Academy students and classmates — must you be so ruthless?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had barely sat down, his seat still warm, when a mocking voice came from nearby.
    

    

    
      “Oh, it’s you, Liu Zi’an?”
    

    

    
      He turned and recognized the brocade-robed young man — the young master of the Duke’s Mansion, Liu Zi’an, and a close friend of Qi Haoran.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Qi Haoran wasn’t with him. Instead, several other Martial Academy students stood at his side — all young, elegantly dressed, and noble in bearing.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou found their faces familiar; he knew they were sons of prominent families in the capital, though he couldn’t recall their names.
    

    

    
      In the past, he hadn’t moved in their circles — and certainly didn’t now.
    

    

    
      The student he had just kicked earlier, upon seeing these people, immediately put on the look of a servant meeting his masters — both indignant and sycophantic. Ignoring his pain, he scrambled to his feet, clearly afraid of embarrassing them.
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou, the Martial Academy is not a place for your mischief,” Liu Zi’an said, frowning.
    

    

    
      He still struggled to accept the reality before him — the once spineless wastrel who used to wet his pants at the slightest threat now stood at the same martial rank as himself?
    

    

    
      And worse — possessed an unnatural, monstrous strength?
    

    

    
      Did that mean all his years of hard work and suffering were nothing but a joke?
    

    

    
      “Was I being reckless?” Shen Yanzhou asked with a smile.
    

    

    
      Liu Zi’an retorted coldly, “You don’t think so? Why don’t you see for yourself what your kick just did to that man? The Martial Academy has rules — if there’s conflict between students, they’re to seek mediation from the Elders. Private fighting is forbidden. If you must fight, do it on the Martial Platform. You’ve blatantly broken the rules — just wait for the Elders’ punishment.”
    

    

    
      Ah, so this was an ambush waiting for him.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou hadn’t known of such a rule — though even if he had, he wouldn’t have cared.
    

    

    
      “So what?” he said, still smiling.
    

    

    
      “You—!” Liu Zi’an’s expression darkened with anger.
    

    

    
      Before he could say more, a tall, handsome young man beside him raised a hand to stop him. His tone was casual, but carried a condescending edge: “Brother Zi’an, there’s no point wasting words with this wastrel. Relying on brute strength without knowing how to wield it — one day, it will rebound upon him.”
    

    

    
      “Reason and rules mean nothing to someone who’s barely read a few lines of the sages’ classics. He wouldn’t understand even if you explained.”
    

    

    
      This young man exuded an extraordinary presence. His brocade robe was embroidered with dark avian patterns, and faint divine light flickered in his eyes — clearly, he had cultivated not only martial arts but Daoist techniques as well.
    

    

    
      Liu Zi’an treated him with noticeable respect and courtesy.
    

    

    
      This young man was named Cui Ruifeng, a relative of the Empress, from the Cui Clan of Hejian — true imperial kin.
    

    

    
      The Empress’s beloved nephew, whose elder cousin in the same bloodline shared a close bond with him.
    

    

    
      At the Martial Academy, Cui Ruifeng was well known — a brilliant prodigy with many followers.
    

    

    
      “Brother Ruifeng is right. There’s no need to waste breath on this wastrel.”
    

    

    
      “Once the Chilin Guards complete their investigation and gather the evidence, this fellow won’t dare act so arrogantly again.” Liu Zi’an nodded, firmly believing that Shen Yanzhou had indeed been cultivating a forbidden art.
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      “Indeed.”
    

    

    
      Upon hearing that, Shen Yanzhou nodded in agreement.
    

    

    
      Liu Zi’an’s expression stiffened slightly. He could not tell whether Shen Yanzhou truly failed to understand, or if he was simply pretending to be ignorant.
    

    

    
      “That fellow just now—he was your man, wasn’t he? You’re the one who instigated him to attack me?” Shen Yanzhou suddenly turned his gaze toward Cui Ruifeng and began walking toward him.
    

    

    
      Seeing his movements, the area around the Meditation Stele immediately fell silent.
    

    

    
      All the Martial Institute disciples who had come to comprehend the insights left behind by the elder predecessors were astonished—could it be that Shen Yanzhou still intended to make a move?
    

    

    
      They might not know others, but everyone was clear about Cui Ruifeng’s status within the Institute.
    

    

    
      At the Sixth Rank in Martial Path, he had long remained among the top ten of his realm in the Grand Competition. The martial arts and techniques he cultivated were all of the highest tier.
    

    

    
      Even if Shen Yanzhou possessed terrifying physical strength and was also at the Sixth Rank, if it came to real combat, he might not necessarily be a match for a prodigy of the same rank.
    

    

    
      In actual battle, it wasn’t merely a contest of strength and realm—martial skills, techniques, and experience were often far more decisive.
    

    

    
      Cui Ruifeng narrowed his eyes, looking at Shen Yanzhou with mild interest. “Do you have proof?”
    

    

    
      He was somewhat surprised, not expecting this wastrel to be so easily provoked—did he really intend to strike him?
    

    

    
      “I don’t have proof. I just wanted to ask,” Shen Yanzhou said.
    

    

    
      Cui Ruifeng gave a low, mocking laugh, his tone full of disdain. “Then let me tell you—it was me who provoked him. What can you do about it?”
    

    

    
      Had it been before, when Shen Yanzhou was still the Heir of the Demon Suppression King, Cui might have shown some restraint.
    

    

    
      But now, Shen Yanzhou was nothing but a fake stand-in heir, even said to be a drowned infant dredged up by the Nether Cult from the filthy ditch outside the brothel Shen Yanzhou frequented most…
    

    

    
      What right did he have to speak to him in that tone?
    

    

    
      “So, that’s your personal admission,” Shen Yanzhou said.
    

    

    
      Cui Ruifeng sneered. “Yes—”
    

    

    
      However, before his “yes” could finish, Shen Yanzhou had already appeared right before him. A palm lifted and fell like a flash of lightning—then darkness swept across Cui Ruifeng’s vision, followed by an unbearable surge of pain. His head spun as if the sky itself was whirling.
    

    

    
      When he regained his senses and tried to speak, he realized his face was swollen, his mouth filled with the taste of blood.
    

    

    
      He spat out a mouthful of saliva mixed with blood and teeth—only then did he notice he was already lying flat on the ground.
    

    

    
      “You—”
    

    

    
      Cui Ruifeng struggled to open his swollen eyelids, only to find in furious disbelief that Shen Yanzhou was stepping on his face.
    

    

    
      What in the world had just happened in that instant?
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou! What are you doing? Stop at once!”
    

    

    
      Not only Cui Ruifeng, but Liu Zi’an and his companions had failed to catch Shen Yanzhou’s movements.
    

    

    
      They only saw Shen Yanzhou approach Cui Ruifeng, raise his hand, and strike his face—then Cui Ruifeng had been sent flying.
    

    

    
      Yet Shen Yanzhou’s control of power was exquisite. Cui Ruifeng had flipped once mid-air like a fluttering sheet of paper before crashing heavily to the ground.
    

    

    
      That sight filled everyone with both shock and dread, making their scalps tingle.
    

    

    
      The area around the Meditation Stele fell into utter silence.
    

    

    
      All the Institute disciples who had witnessed the scene stared wide-eyed in disbelief.
    

    

    
      Cui Ruifeng, one of the top ten of the same rank within the Institute, had been slapped away without even a chance to resist?
    

    

    
      “Why are you lying down so suddenly? Stand up and talk.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t like talking?”
    

    

    
      “Oh, right. Your teeth are shattered—you can’t open your mouth.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou looked down at the man under his foot, his tone calm yet distant.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Cui Ruifeng +8 +9 +9…
    

    

    
      “You—”
    

    

    
      Cui Ruifeng was nearly livid with rage.
    

    

    
      Light gleamed from his forehead as his inner strength and True Qi surged violently. He tried his utmost to rise from the ground—but the foot pressing down on his face was immovable, heavy as a mountain. He could not even twitch a finger.
    

    

    
      This was no longer simple suppression by strength—it was the crushing pressure of a higher-level Martial Will, forcing him to the ground in total submission.
    

    

    
      As a direct descendant of the Cui Clan of Hejian, Cui Ruifeng had always been treated with utmost respect wherever he went, revered by all. Never in his life had he suffered such humiliation.
    

    

    
      Yet now, he could neither speak nor move.
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou, stop immediately! Release Brother Cui, don’t bring ruin upon yourself!”
    

    

    
      By now, Liu Zi’an and his companions had fully come to their senses. None of them had expected Shen Yanzhou to be this fierce. They had even reminded him of the Martial Institute’s rules, yet he had still chosen to act.
    

    

    
      And they all knew Cui Ruifeng’s strength well—he had even studied Daoist techniques, his mind sharp and his reactions swift—yet before Shen Yanzhou, he could not even withstand a single exchange.
    

    

    
      Where were the martial skills, the techniques, the experience they had just spoken of? Why did none of it matter?
    

    

    
      “Do you intend to make a move as well?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou looked at them.
    

    

    
      The group fell silent. Even Cui Ruifeng was powerless before Shen Yanzhou—if they acted, they would surely meet the same fate.
    

    

    
      “All together, then?”
    

    

    
      One among them clenched his jaw. Thinking of Cui Ruifeng’s identity, he realized that if they stood idle today, they would inevitably be implicated later. With the Cui Clan of Hejian’s current influence, what noble house would dare offend them?
    

    

    
      However, before he could move—
    

    

    
      A fierce Martial Will capable of moving mountains and shifting peaks erupted and pressed down upon the area. A storm of force swept through, a blazing fist light roaring like thunder. Even the surrounding void seemed to tremble.
    

    

    
      “Cease your insolence within the Institute! Release Cui Ruifeng at once!”
    

    

    
      An unkempt old man strode over. Dressed in grey robes, tall and broad-shouldered, with white hair and beard, temples bulging, and joints thick, his eyes gleamed like stars. It was none other than Elder Tang Ya, who had once blocked Shen Yanzhou at the gate of the Dragon-Tiger Institute.
    

    

    
      As an Elder of the Martial Institute, his abilities were naturally extraordinary—he was already in the late stage of the Mountain-moving Realm, the Fifth Rank of the Martial Path.
    

    

    
      Outside the Institute, such a man could easily serve as a city’s guardian commander.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, as if having long anticipated this, raised his foot and kicked.
    

    

    
      The heavily bruised Cui Ruifeng, who had just been under his heel, cried out miserably as his body was sent hurtling through the air like a human sandbag, crashing straight toward Elder Tang Ya.
    

    

    
      “Attacking a fellow disciple—so despicable and vicious!”
    

    

    
      Elder Tang Ya’s face turned cold. He had no choice but to retract his fist and sweep his broad sleeve, catching Cui Ruifeng steadily in mid-air.
    

    

    
      He casually examined Cui Ruifeng’s condition and found that he seemed to have lost consciousness from his injuries. In truth, though, his blood and Qi were in chaos, his breathing ragged. Understanding the situation, Elder Tang Ya promptly handed him over to Liu Zi’an and the others.
    

    

    
      After suffering such a public humiliation, pretending to be unconscious was the only way Cui Ruifeng could end this matter with any semblance of dignity.
    

    

    
      “How many benefits did Elder Shen Zhigao offer you that you’d go out of your way to make things difficult for me here in the Dragon-Tiger Institute?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou looked at Elder Tang Ya standing before him and deliberately sighed.
    

    

    
      Upon hearing that, Elder Tang Ya’s expression grew even colder. “Stop spouting nonsense. You rely on brute strength to act wantonly within the Institute, injuring your fellow disciples and breaking the rules. As an elder, it is my duty to restrain you—did you expect me to let you run wild?”
    

    

    
      The Meditation Stele was a special area within the Martial Institute, built for disciples to comprehend martial insights. It was now midday, and many disciples, after finishing their lunch, had come here to meditate and exchange insights.
    

    

    
      The commotion just now had already drawn everyone’s attention.
    

    

    
      With Elder Tang Ya’s arrival, the scene drew even more notice—students from the Confucian Courtyard and Daoist Courtyard of the Dragon-Tiger Institute had also heard the news and were rushing over.
    

    

    
      “I heard Shen Yanzhou caused trouble again—and even beat up some students from the Martial Institute.”
    

    

    
      “One of them was Cui Ruifeng of the Cui Clan…”
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      “Isn’t Cui Ruifeng one of the young prodigies of the Martial Institute? They say he might reach the Grandmaster Realm before the age of thirty—and he was beaten too?”
    

    

    
      Students from the other branches were all stunned and shaken.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Zhao Qingchan, who was in the Confucian Courtyard’s Library Pavilion, searching through old texts, heard the news from her maid and was equally astonished.
    

    

    
      “Cui Ruifeng is at the Sixth Rank of Martial Path and has even studied Daoist techniques. Even for me, defeating him wouldn’t be easy.”
    

    

    
      “Could Shen Yanzhou truly be that strong?” She lifted her delicate brows slightly.
    

    

    
      Then, setting aside her book, she decided to go to the Martial Institute herself to see it.
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      “Cui Ruifeng often associates with Brother Zi’an—don’t tell me Brother Zi’an got involved too?”
    

    

    
      When Qi Haoran heard the news, he was equally shocked. After a moment’s hesitation, he, too, hurried over.
    

    

    
      Soon, the area around the Meditation Stele was filled with a crowd of students, the surroundings buzzing with lively discussion.
    

    

    
      Countless gazes—some doubtful, some incredulous, some full of shock—turned toward Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      His handsome features were calm and unruffled, his figure tall and upright in a white robe embroidered with Cloud Pattern Brocade. His ink-black hair shone with a crystalline luster, and there was a faint air of detachment about him, like an exiled immortal who had descended to the mortal world.
    

    

    
      Many female students were stunned, gazing at him as if seeing him for the first time, unable to associate this man with the infamous wastrel they had once heard of.
    

    

    
      “When he harassed me in the street before, he didn’t look like this…”
    

    

    
      A noble lady who had once been flirted with by Shen Yanzhou murmured softly, her bright eyes glistening with emotion.
    

    

    
      Not far away, Zhao Qingchan also paused, staring blankly for a moment. It had only been a few days since she had last seen Shen Yanzhou—how had he become even more strikingly handsome?
    

    

    
      What on earth caused this change?
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, the unconscious Cui Ruifeng, supported by Liu Zi’an and the others, felt an unprecedented humiliation—even though he wanted to faint for real, he simply couldn’t.
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou, this disaster is all your doing!”
    

    

    
      In the center of the crowd, Elder Tang Ya’s face grew darker still.
    

    

    
      “Unable to tell right from wrong—Elder, I think your time in office has run its course. With parasites like you, this so-called cradle of the empire won’t be nurturing any ‘promising young seeds’ anytime soon,” Shen Yanzhou sighed.
    

    

    
      Such undisguised words made Elder Tang Ya’s expression turn utterly sour.
    

    

    
      “Today, I’ll teach you a lesson and show you what it means to respect your elders!”
    

    

    
      With a metallic hum, Elder Tang Ya’s entire body glimmered with flowing light as his True Qi surged. His grey robes fluttered as if he had donned a suit of golden armor, his body appearing larger and mightier.
    

    

    
      “That’s the Diamond Sumeru Art…”
    

    

    
      “When cultivated to Major Accomplishment, the Sumeru contains Diamond Strength—every pore flows with indestructible power, forming golden armor that resists all attacks!”
    

    

    
      Some students recognized the internal technique. It was one of the Martial Institute’s top-tier arts, of the Fourth Rank, accessible only to elders.
    

    

    
      Clearly, Elder Tang Ya had trained it to a profound level. His entire body radiated golden light, brimming with martial will, like a blazing sun suspended in the air—so radiant it made hearts tremble.
    

    

    
      An elder of his standing personally taking action was a rare sight—especially against someone so young.
    

    

    
      The crowd erupted in astonishment, but Elder Tang Ya showed no hesitation. His fist shone with golden brilliance, like thunderclaps shattering the air, as he struck toward Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Yet Shen Yanzhou made no unnecessary move—his gaze simply deepened.
    

    

    
      A commanding aura radiated from him. Apart from borrowing Lin Qingcang’s strength once, this was the first time he had faced a true martial expert head-on.
    

    

    
      Moments later, the Primordial Qi vortex within him surged, and strands of Primordial Qi flowed through his meridians.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou raised his palm, shaping it into a claw—dragon-shaped, sweeping forth through the air. The void itself seemed to echo with a faint dragon’s roar, bursting into radiant golden light. For an instant, even the shadow of a mighty dragon flickered past.
    

    

    
      This was the Dragon-Seizing Force, a martial technique he had taken from Lin Qingcang.
    

    

    
      Though he had not enhanced it through system points and had cultivated it through self-study, its might was extraordinary when unleashed.
    

    

    
      Boom!
    

    

    
      The instant their powers collided, the dragon’s roar grew vast and boundless, as though piercing through time and space, echoing in every ear.
    

    

    
      Some disciples who stood too close felt their eardrums on the verge of tearing. Their vision darkened, blood streamed from their noses and ears, and they staggered back in horror.
    

    

    
      Elder Tang Ya, who bore the brunt of the impact, reacted most intensely. It felt as though he wasn’t facing flesh and blood, but rather a primordial beast from the ancient wilderness. The terrifying force shattered his fist light and overwhelmed his inner Qi with ease.
    

    

    
      “How is this possible? I cultivated the Diamond Sumeru Art—one of the world’s few top-tier body-refining techniques…”
    

    

    
      He could not believe it—what kind of power was this?
    

    

    
      A sense of danger welled up within him, but it was already too late. Shen Yanzhou’s dragon-claw-like hand was now covered in a hazy brilliance, descending toward him.
    

    

    
      He was forced to react, his palm erupting in brilliant light as he swung his fist again—but in the next instant, unimaginable pain shot through him, and a scream tore from his throat.
    

    

    
      “Ah—!”
    

    

    
      Elder Tang Ya’s palm exploded, his finger bones shattered in an instant, flesh and blood bursting apart.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s strike didn’t stop—it slammed into the elder’s chest, caving it in immediately.
    

    

    
      At the final moment, a glow flared from the soft armor beneath Tang Ya’s robes, runes bursting forth to form a shield that absorbed the blow. Otherwise, his entire body would have exploded on the spot.
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      A clear breeze passed by, making the leaves of the hibiscus tree sway. Around the Meditation Stele, silence reigned.
    

    

    
      Moments later, the place erupted with waves of astonishment and disbelief.
    

    

    
      The students from various institutes who had rushed over stared at Elder Tang Ya—who had just been struck flying with blood spraying from his mouth—and could hardly believe their eyes.
    

    

    
      Even an elder of the Dragon-Tiger Institute was no match for Shen Yanzhou? Beaten to the point of spitting blood—had he not been wearing some life-saving soft armor, he might have lost his life on the spot.
    

    

    
      Had Shen Yanzhou become this powerful already?
    

    

    
      “How is this possible…”
    

    

    
      “Elder Tang Ya was about to step into the realm of Martial Grandmaster, yet he was so easily defeated by Shen Yanzhou…”
    

    

    
      Liu Zi’an and the others felt as though they were losing their minds, utterly unable to accept what they were seeing.
    

    

    
      Cui Ruifeng, who had been pretending to be unconscious, finally felt much better now—not because he wasn’t strong, but because Shen Yanzhou’s current strength had reached a terrifyingly unfathomable level. Even an elder of the Martial Institute could not stand against him.
    

    

    
      “To defeat Elder Tang Ya so effortlessly… Shen Yanzhou’s true strength must already rival that of a Martial Grandmaster.”
    

    

    
      “And he’s still so young.”
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan’s eyes gleamed with dazzling brilliance. Then, as if realizing something, she murmured in her heart, “He must be hiding some secret that no one knows.”
    

    

    
      “Wah…”
    

    

    
      Elder Tang Ya, who had been sent flying, crashed heavily to the ground. His blood and Qi churned violently, and he barely clung to life. One of his hands was nearly destroyed—a mangled mess of flesh and blood.
    

    

    
      He trembled with horror as he looked at Shen Yanzhou walking toward him expressionlessly. Unable to suppress his fear, he shouted, “Where are the elders and disciples of the Dragon-Tiger Institute’s Judicial Court?”
    

    

    
      “Seize this insolent brat who defies his elders and ignores the rules!”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s moon-white robe was spotless, his bearing ethereal, yet his presence was filled with an awe-inspiring pressure. He strode forward unhurriedly, his tone cold.
    

    

    
      “I think the one who should be seized is you—one who distorts right and wrong, joins hands with outside forces to harm academy disciples, and shakes the very foundation of Great Qian’s future.”
    

    

    
      “Come! Someone come quickly!”
    

    

    
      Elder Tang Ya could feel the killing intent radiating from Shen Yanzhou. He could no longer maintain his earlier composure. His trembling voice was filled with fear. “Shen Yanzhou, what are you trying to do? Do you intend to kill an elder of the Dragon-Tiger Institute? Do you even understand Great Qian’s laws? Even the Demon Suppression King won’t be able to save you!”
    

    

    
      “Even if I killed you today,” Shen Yanzhou replied indifferently, “do you think anything would happen to me?”
    

    

    
      “With my talent, it’s only a matter of time before I stand at the pinnacle of the Martial Path—shattering the shackles of the First Rank and achieving the legendary realm of the Martial God. With a Martial God like me guarding Great Qian, the dynasty’s glory will endure for thousands of years.”
    

    

    
      “And you, a mere minor elder of the Martial Institute, think you can shout before me?”
    

    

    
      His words were cold and proud.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Shen Yanzhou fully embodied an overbearing and unrestrained demeanor. Stepping up to Elder Tang Ya, he kicked him like one would a dead dog.
    

    

    
      Elder Tang Ya tried to resist, but his injuries were too severe. He could no longer summon any strength. He spat out another mouthful of blood mixed with fragments of his organs and was sent flying once again.
    

    

    
      The surrounding students and several elders who had just arrived trembled at the sight. Some wanted to intervene but were stopped by their companions.
    

    

    
      Even the few elders present dared not step forward. The strength Shen Yanzhou displayed made their hearts quake.
    

    

    
      Even if they intervened, they would not be able to stop him.
    

    

    
      Moreover, his words were far too arrogant. Did he really think that just because of his current strength and talent, he could disregard the laws of Great Qian?
    

    

    
      A future Martial God? Who gave him that confidence?
    

    

    
      Even the most gifted prodigies could still fall from grace.
    

    

    
      “Enough…”
    

    

    
      “This farce should end now.”
    

    

    
      Just as the students near the Meditation Stele burned with indignation at Shen Yanzhou’s arrogance, a calm yet commanding voice drifted through the air. It was gentle like a breeze, yet carried the oppressive weight of thunderclouds. The sky dimmed.
    

    

    
      An invisible martial will descended, pressing heavily upon the hearts of everyone present—students and elders alike.
    

    

    
      A middle-aged man in a blue long robe appeared in the arena. No one saw when he arrived.
    

    

    
      He had striking features, slightly high cheekbones, and a long, narrow beard. With his hands clasped behind his back, simply standing there exuded an undeniable, commanding aura.
    

    

    
      “Greetings, Vice Dean Lin Qi.”
    

    

    
      Many elders who recognized him cupped their hands respectfully.
    

    

    
      The students too bowed, eyes filled with reverence.
    

    

    
      A vice dean of the Martial Institute had appeared in person—a figure so elusive that students usually only glimpsed him atop the grand platform during academy assemblies.
    

    

    
      To meet him at such close range was normally impossible.
    

    

    
      To sit in the position of a vice dean required not only great merit but also strength at least equivalent to the Third Rank—Diamond Realm.
    

    

    
      Such an individual was undoubtedly one of the world’s true powerhouses.
    

    

    
      “Vice Dean Lin Qi, please save me! This man wants to kill me!”
    

    

    
      Seeing the vice dean, Elder Tang Ya clutched at this last straw of hope and shouted desperately.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou stopped in his tracks, looking at the vice dean.
    

    

    
      Someone at the Third Rank of the Martial Path—he still couldn’t contend with that level.
    

    

    
      Unless he summoned someone like Lin Qingcang or Tantai Yuxian to intervene.
    

    

    
      As Vice Dean Lin Qi appeared, several elders of the Judicial Court also arrived with students in tow to restore order.
    

    

    
      “You brought this upon yourself.”
    

    

    
      Vice Dean Lin Qi glanced at Elder Tang Ya’s miserable state and shook his head slightly, his tone indifferent.
    

    

    
      Elder Tang Ya’s bloodied body trembled. Hearing this, shame flashed in his eyes, and he lowered his head.
    

    

    
      “This farce in the Martial Institute today must have made everyone laugh.”
    

    

    
      Lin Qi turned toward the other branch elders, then looked deeply at the newly arrived members of the Judicial Court.
    

    

    
      The disturbance had been so great that the Judicial Court couldn’t possibly have been unaware. Yet they hadn’t come at once—they had clearly been waiting to see the spectacle.
    

    

    
      In the end, they had forced the vice dean himself to appear.
    

    

    
      “To become an elder of the Martial Institute, every one of you has fought and bled at the borders of Great Qian. Some have lost arms, some legs, some even their lives. The very land beneath your feet is stained with the blood of our forebears.”
    

    

    
      “Since Great Qian’s founding, the court has valued prodigies and talent—but that doesn’t mean we can ignore law and order. If everyone acted arrogantly as you do, how could the nation be governed?”
    

    

    
      Lin Qi’s gaze shifted toward Shen Yanzhou, his tone cool.
    

    

    
      His meaning was clear—Shen Yanzhou had no right to look down on elders, nor to trample upon the laws of Great Qian because of his talent.
    

    

    
      “I do admire those who shed blood for Great Qian,” Shen Yanzhou said evenly, “but as far as I know, Elder Tang Ya here, during his service in the Southern Border, was close with Elder Shen Zhigao and others. He never truly fought at the frontlines, never once faced the demons. Instead, he spent his days consorting with courtesans, swapping mistresses, and drinking and gambling his life away…”
    

    

    
      “By chance, I’ve even heard a few amusing stories about Elder Tang Ya from the girls at Yuxian Pavilion.”
    

    

    
      “If such a false, reputation-seeking elder deserves the respect and reverence of us juniors, then this Martial Institute is hardly worthy of being called the cradle of Great Qian.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou let out a faint, mocking laugh.
    

    

    
      After all, a rumor only required a mouth to spread.
    

    

    
      He didn’t know Tang Ya’s true character, but since he knew the likes of Shen Zhigao, he could imagine it wasn’t anything good.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, Tang Ya wouldn’t have targeted him so relentlessly at their request.
    

    

    
      And as everyone in the capital knew, the practice of Dragon-Tiger Institute elders being sent to “gain merits” at the wild borders was often nothing but a show.
    

    

    
      Since Lin Qi had brought it up, Shen Yanzhou didn’t mind tearing the veil away.
    

    

    
      Lin Qi’s brows furrowed.
    

    

    
      Around them, the students erupted in murmurs of shock—they hadn’t expected the seemingly upright Elder Tang Ya to have been so debauched in the Southern Border.
    

    

    
      “You—you slanderous brat! Spouting nonsense—”
    

    

    
      Elder Tang Ya almost spat blood again. Shen Yanzhou was outright defaming him!
    

    

    
      Sure, he had gone to the brothels with Shen Zhigao and others occasionally, but that was always done discreetly!
    

    

    
      He was still an elder with a reputation—did Shen Yanzhou think he had no sense of propriety?
    

    

    
      “Silence!”
    

    

    
      Lin Qi frowned and scolded. He had hoped to downplay the incident, but with Shen Yanzhou’s words spreading, the damage to the Martial Institute’s reputation was already done.
    

    

    
      Especially with the Dragon-Tiger Institute’s deanship soon up for rotation—it would surely give the Confucian Courtyard scholars, who excelled at manipulating public opinion, an opening.
    

    

    
      Elder Tang Ya’s face flushed red with humiliation, his hatred for Shen Yanzhou surging to the heavens.
    

    

    
      “I will not argue with you any further.”
    

    

    
      “This Martial Institute’s temple is too small to contain one as unruly as you. If the Demon Suppression King himself comes to question me, I will explain it personally.” Lin Qi’s tone was cold.
    

    

    
      He intended to expel Shen Yanzhou. As vice dean, he had the authority to do so.
    

    

    
      “Which rule of the Martial Institute have I broken?” Shen Yanzhou chuckled before asking.
    

    

    
      “Insubordination, harming fellow students, and assaulting an elder,” Lin Qi replied indifferently.
    

    

    
      The students around them were shaken—they hadn’t expected the punishment to be this severe.
    

    

    
      Generally, once admitted to the Dragon-Tiger Institute, no student was ever expelled—unless they committed grave immoral acts or violated the laws of Great Qian.
    

    

    
      Such punishment was heavy indeed.
    

    

    
      Many Martial Institute students’ eyes gleamed with schadenfreude.
    

    

    
      Cui Ruifeng, still pretending to be fainted, could barely hold back his joy. Such an arrogant wastrel, abusing his strength as he pleased—he didn’t deserve to cultivate alongside them.
    

    

    
      Even Zhao Qingchan was slightly surprised. She thought for a moment, wanting to speak up for Shen Yanzhou, but finally shook her head.
    

    

    
      If it had merely been offending an elder, her influence might have helped.
    

    

    
      But this was a vice dean—her status meant little here, unless her father, the Divine Martial Marquis, came in person.
    

    

    
      “In that case,” Shen Yanzhou said softly, a trace of regret in his voice, “I suppose there’s no need to remain in this Martial Institute.”
    

    

    
      In truth, he had never cared much for the Martial Institute’s techniques or arts. His only reason for entering had been to get close to the Martial Abyss and locate the Mad Martial Saint’s true dwelling.
    

    

    
      Leaving suited him just fine.
    

    

    
      Lin Qi’s expression remained cold.
    

    

    
      He knew the full story and understood that Shen Yanzhou wasn’t truly at fault—but a rebellious, uncontrollable factor like him would only disrupt their order.
    

    

    
      One who could defy elders and disregard rules today might defy even him tomorrow.
    

    

    
      The Martial Institute didn’t need such a student.
    

    

    
      “Pack your belongings and leave immediately.”
    

    

    
      Lin Qi waved his hand, preparing to turn away.
    

    

    
      However, Shen Yanzhou ignored him and instead turned toward a young Daoist nun among the crowd, who had been watching silently, and asked:
    

    

    
      “Does the Daoist Institute have such strict requirements for its students?”
    

    

    
      The young nun had bright red lips, clear eyes, and wore a wide robe embroidered with celestial cranes. Her hair was tied in a Daoist bun with a simple wooden hairpin. He didn’t know her, but she looked pure and kind.
    

    

    
      She stood alone, no attendants by her side. Apart from the Daoist Institute insignia on her robe, she seemed almost solitary.
    

    

    
      At that moment, she hadn’t even realized Shen Yanzhou was addressing her.
    

    

    
      Her fine brows furrowed slightly. After confirming that he was indeed speaking to her, she thought for a moment and nodded, replying coolly, “No.”
    

    

    
      The Daoist Institute had few students, and even fewer came to watch the commotion.
    

    

    
      Still, some recognized the young Daoist nun and showed slight surprise. From afar, they clasped their hands and saluted her.
    

    

    
      Even Vice Dean Lin Qi, who had been about to leave, stopped in his tracks.
    

    

    
      He looked at the nun, his expression revealing surprise—as if he hadn’t expected her to have come out of seclusion, let alone to witness this scene.
    

    

    
      At the same time, visible annoyance flickered across his face.
    

    

    
      Did Shen Yanzhou plan to leave only to immediately apply to another institute?
    

    

    
      But the Daoist Institute wasn’t like the Martial one—its threshold was much higher.
    

    

    
      Daoist cultivation valued innate spiritual roots, and those possessing them were rare. Meeting the Daoist Institute’s requirements was a one-in-ten-thousand chance.
    

    

    
      “It’s actually her…”
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan’s lips parted slightly—she recognized the Daoist nun.
    

    

    
      Her identity was extraordinary—not only a direct disciple of the Three Pure Immortal Sects’ founder but also someone whom even many elders of the Daoist Institute addressed respectfully as “Little Ancestor.”
    

    

    
      She was also the youngest elder in the Daoist Institute.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou noticed the astonishment in everyone’s eyes.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t expected that the random Daoist nun he had spoken to would be someone special in the Daoist Institute.
    

    

    
      Still, he didn’t mind. He continued to ask, “For someone in their early twenties, at what realm can one enter the Daoist Institute?”
    

    

    
      The young nun’s bright eyes studied him seriously, as if trying to see through him—but even she found him difficult to read.
    

    

    
      Her tone remained cool as she replied, “Eighth Rank, Talisman Drawing Realm.”
    

    

    
      At twenty years old, a Daoist of the Eighth Rank would already be eligible to serve as an Immortal Officer in the Bureau of Immortal Inspection.
    

    

    
      That was also the minimum qualification to become a student of the Daoist Institute.
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      Shen Yanzhou laughed at those words. “Sixth Rank will do—seems that’s rather simple.”
    

    

    
      As his words fell, the Primordial Mother Qi within his body completed a full circulation, encircling the Primordial Foundation and forming what was called an “Inner Core.” At that moment, it began to spin rapidly. Wisps of the Breath of Primordial Chaos flowed and transformed into spiritual energy, circulating through his meridians and organs.
    

    

    
      A forceful aura belonging to the Sixth Rank Core Formation Realm spread from Shen Yanzhou’s body.
    

    

    
      The young Daoist nun staring at him widened her beautiful eyes in an instant.
    

    

    
      Sensing the fluctuations emanating from him, the surroundings fell abruptly silent. Pairs of widened eyes stared in deathly stillness.
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      Lin Qi, who had stayed behind out of curiosity to see what Shen Yanzhou was planning, froze entirely in place.
    

    

    
      Even with his insight, he found the scene before him utterly inconceivable, far beyond imagination or common understanding.
    

    

    
      A Daoist Sixth Rank?
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was actually cultivating both the Martial Path and the Daoist Path—a dual Sixth Rank?
    

    

    
      How was that even possible?
    

    

    
      To break into the Sixth Rank in the Martial Path at twenty years old was not too difficult—provided one had family wealth, great talent, abundant resources, and diligence.
    

    
      Many students within the Martial Institute had already reached that realm.
    

    

    
      But the Daoist Path was completely different.
    

    
      Daoist cultivation could never be rushed. If one could break through, then one could; if not, there was no forcing it.
    

    

    
      Even with rare treasures and pills, when encountering a bottleneck, one would still be trapped.
    

    

    
      Thus, the Daoists valued talent and fate above all—tempering the mind through long years of cultivation in pursuit of longevity.
    

    

    
      To become an Eighth Rank Talisman Artist by twenty was already extraordinary—considered a genius.
    

    
      To reach the Seventh Rank Foundation Establishment Realm was to be an unparalleled prodigy, born for Daoist practice, the favored inheritor of any immortal sect.
    

    

    
      As for the Sixth Rank Core Formation Realm—records of it in Daoist annals were exceedingly rare, nearly one in ten thousand years.
    

    

    
      Barring mishaps, such a person would become the leader of the Daoist world—an “Immortal Seed,” dominating an era. Should any harm come to such a figure, the entire Daoist community would mobilize to protect them.
    

    

    
      “How… how is that possible…”
    

    

    
      Lin Qi stood utterly dumbfounded. Even with his composure, he could not recover for a long while.
    

    

    
      If even he was so shocked, the surrounding students and elders were speechless.
    

    

    
      Liu Zi’an, Cui Ruifeng, and the rest began to doubt if they were dreaming.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had hidden his cultivation all this time—and he was a Daoist Sixth Rank?
    

    

    
      Why? How?
    

    

    
      Jealousy, disbelief, and madness sprouted wildly in their hearts, almost driving them insane.
    

    

    
      “He even hid his Daoist cultivation…”
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan’s eyes widened too. Her chest heaved slightly as her heart could no longer stay calm.
    

    

    
      She knew well how arduous the Daoist Path was. Why had she chosen Confucianism instead?
    

    

    
      It wasn’t because she lacked the desire for longevity—no, it was because she lacked the talent.
    

    

    
      “How did he cultivate? And where did his Daoist power come from?”
    

    

    
      “Even if some great Daoist master poured their cultivation into him through an Empowerment Rite, that person would have to be at least of the Third Rank Union of Dao Realm… but who would be willing to do such a thing?”
    

    

    
      The Martial Path’s Third Rank and the Daoist Third Rank might sound equal, but their status and means were worlds apart.
    

    

    
      A Third Rank Daoist could let their spirit wander a thousand miles, merge with the Dao, and perceive all things with a single thought.
    

    
      If a martial artist fought such a person, they might die without ever knowing where their opponent’s true body was.
    

    

    
      The Martial Path was invincible in close combat—but only if one could get close.
    

    

    
      At that moment, with Shen Yanzhou revealing his Daoist Sixth Rank cultivation, the entire Dragon-Tiger Institute erupted in uproar.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, in the palace gardens behind the Hall of Pure Serenity, palace maids and eunuchs stood in orderly rows, holding golden lamps, censers, and trays of food.
    

    

    
      The garden was a paradise of winding corridors and misty pavilions. Dragonfish swam lazily in the pond; blossoms of every hue filled the air with fragrance.
    

    

    
      Inside the waterside pavilion, two banquet tables had been arranged, facing each other, with a grand pearwood table set in the center.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde, dressed in plain blue robes, sat at the head seat. Beside him was the Empress, Cui Jingyi, clothed in a dark red gown embroidered with gold trim—graceful, dignified, and still breathtakingly beautiful, her face showing hardly any trace of age.
    

    

    
      Across from them sat the Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao, and the Princess Consort, Yu Chenyu.
    

    

    
      Though the two were husband and wife in name, a visible distance remained between them—even their sleeves did not touch.
    

    

    
      Empress Cui Jingyi noticed this and smiled faintly before turning her gaze away.
    

    

    
      “The last time we sat face-to-face like this—it must have been over ten years ago,” Emperor Mingde said with a sigh as he set down his chopsticks.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao followed suit respectfully. “Your Majesty has remained within the palace, cultivating the Way, while I have guarded the Southern Border and seldom returned to the capital. It is indeed rare for us to dine together.”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde laughed. “You, you… how have you grown so rigid? Back then, we even called each other brothers.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao bowed his head. “Those days are long past. Your Majesty is now the sovereign of all under heaven—how could I still presume to call myself your brother?”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu quietly picked at her food, clearly disinterested in their exchange.
    

    

    
      Empress Cui Jingyi turned to her with a smile. “Sister Chenyu, compared to Qilin City overseas, have you grown accustomed to life in the capital?”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu, calm and elegant, smiled politely. “Thank you for your concern, Your Majesty. The capital is magnificent, bustling, and full of life—unlike the remote lands overseas. It took some time to adjust, but after so many years, I have long grown used to it.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, after so many years, you surely have.”
    

    

    
      “There are rumors that you and Jingxiao share deep affection, yet today you did not even arrive in the same carriage, and you sit so formally apart. Have you two quarreled?” the Empress teased lightly.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s eyes flickered, but he quickly recovered, remaining silent.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu understood the Empress’s intent and replied with measured grace, “Your Majesty jests. The Prince and I, though apart, have always corresponded by letter and share mutual affection. We merely wished not to neglect propriety before Your Majesty and His Majesty.”
    

    

    
      “Oh? Is that so? I thought the recent matter of the ‘true and false heir’ had left your mansion rather unsettled.” The Empress smiled, half in jest.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu chose not to respond.
    

    

    
      The marriage alliance between the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion and Qilin City’s Sword Furnace might have seemed arranged by Emperor Mingde—but in truth, it had been orchestrated by the Empress and the Cui Clan of Hejian.
    

    

    
      In a sense, the Empress was the one responsible for binding her and Shen Jingxiao together.
    

    

    
      “Let us take a walk. You probably haven’t had the chance to properly explore the gardens around the Hall of Pure Serenity,” said the Empress, rising with a smile.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu understood that this was an excuse—to leave the Emperor and Shen Jingxiao to discuss state matters.
    

    

    
      The two women stood and left together, attendants following behind.
    

    

    
      Watching them depart, Emperor Mingde sighed softly. “After so many years of friendship, it saddens me that we’ve grown so distant.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao could not tell if the Emperor’s words were sincere or deliberate. He too sighed. “Your Majesty will always be the Emperor, and I will forever be your subject.”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde smiled knowingly, then turned his gaze to the distant pond. “The Southern Border has been restless of late. Beasts have crossed the borders frequently, and complaints against you grow louder in court.”
    

    

    
      “Do you know what title they’ve given you?”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s expression shifted. He quickly stood and bowed. “I do not, Your Majesty.”
    

    

    
      The Emperor’s smile faded. “They call you ‘Half-Heaven Shen.’ They say half of Great Qian’s realm now lies under your shadow.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s heart tightened. He dropped to his knees at once. “Your Majesty, please quell your anger! I have never harbored such intent. My loyalty to Your Majesty is known to Heaven and Earth!”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde’s gaze deepened as he looked down upon the kneeling Demon Suppression King. “No matter how much I trust you, your actions over the years… do they truly deserve that trust? Did you think that while I meditated in the Hall of Cultivated Mind, I knew nothing of the court—or of what you’ve done in the Southern Border?”
    

    

    
      Cold sweat beaded on Shen Jingxiao’s brow. “Everything I have done was to expand the borders of Great Qian. The Southern Border’s vast mountains hold endless resources and mines, monopolized by hidden sects. They hide behind Yao Pass—built by Great Qian over centuries to hold back the beasts—yet they do nothing to aid the realm…”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde waved a hand, cutting him off. “I care not for your motives. The court’s memorials and the voices of the great clans—how am I to silence them for you? And this farce of the true and false heir—how do you plan to resolve it?”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao breathed easier; at least the Emperor still stood by him.
    

    

    
      “The Southern unrest will soon be pacified. Though Zhou’er is not my blood son, he is as dear to me as one. These years in the South, I neglected his upbringing. The capital is rife with intrigue—he has survived countless assassination attempts and near-death incidents. His feigned mediocrity was only to escape danger, not my instruction.”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Emperor Mingde’s eyes grew deep.
    

    

    
      “A fine excuse indeed. As his adoptive father, you forbade him to study or train, surrounded him with alluring maids, taught him to indulge in pleasure and visit courtesans—and you call that proper guardianship? Did you already know he was not your flesh and blood, so you abandoned him deliberately?” His tone sharpened suddenly.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s back turned cold.
    

    
      He had no idea why Emperor Mingde suddenly paid such attention to Shen Yanzhou—or how he had even uncovered such trivial details.
    

    

    
      And why was he so angry?
    

    

    
      “Your Majesty, please calm your anger. This is my failure as a father. I will investigate thoroughly when I return and punish those servants who misled Zhou’er.”
    

    
      He quickly added, “Fortunately, the boy has remained diligent despite it all, keeping his heart pure and never abandoning cultivation.”
    

    

    
      “Enough.” Emperor Mingde flicked his sleeve. “That he has survived this long is indeed remarkable. I’ve always valued talent highly. Now that he has entered the Dragon-Tiger Institute and reached the Sixth Rank in the Martial Path, should I not assign him a post—to temper himself?”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao froze. He couldn’t read the Emperor’s intent—was this a test? A warning? Or perhaps an attempt to gauge Shen Yanzhou’s place within the mansion?
    

    

    
      “Then I thank Your Majesty on his behalf. It would be his honor to receive imperial guidance.”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde chuckled, but his gaze stayed fixed on Shen Jingxiao. “Hehe.”
    

    

    
      “The Chilin Guards recently discovered traces of the Nether Cult’s forbidden art—the ‘Northern Sea Heaven-Transforming Human Pill Method.’ Someone in the capital is secretly cultivating it. I intend to send Shen Yanzhou to the Chilin Guards—perhaps as a Hundred-Household Commander or a Thousand-Household—to root out this traitor. What do you think?”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s heart skipped again. Was this another test? Sending Shen Yanzhou to the Chilin Guards to investigate the forbidden art?
    

    

    
      Normally, wouldn’t suspicion fall upon Shen Yanzhou himself?
    

    

    
      For a moment, his mind raced.
    

    

    
      But outwardly, his composure remained. “To serve in the Chilin Guards is the dream of many young talents. However, Zhou’er is still young—appointing him as Hundred or Thousand-Household Commander might seem excessive. I believe it would be better for him to start from the lower ranks.”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde shook his head. “No. I believe he has the ability—and a father should wish to see his son rise and make a name for himself.”
    

    

    
      At that, Shen Jingxiao understood. The Emperor intended to use Shen Yanzhou—to balance against him.
    

    

    
      He wanted to support Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      “Everything shall be as Your Majesty commands.”
    

    

    
      The realization unsettled Shen Jingxiao deeply. He could not fathom what ability Shen Yanzhou possessed to earn such favor—or how the Emperor thought a mere youth could restrain him.
    

    

    
      Surely this was a jest.
    

    

    
      Just then, Wei Gong, who had been waiting outside the pavilion, received some news. His expression shifted slightly before turning oddly amused.
    

    

    
      With a faint smile, he hurried forward, bowed, and whispered something into Emperor Mingde’s ear.
    

    

    
      The Emperor blinked in surprise—then glanced at the bewildered Shen Jingxiao and smiled.
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      Shen Jingxiao had exceptionally sharp hearing, yet at this moment, he dared not eavesdrop on the conversation between Wei Gong and Emperor Mingde.
    

    

    
      He only faintly sensed the Emperor’s gaze, carrying an inscrutable depth of meaning.
    

    

    
      “It seems that I have underestimated the ability of this qilin son of mine.”
    

    

    
      A moment later, Emperor Mingde chuckled softly.
    

    

    
      “Is it about Zhou’er?”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao froze, an ominous feeling rising in his heart.
    

    

    
      “To reach Dual Sixth-Rank in both the Martial Path and the Daoist Path — such talent alone is enough to be recorded in the annals of the Great Qian Dynasty’s history.”
    

    

    
      “So what if he’s a little arrogant? The young ought to possess the vigor and pride of youth.” Emperor Mingde laughed heartily, stepping forward to pat Shen Jingxiao’s shoulder.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong, standing to the side, also smiled and cupped his hands in congratulation. “Your Highness has raised such an exceptional prodigy for our Great Qian. It is indeed the fortune of the realm.”
    

    

    
      The unease in Shen Jingxiao’s heart deepened. Could they be referring to Shen Yanzhou — that he had achieved Dual Sixth-Rank in Martial and Daoist cultivation?
    

    

    
      Waves of shock crashed within him, his expression turning slightly unsightly and incredulous.
    

    

    
      Yet before Emperor Mingde, he forcibly suppressed his emotions, showing no sign of strangeness.
    

    

    
      So, Shen Yanzhou had hidden himself this deeply?
    

    

    
      And now, even Emperor Mingde intended to personally cultivate and support him?
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s heart had sunk to rock bottom.
    

    

    
      The imperial banquet lasted until noon before finally concluding. Only then did Shen Jingxiao and Yu Chenyu depart from the palace.
    

    

    
      On the way back to the Prince’s Mansion, Shen Jingxiao’s face was as dark as still water. He immediately ordered his subordinates to investigate what exactly Shen Yanzhou had done to draw such attention from Emperor Mingde.
    

    

    
      Soon after, he learned what had transpired at the Dragon-Tiger Institute.
    

    

    
      “Assaulted a fellow student — a direct heir of the Cui Clan — and even struck an elder of the Martial Academy. It caused Vice Dean Lin Qi to personally appear, intending to expel him. Yet Shen Yanzhou revealed his Sixth-Rank Core Formation Realm cultivation on the spot, shocking the entire Institute. Both vice deans of the Daoist Academy hurried over in person…”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s face darkened, disbelief flickering in his eyes. Shen Yanzhou’s Martial cultivation being Sixth-Rank — that, he could barely accept.
    

    

    
      But when did he attain a Sixth-Rank realm in the Daoist Path?
    

    

    
      “What sort of secret is this brat hiding, that even Emperor Mingde now values him so highly?”
    

    

    
      “I’ve truly miscalculated.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao clenched his fists tightly, for the first time feeling an overwhelming sense of helplessness.
    

    

    
      The son he had once deemed a disgrace to the Demon Suppression King’s name — a lowborn bastard of a courtesan — had suddenly transformed into the most dazzling prodigy since the founding of the Great Qian Dynasty?
    

    

    
      Even the once-peerless Shen Tian now paled in comparison before Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      He refused to admit he had been blind. It must be that Shen Yanzhou had stumbled upon some unfathomable stroke of fortune.
    

    

    
      Outside the Hall of Virtuous Enlightenment.
    

    

    
      Empress Cui Jingyi accompanied Emperor Mingde at his side. “Shen Jingxiao’s ambition is not small. Your Majesty has reminded him time and again out of old friendship, yet it seems he still shows no sign of restraint.”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde gazed at the pond before him and sighed softly. “After all, he’s the brother who once followed me step by step to reach where we stand today. If he can realize his mistakes and turn back, perhaps I could still grant him a peaceful end.”
    

    

    
      Empress Cui Jingyi’s eyes were gentle as water, yet she shifted the topic with a faint smile. “Your Majesty intends to support Shen Jingxiao’s son — the one the entire capital is calling the false heir?”
    

    

    
      Though she had left the Water Pavilion earlier with Yu Chenyu, she already knew what had transpired between Emperor Mingde and Shen Jingxiao.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde appeared unsurprised and replied calmly, “Since Shen Jingxiao’s blade has turned upon its master, I shall simply replace it. Shen Yanzhou seems a clever one. With his hatred for Shen Jingxiao, he will gladly serve me.”
    

    

    
      “Though he shares no blood with Shen Jingxiao, his ties to the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion run deep. Once Shen Jingxiao withdraws from the Southern Border, Shen Yanzhou can rightfully inherit that position.”
    

    

    
      Cui Jingyi smiled gently. “It seems Your Majesty has planned everything well. Then this concubine shall have Chongming spend more time with him. If the chance arises, I would also like to meet this Shen Yanzhou and see just what manner of peerless talent he is.”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde said nothing further, his hands clasped behind his back as he gazed into the distance.
    

    

    
      The Empress, graceful and composed, then led the palace maids and eunuchs away.
    

    

    
      “The matter concerning the Chilin Guards — I’ll leave that to you,” Emperor Mingde said, looking toward Wei Gong, who had been waiting nearby.
    

    

    
      “Rest assured, Your Majesty. This old servant will make every effort to protect His Highness Yanzhou. But with the Empress’s keen mind, she may soon grow suspicious.” Wei Gong stepped forward hurriedly.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde’s gaze deepened. “No matter. As for the Cui Clan of Hejian, I shall soon settle that account. Since they wish to make me their puppet, then I will simply retire to the Hall of Cultivated Mind.”
    

    

    
      “Also, send men in secret to Brahma Prefecture’s Floating Sky Temple.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, Your Majesty. This old servant shall make the arrangements at once.”
    

    

    
      At the Dragon-Tiger Institute, before the Meditation Stele, a sea of people bustled with excitement.
    

    

    
      “It’s indeed the Sixth-Rank Core Formation Realm! Moreover, his method of condensing the core is profoundly mysterious — completely different from the paths we know of, transcending the Three Cores of Heaven, Earth, and Man, and even surpassing them!”
    

    

    
      “Could it be a lost art from ancient times?”
    

    

    
      Several venerable elders from the Daoist Academy had arrived. Their robes fluttered like clouds, immortal light and Daoist rhythm intertwined about them — their bearing ethereal, their age impossible to guess.
    

    

    
      At this moment, all surrounded Shen Yanzhou, studying him as if he were a rare treasure.
    

    

    
      Vice Dean Lin Qi of the Martial Academy, on the other hand, was entirely ignored. They did not even greet him.
    

    

    
      That made his already unsightly expression even darker.
    

    

    
      Yet he dared not utter a word — for among these elders stood the two vice deans of the Daoist Academy, who had already held their positions when he was still but a Martial Academy elder.
    

    

    
      They had long been in seclusion or wandering the world, rarely appearing in public.
    

    

    
      He never expected even these two ancient figures to be alarmed into showing themselves.
    

    

    
      “If your Martial Academy doesn’t want him, we of the Daoist Academy shall take him.”
    

    

    
      “To cast aside such a flawless gem for the sake of face and pride — no wonder your Martial Academy has declined over the years.”
    

    

    
      With the appearance of these two, even Lin Qi dared not release his aura recklessly. Though of the same Third Rank, he could only show the humility of a junior.
    

    

    
      The other elders who had rushed from the various branches looked on in astonishment. Soon, from the murmurs of the surrounding students, they pieced together the full story — and their expressions grew strange.
    

    

    
      “Heh, indeed — staying in the Martial Academy would have been a buried pearl.”
    

    

    
      A refined elder, dignified and scholarly, chuckled. He wore a tall crown and flowing robes, a brush hanging at his waist, exuding pure scholarly grace.
    

    

    
      Another middle-aged man in a purple robe embroidered with the mountains and rivers of the realm also stepped forward.
    

    

    
      He first saluted the Daoist elders, then nodded slightly toward Lin Qi in greeting, before turning to Shen Yanzhou with a smile. “This matter has already reached the palace. Even His Majesty has praised Young Master Shen. Such youthful vigor is only natural.”
    

    

    
      Lin Qi’s expression darkened further. Even the vice dean of the Confucian Academy had come to meddle?
    

    

    
      And what did that remark imply — was he subtly invoking the Emperor’s words to rebuke him?
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou recognized this man — the head of the Hanlin Academy, Fang Jinhan, once a renowned top scholar of humble birth who had inspired countless poor students across the Great Qian, and was greatly favored by Emperor Mingde.
    

    

    
      In truth, Shen Yanzhou’s greatest backing in creating such a commotion today was the purple jade qilin thumb ring within his Sumeru Ring.
    

    

    
      If that noble middle-aged man from before was indeed Emperor Mingde in disguise during his private tour,
    

    

    
      then the Emperor would surely lend him silent support.
    

    

    
      Now, with even the head of the Hanlin Academy personally appearing at the Dragon-Tiger Institute, it confirmed his suspicion. The news had reached the palace swiftly — a sure sign that the Emperor was watching him closely.
    

    

    
      “As expected, holding onto that man’s thigh was the right choice,” Shen Yanzhou thought, his heart settling.
    

    

    
      “Not bad, not bad. With a destined immortal seed and such talent in cultivation, why waste time on martial arts?”
    

    

    
      One of the Daoist vice deans, having examined Shen Yanzhou’s body, patted his shoulder with genuine regret.
    

    

    
      In his eyes, for one so young to have attained Sixth-Rank in the Daoist Path, Shen Yanzhou’s potential clearly surpassed his peers through the ages.
    

    

    
      Continuing to study martial arts would only waste his time.
    

    

    
      If he devoted all his effort to the Daoist Path, he might have already advanced even further.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou replied calmly, “Senior, I haven’t spent much time on martial arts — no more than two hours of cultivation each day.”
    

    

    
      The elder paused, then nodded in faint satisfaction.
    

    

    
      The faces of the Martial Academy’s students and elders all turned ugly.
    

    

    
      When Shen Yanzhou had first entered the Dragon-Tiger Institute, he had made a similar claim — and no one believed him then, thinking he was merely boasting for attention.
    

    

    
      But now, it seemed to be true. He had likely devoted nearly all his time to cultivating the Daoist Path.
    

    

    
      Did that not mean that their twenty painstaking years of martial training amounted to less than his two hours a day?
    

    

    
      In an instant, a torrent of resentment and negative emotions surged toward Shen Yanzhou from every direction.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou accepted it gladly.
    

    

    
      Yes, this was exactly how it should be — he wanted to become everyone’s Great Demon King.
    

    

    
      “Your foundation is deep, but the flow of spiritual energy through your meridians is quite ordinary. There is nothing unique in its circulation. It seems you began this cultivation halfway through life, without the guidance of a master. You don’t even know the most widespread breathing method of the Three Pure Immortal Sects.”
    

    

    
      The vice dean who had spoken earlier once again grasped Shen Yanzhou’s wrist to examine him, his tone growing increasingly astonished.
    

    

    
      To reach such a level as a late starter was nearly inconceivable.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded. “Senior is correct. I had little contact with any orthodox Daoist cultivation before this. Everything I’ve achieved, I figured out on my own. Senior likely doesn’t know my past — I rarely had the chance to touch martial or Daoist texts, and even learning to read was something I did secretly.”
    

    

    
      The old man couldn’t help but pause in surprise.
    

    

    
      The surrounding crowd, upon hearing this, exchanged complex expressions. Didn’t this imply that the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion had intentionally suppressed Shen Yanzhou?
    

    

    
      Spoken from his own mouth, the meaning behind those words was quite intriguing.
    

    

    
      Yet, to grow to such a level under such circumstances — that was no ordinary willpower.
    

    

    
      “With your talent, ordinary elders are unqualified to take you as a disciple. The two of us haven’t taken students for many years, though we are quite tempted. But since the Dean has yet to return, if we take you first, he’ll surely be displeased when he comes back.”
    

    

    
      “How about the two of us take him together as a disciple?”
    

    

    
      The two vice deans of the Daoist Academy both had ruddy faces and white hair, their wide sleeves fluttering lightly. If they walked among common folk, they would surely be mistaken for living immortals.
    

    

    
      One was named Pu Chengjun, and the other Fang Wendao.
    

    

    
      After examining Shen Yanzhou’s condition, both were deeply moved, eager to take him as a personal student.
    

    

    
      The elders and students of the Daoist Academy were filled with envy at the sight. To have both vice deans personally vying to take him as a disciple — such a scene was exceedingly rare.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, however, remained indifferent. Entering the Daoist Academy and gaining exposure to Daoist arts would indeed help him fill certain gaps in his current cultivation.
    

    

    
      “You are not qualified.”
    

    

    
      “Even Feng Shuding is unqualified.”
    

    

    
      Just as Pu Chengjun and Fang Wendao were discussing, a cold, clear voice suddenly rang out.
    

    

    
      Both men froze and turned toward the speaker — it was the young Daoist nun Shen Yanzhou had spoken to earlier.
    

    

    
      She wasn’t tall, only reaching to about his chest, needing to lift her chin slightly to meet his gaze.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou looked down at the young Daoist nun before him and smiled faintly. He truly hadn’t expected her to hold such a special status.
    

    

    
      In the original story, there had never been mention of such a character.
    

    

    
      When did she appear?
    

    

    
      “Martial Aunt Ancestor Qiushui…”
    

    

    
      Even though Pu Chengjun and Fang Wendao were vice deans of the Daoist Academy, they were extremely respectful toward this young Daoist nun. They did not rely on age or cultivation to assert seniority — instead, both bowed in salute.
    

    

    
      “Then may we ask, who is qualified?”
    

    

    
      They inquired.
    

    

    
      Feng Shuding — that was the current Dean of the Daoist Academy’s name — yet even he had to bow as a junior before this Martial Aunt Ancestor.
    

    

    
      “Me.”
    

    

    
      Luo Qiushui slightly lifted her chin, her eyes as clear as autumn water as she looked at Shen Yanzhou. Her tone remained cool. “I will take him as my disciple on behalf of my master.”
    

    

    
      Her words left Pu Chengjun and Fang Wendao dumbfounded.
    

    

    
      The other elders of the Daoist Academy were also stunned, their faces changing drastically.
    

    

    
      Others might not recognize this young Daoist nun, but none of them were unaware of who she truly was.
    

    

    
      Among all the Daoist sects of the world, the lineage of the Three Pure Ones stood supreme — and Luo Qiushui was the true direct disciple of the Grandmaster of the Taiqing lineage, the oldest surviving ancestor of that branch, famed across the land for her fierce protectiveness of her disciples.
    

    

    
      It was said that at the founding of the Great Qian Dynasty, even the Ancestral Dragon Emperor had once sought that Grandmaster’s aid.
    

    

    
      That Grandmaster had already been active three thousand years ago, having outlived countless peers.
    

    

    
      Over a decade ago, she had suddenly emerged from seclusion, holding a Mirror of Seeking Immortals, declaring she would find the reincarnated banished immortal — and she eventually brought back this very young Daoist nun, making her the Taiqing Immortal Sect’s youngest disciple, yet one of the highest in seniority.
    

    

    
      Even the head of the Taiqing Immortal Sect had to respectfully address her as “Martial Aunt Ancestor Luo.”
    

    

    
      At the ceremony where she formally became a disciple, all the heads of the major Daoist sects had attended, a gathering of unprecedented grandeur — even Emperor Mingde had climbed the mountain personally to offer congratulations.
    

    

    
      “Will the Grandmaster agree to this?”
    

    

    
      Pu Chengjun and Fang Wendao both asked instinctively. If that were true, wouldn’t Shen Yanzhou now become a little Grandmaster of the Daoist Path?
    

    

    
      “She will.”
    

    

    
      “Because he is the banished immortal.”
    

    

    
      Luo Qiushui’s clear eyes stayed fixed on Shen Yanzhou, her tone as calm and cold as before.
    

    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou blinked, puzzled. He hadn’t heard of any such thing before. If she said he was an outer demon, he could accept that.
    

    

    
      But a banished immortal? What nonsense was that?
    

    

    
      In the original story, there had been no such mention at all.
    

    

    
      “Master sent me into the mortal world to enter the capital. She foresaw that the banished immortal would appear, and that I would meet him.”
    

    

    
      Luo Qiushui spoke, her words brief and to the point, as though every word were precious.
    

    

    
      “You mean, Young Master Shen is the banished immortal our Grandmaster foresaw?”
    

    

    
      Pu Chengjun and Fang Wendao were once again stunned. In truth, even they did not know what “banished immortal” meant.
    

    

    
      The Grandmaster had never explained it. When she had descended the mountain carrying that Mirror of Seeking Immortals, she had merely said she sought the banished immortal — and nothing more.
    

    

    
      No one knew what she truly meant. Could it be that a true immortal, one who had transcended the mortal realm, had fallen back to earth?
    

    

    
      All around, the crowd erupted into heated whispers.
    

    

    
      The elders and students from the other branches of the Dragon-Tiger Institute had not expected that Shen Yanzhou would suddenly be bestowed such a title — “Banished Immortal.”
    

    

    
      Lin Qi frowned deeply. Today was truly a disaster. After this, the Martial Academy would become a laughingstock, and as its vice dean, he could hardly escape responsibility.
    

    

    
      Some of the female students, however, looked at Shen Yanzhou with shining eyes — his bearing at this moment was indeed transcendent, with a touch of immortal grace.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan took several deep breaths, her mind reeling from everything she had witnessed today.
    

    

    
      “Since Martial Aunt Ancestor Qiushui has decided to take him on behalf of her master, then we must not overstep.”
    

    

    
      Though Pu Chengjun and Fang Wendao were regretful, they said no more.
    

    

    
      To be accepted by that Grandmaster as a disciple was surely an honor Shen Yanzhou himself would not refuse.
    

    

    
      Luo Qiushui gave a soft hum and nodded lightly. “I will burn incense and report this to Master.”
    

    

    
      As she spoke, a piece of sandalwood suddenly appeared between her slender, fair fingers. No one saw how she lit it — but a wisp of faint fragrance slowly spread through the air.
    

    

    
      As light mist rose, the vice deans and elders of the surrounding academies all grew solemn, signaling their students to keep silent.
    

    

    
      That Grandmaster of the Taiqing Immortal Sect was infamous for her fierce temper and partiality. Many said she was narrow-minded and cared nothing for appearances, loving to bully her juniors — someone who must never be offended lightly.
    

    

    
      In an instant, the once-bustling surroundings fell silent, not a sound remaining.
    

    

    
      Even Shen Yanzhou glanced over in mild surprise. The way things were unfolding had truly exceeded his expectations.
    

    

    
      “Little Qiushui, what is it?”
    

    

    
      Moments later, from within the drifting sandalwood mist, came the soft voice of a woman — faintly weary, yet gentle, soothing away all worldly restlessness.
    

    

    
      “Master, I’ve found the banished immortal,” Luo Qiushui said coolly.
    

    

    
      “Oh? Really? Don’t fool your master.”
    

    

    
      “It’s true.”
    

    

    
      “Hiss—”
    

    

    
      Everyone present heard the sharp sound of someone drawing in a deep breath.
    

    

    
      “…” Luo Qiushui’s expression remained unchanged, clearly used to her master’s temperament.
    

    

    
      “Where?”
    

    

    
      Everyone could sense the shift in tone from within the sandalwood mist.
    

    

    
      “In the Imperial Capital of Great Qian, at the Dragon-Tiger Institute,” Luo Qiushui replied.
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      The voice from beyond fell silent for a long moment, then finally spoke again. “But I cannot go there now.”
    

    

    
      “I wish to take him as a disciple on your behalf,” Luo Qiushui said.
    

    

    
      “Very well. Three months from now, I shall come personally.”
    

    

    
      As her words fell, the drifting sandalwood mist quietly dispersed.
    

    

    
      Pu Chengjun and Fang Wendao’s expressions shifted repeatedly, and when they looked at Shen Yanzhou again, their gazes were completely different from before.
    

    

    
      Judging from the situation, that Grandmaster had truly agreed.
    

    

    
      Didn’t that mean that from now on, Shen Yanzhou’s status had instantly elevated — he was now their Martial Uncle Ancestor?
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      Compared to the Martial Academy, the Daoist Academy’s environment was much more tranquil. Even its courtyards were divided by individual cultivation caves.
    

    

    
      In the Imperial Capital, where every inch of land was precious, mountain ranges were concealed amidst the landscape — not towering, yet still retaining their primordial terrain. Purple clouds wound around the slopes, spiritual herbs and orchids sprouted between rocks, mist drifted in thin veils — it was a scene that could only be described as an immortal’s paradise.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou followed behind Luo Qiushui as she led him into the Daoist Academy. Along the way, many disciples stopped to look at him, their expressions complex and conflicted.
    

    

    
      Even the elders of the Daoist Academy, upon seeing him now, had to twitch the corners of their mouths and greet him as “Martial Uncle Ancestor Shen.”
    

    

    
      The drastic shift in seniority was so immense that even though Shen Yanzhou had mentally prepared himself, it still took him quite some time to adjust and accept it.
    

    

    
      At first, he had only intended to stir up some trouble — he had never imagined he would end up as a Martial Uncle Ancestor of the Daoist Academy.
    

    

    
      Still, this incident earned him another wave of negative emotions.
    

    

    
      Today’s harvest alone was over three hundred points; adding to his previous accumulation, he now had more than six hundred — which meant he had gathered a total of six base attribute points.
    

    

    
      “If I were decisive, I could pour all six points into The True Explanation of Primordial Unity. My cultivation realm could break through another major stage.”
    

    

    
      “But there’s no need for that yet. Sixth Rank is already shocking enough.”
    

    

    
      “Even though Emperor Mingde currently shields me openly, there’s no guarantee others won’t start coveting me later.”
    

    

    
      As Shen Yanzhou pondered, he realized he was now closer than ever to his goal of reaching First Rank.
    

    

    
      He planned to spend some time in the Daoist Academy to make up for his shortcomings. Once he achieved balance in both internal and external cultivation, he would become a truly well-rounded warrior.
    

    

    
      “This is your cave dwelling.”
    

    

    
      As his thoughts wandered, a cool, clear voice reached him.
    

    

    
      He looked ahead to see a meditation chamber carved directly into a steep cliff wall, following the mountain’s natural contours. Outside was a small courtyard with a pond.
    

    

    
      Green bamboo grew around it, lotus leaves floated on the water, and the surroundings were serene. The murmur of flowing water mingled with the chirping of spirit sparrows hopping on branches — the spiritual energy here was noticeably denser.
    

    

    
      Compared to the Martial Academy’s courtyard, this was an immense improvement.
    

    

    
      “Luo…” Shen Yanzhou began, looking down at Luo Qiushui, who only reached his chest.
    

    

    
      “Call me Senior Sister.”
    

    

    
      Luo Qiushui’s tone was as ever — cool, detached, and devoid of emotion.
    

    

    
      “Yes, Senior Sister Luo.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou hadn’t yet had time to inquire about this Senior Sister’s background, though judging from how the two vice deans — Pu Chengjun and Fang Wendao — addressed her, he could make some guesses.
    

    

    
      “My cave dwelling is not far from yours. If you encounter any confusion, you may come to me anytime.”
    

    

    
      “The teachings passed down by my master are profound, but they point directly to the essence of the Great Dao. Since you are the Banished Immortal, you should be able to comprehend them easily.”
    

    

    
      As she spoke, a scroll appeared in Luo Qiushui’s slender, pale hand.
    

    

    
      She handed it directly to Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou thought to himself that he didn’t really need another cultivation technique. What he wanted to learn were Daoist spells and divine arts — things like Heavenly Law Manifestation, Scattering Beans to Form Soldiers, Summoning Wind and Rain, or Turning Heaven and Earth. Even lesser arts like Commanding Spirits and Summoning Generals or Worlds Within the Sleeve would do.
    

    

    
      What Daoist scripture could possibly compare to his True Explanation of Primordial Unity?
    

    

    
      “Yes, Senior Sister.”
    

    

    
      Nonetheless, he accepted the ancient scroll and examined it through his panel.
    

    

    
      【An uninscribed heavenly scripture with no recorded techniques.】
    

    

    
      The corner of Shen Yanzhou’s mouth twitched.
    

    

    
      He looked toward Luo Qiushui — the young Daoist nun’s expression remained calm and serious. Her delicate white face still carried a trace of baby fat, her lips red and teeth white, lashes thick like feathers — she looked more like an innocent girl next door than a reclusive cultivator.
    

    

    
      Surely, she wasn’t fooling him?
    

    

    
      Was this truly the cultivation scripture passed down by that Grandmaster of the Taiqing Immortal Sect?
    

    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    

    
      Seeing Shen Yanzhou staring at her, Luo Qiushui’s fine brows furrowed slightly as she asked in mild puzzlement.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou took a deep breath before replying with a faint, elegant smile. “It’s nothing. Senior Sister, did you truly gain insight from this scripture?”
    

    

    
      Luo Qiushui nodded. “At first glance, it is blank. Look again — still blank. And the last time, still blank.”
    

    

    
      “But with every reading, one comprehends a different truth, sensing the existence of Heaven and Earth’s spiritual energy, and naturally grasping the art of breathing and circulation.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou felt he could already imagine what sort of temperament that unseen Grandmaster of the Taiqing Immortal Sect must possess.
    

    

    
      Still, one thing was certain — this Senior Sister was truly a genius. A rare, undisputed genius.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      “Not good… that old man’s prophecy — it seems it’s really coming true.”
    

    

    
      At the same time, on a remote island millions of li away from the Imperial Capital of Great Qian, waves surged violently and the sea wind howled. An elderly man with snow-white hair, dressed in a white feathered robe, sat by the shore fishing.
    

    

    
      His brows drooped, dust and sea salt caked his body, and seaweed and moss clung to the rocks beside him — they had nearly grown onto him, as if he had sat there for countless years.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a slightly impatient woman’s voice came from the void beside him, making the white-robed elder’s eyelids twitch as if he were about to wake.
    

    

    
      “Senior Brother, stop sleeping.”
    

    

    
      “The fish has taken the bait.”
    

    

    
      The next instant, a snow-white fist struck the top of his head, jolting him awake as his eyelids flew open.
    

    

    
      From the void before him stepped a Daoist nun. She wore a cyan Daoist robe, her long black hair loosely tied with a simple wooden pin, slightly disheveled — as though she had just risen from a nap. Her exquisite face carried a trace of anxiety.
    

    

    
      The white-robed elder still seemed dazed, his gaze fixed on his fishing rod.
    

    

    
      “Senior Brother…”
    

    

    
      The woman’s voice sounded again, louder now, with more force.
    

    

    
      “Oh, oh, it’s Xiaoxuan…”
    

    

    
      “What brings you to see your Senior Brother today?”
    

    

    
      The white-robed elder finally opened his eyes fully, smiling amiably at the beautiful Daoist nun before him.
    

    

    
      “Senior Brother, are you deaf again?” the nun frowned.
    

    

    
      “I may have slept too long… has it been a hundred years?” The elder rubbed his head and brushed off some seaweed.
    

    

    
      “Ten years.”
    

    

    
      The Daoist nun’s expression cooled. She truly wondered if her Senior Brother was becoming senile — was old age slowing his mind?
    

    

    
      “Only ten years? Then it’s still early for the fish to bite…” the elder muttered.
    

    

    
      The Daoist nun bit her lip. “Senior Brother, are you truly deaf? The prophecy left by our Master has come true — the Banished Immortal has encountered the Outer Demon!”
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      The white-robed elder froze — and when he understood, his gaze deepened instantly. His entire demeanor transformed. Behind him, the raging waves of the sea suddenly stilled.
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      “Master foresaw many things in his life, and nearly all of them eventually came true.”
    

    

    
      “Before his ascension, when his mind was hazy and unclear, he mumbled a few incoherent words, foretelling a cataclysm that would engulf the entire world.”
    

    

    
      ‘“A banished immortal descends, outer demons arise. As yang gives birth to yin, entanglement breeds and grows.”’ The old man in snow-white robes muttered softly.
    

    

    
      The Daoist nun pressed her brow. “But what exactly are the ‘banished immortal’ and the ‘outer demon’? Master never explained clearly.”
    

    

    
      “There’s no mistake. The outer demon refers to evil beings from beyond the realm, and the banished immortal is a fallen celestial.” The white-robed elder said firmly.
    

    

    
      “Wait a moment, Senior Brother…”
    

    

    
      The Daoist nun seemed to recall something. She suddenly took out a hand-copied ancient scroll from her robe, her expression solemn as she flipped through its pages carefully.
    

    

    
      The white-robed elder blinked. “What’s that?”
    

    

    
      Without looking up, the Daoist nun replied, “Before Master’s passing, I recorded all his delirious words here. You know as well as I do—he revealed far too many heavenly secrets in his lifetime. That’s why he met such an unfortunate end in his later years. Since he bore so much karmic burden and divulged so many truths of Heaven, even his daily words must carry some deeper meaning.”
    

    

    
      The white-robed elder was stunned for a while. Thinking carefully, it did make some sense. But Master’s mind had been completely muddled in the end—could those fragmented, dream-like words really foretell a future calamity?
    

    

    
      “What exactly did he say?” he asked.
    

    

    
      “Uh…”
    

    

    
      The Daoist nun continued flipping through the pages, then suddenly froze, her expression turning odd.
    

    

    
      The elder glanced at her. “What is it?”
    

    

    
      “Master said… that Aunt-Master Biyun of Quiet Court Peak… has a very round butt…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The elder fell silent for a moment, then sighed. Fortunately, Aunt-Master Biyun’s Dao companion had long since passed away—otherwise, upon hearing that, she might have dug up Master’s grave herself.
    

    

    
      “Master may have departed lightly, but he left us with such a heavy burden.”
    

    

    
      “How long until the great calamity he foretold?” he asked.
    

    

    
      “By calculation, about five years.” The Daoist nun replied.
    

    

    
      “So five years from now, our world will be destroyed—turned into a wasteland?”
    

    

    
      “Can the banished immortal really stop it? But Xiaoxuan is only at the Sixth Rank now. Even if she reaches the First Rank in five years, I fear it will make no difference.” The elder sighed.
    

    

    
      “I truly hope Master was just senile, speaking nonsense… I haven’t lived enough yet…” The Daoist nun couldn’t help but sigh too.
    

    

    
      “If it were nonsense, then why have all of Xiaoxuan’s experiences matched his prophecies one by one?”
    

    

    
      The elder felt powerless. At their level of cultivation, few things could trouble them anymore.
    

    

    
      Even the ancient depraved gods hidden deep within planes of time and space—they could deal with them calmly.
    

    

    
      But in that ultimate calamity Master foresaw, even those of the First Rank would be as insignificant as dust.
    

    

    
      “Then who is the outer demon?” The white-robed elder finally asked.
    

    

    
      “Xiaoxuan didn’t say much, only that he’s in the Great Qian Imperial Capital.”
    

    

    
      “But I can’t go there for another three months. I’ve asked her to take a disciple on Master’s behalf first.” said the Daoist nun.
    

    

    
      The elder’s expression grew strange. “Truly in the Great Qian Capital? Then what do you plan to do?”
    

    

    
      The Daoist nun remained calm. “What do you mean?”
    

    

    
      The elder said solemnly, “In Master’s prophecy, that outer demon would kill his father and brother, rebel for his own ambition, stir endless slaughter and bloodshed, and for the sake of so-called eternal life and dominion over the world, enslave all races of the Immortal Dao to build a lofty tower to the heavens.”
    

    

    
      “But in this age, the path to Heaven is already severed. Even Master said immortality is impossible and the immortal road is closed. Doing such a thing will only invite immeasurable sin and karmic backlash.”
    

    

    
      “I even suspect that the culprit behind the ultimate calamity Master did not fully describe… is this very outer demon.”
    

    

    
      The Daoist nun’s expression remained calm. “I know all this.”
    

    

    
      “Then you still plan to take him as a disciple?”
    

    

    
      The elder couldn’t understand. Since they already knew what would happen, why not end the danger before it began?
    

    

    
      “So, should I kill him first?” she asked.
    

    

    
      The elder looked at her, now utterly serious. “You decide for yourself. In Master’s prophecy, you too will die because of this outer demon—though he will also be your future husband.”
    

    

    
      The Daoist nun fell silent.
    

    

    
      The elder sighed softly. He knew his junior sister’s temperament well. The reason she came rushing here was likely because of her hesitation over this matter.
    

    

    
      Master’s prophecies never missed.
    

    

    
      The outer demon would become her disciple, then her husband, and eventually bring about her death.
    

    

    
      It was a doomed karmic entanglement.
    

    

    
      “I’ll decide after I see him.” Her emotions were in turmoil, and her figure faded into the void.
    

    

    
      The white-robed elder gazed at the tranquil sea, then at the empty fishing rod beside him, his eyes deep and distant.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The news that Shen Yanzhou had been accepted as a personal disciple by one of the ancestral masters of the Taixu Immortal Sect quickly caused an immense stir throughout the Great Qian Imperial Capital.
    

    

    
      Compared to the trouble he had caused at the Martial Institute, this was an event that shook the entire Daoist world—making his earlier affairs completely negligible.
    

    

    
      In truth, the aftershocks of this news would only continue to spread.
    

    

    
      For now, it had only circulated within certain circles of the capital.
    

    

    
      Naturally, the news soon reached the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion. Shen Jingxiao, who had just returned, stood frozen in the study for a long while, unable to come back to his senses.
    

    

    
      “The ancestral master of the Taixu Immortal Sect… actually took him as a disciple?”
    

    

    
      He gripped the bookshelf beside him, almost thinking he had misheard.
    

    

    
      That ancestral master of the Taixu Immortal Sect—he had heard of her.
    

    

    
      Among the Three Pure Immortal Sects—Jade Pure, Supreme Pure, and Grand Pure—only the Taixu Immortal Sect still had such an ancient ancestor alive and active in the world.
    

    

    
      A living fossil, in every sense.
    

    

    
      Domineering and fiercely protective of her own.
    

    

    
      “Do I really have to change my attitude toward Shen Yanzhou now? But with his temperament, once he gains power, he’ll never let me off.” Shen Jingxiao’s face darkened.
    

    

    
      He took a deep breath, regaining his calm, and soon summoned Ran Yi.
    

    

    
      “Your time is running out.”
    

    

    
      “Fourteen days. If there’s no result in fourteen days, I’ll show no more mercy.” Shen Jingxiao’s voice was cold and devoid of feeling.
    

    

    
      Ran Yi kept her head lowered. She too had heard the news of Shen Yanzhou becoming the disciple of the Taixu Immortal Sect’s ancestral master.
    

    

    
      She was happy for him—but mostly, she was afraid. She knew Shen Jingxiao’s nature. He would never allow Shen Yanzhou to keep growing.
    

    

    
      He was going to make a move.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard, Yu Chenyu also sat in stunned silence for a long time, unable to believe the development.
    

    

    
      “He really hid it well.”
    

    

    
      After a while, she spoke softly. Even she had never noticed that Shen Yanzhou possessed Daoist cultivation.
    

    

    
      “Doesn’t that mean His Highness has now become the little ancestral master of the Daoist sects?” Chunchao said in surprise.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu said nothing, recalling the moment earlier that day when she met the Empress in the palace.
    

    

    
      If Shen Yanzhou truly possessed such abilities, she could afford to tell him more of the secrets that must be known.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In the Hall of Cultivated Mind, Emperor Mingde wore a radiant smile—the happiest he had been in a long time.
    

    

    
      Beside him, Wei Gong bowed with satisfaction and offered his congratulations.
    

    

    
      “Once I’ve settled matters with the Cui Clan of Hejian, I’ll reveal everything to him. What I promised Qingshu back then—I’ll give him all of it, nothing less.”
    

    

    
      “He’s proven himself more than worthy.” Emperor Mingde murmured.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong bowed. “This old servant has already made arrangements with the Chilin Guards. Once His Highness Shen Yanzhou settles his Daoist affairs, he’ll take up a post there.”
    

    

    
      “With that official title, even Shen Jingxiao would hesitate to move against him.”
    

    

    
      “I’ll also help the young lord assemble a trusted group of talented warriors within the Chilin Guards.”
    

    

    
      “Excellent.” Emperor Mingde nodded.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      That day, the Great Qian Imperial Capital was destined for unrest.
    

    

    
      For days, high-ranking Daoist figures from across the Nine Provinces gathered in the capital, all heading to the Dragon-Tiger Institute, hoping to visit Shen Yanzhou—the “Little Ancestral Master.”
    

    

    
      They dared not take it lightly, for the ancestral master who took him in was famous throughout the Daoist world for being extremely petty.
    

    

    
      If she learned her new disciple wasn’t being properly respected by the sects, she might take it as an excuse to “discipline” them—and she was known for bullying the weak without a shred of shame.
    

    

    
      However, all who came to the capital failed to meet Shen Yanzhou. They were turned away by Luo Qiushui, who told them it would disturb Shen Yanzhou’s cultivation and enlightenment.
    

    

    
      Faced with someone of Luo Qiushui’s own terrifying seniority, the visiting Daoist leaders could only leave their gifts and retreat quietly—never even glimpsing Shen Yanzhou’s face.
    

    

    
      Three full days passed.
    

    

    
      At last, Shen Yanzhou comprehended the so-called “technique” from the “Wordless Heavenly Tome.”
    

    

    
      As for why it took him three days—it was because Luo Qiushui had told him she herself needed five days to grasp the basics of the breathing method and draw the first thread of spiritual energy into her body.
    

    

    
      If she needed five days, then as a “banished immortal,” three days was about right.
    

    

    
      As for that so-called breathing method, Shen Yanzhou merely modified The True Explanation of Primordial Unity slightly and created a self-styled “Nameless Breathing Method,” which he then demonstrated before Luo Qiushui.
    

    

    
      “Junior Brother truly deserves the title of Banished Immortal.”
    

    

    
      “Your talent and comprehension surpass mine. This breathing method you’ve derived carries the essence of transforming myriad arts— even the spiritual energy it stirs is extraordinary.”
    

    

    
      Luo Qiushui commented seriously, her flawless face full of earnest admiration, her demeanor that of a teacher relishing instruction.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Shen Yanzhou sat cross-legged on a simple futon, dressed in a moon-white robe, his black hair glistening like crystal strands. Threads of spiritual energy swirled and coiled around him with each breath, forming faint vortices of chaos. The surrounding aura constantly streamed toward him.
    

    

    
      To play the role of this so-called “Banished Immortal,” he had gone to great lengths.
    

    

    
      From a blank page, he had conjured a breathing art out of nothing.
    

    

    
      But there was one thing he couldn’t hold back—he sighed softly. “Senior Sister, I’m already at the Sixth-Rank, Core Formation Realm… You really don’t have to teach me how to breathe in and out to draw spiritual energy…”
    

    

    
      It was like a graduate student being taught how to count “one plus one equals two” all over again.
    

    

    
      Luo Qiushui froze.
    

    

    
      “Then what do you want to learn?”
    

    

    
      She tilted her head slightly, thinking seriously for a moment. She had only been planning to teach her junior the things that their master had once taught her.
    

    

    
      But now, it seemed that he didn’t really need any of those.
    

    

    
      “Talismans, alchemy, artifact refinement—or perhaps Master’s unique divine techniques?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      “As a Banished Immortal, Junior Brother should not be bound by preexisting arts and spells. One must not cling to the old ways but instead deduce and create according to one’s own Dao. Only then will it truly suit oneself.” Luo Qiushui’s voice was calm and cool.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou stayed silent for a long moment before consoling himself—geniuses really were like this.
    

    

    
      “So, the divine techniques that Senior Sister knows… were they all self-created as well?”
    

    

    
      After a pause, he asked.
    

    

    
      Luo Qiushui nodded naturally. “The comprehensive Five Elements arts that the disciples of the Daoist Academy now study—most of the lower and mid-tier techniques among them—were improved and redeveloped by me from the old, complicated spells. I refined them to shorten casting time, reduce spiritual consumption, and slightly increase power.”
    

    

    
      “As a Banished Immortal, your talent and comprehension in this field should surpass mine.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou laughed inwardly—he truly didn’t know what to say.
    

    

    
      That so-called master of his was clearly a hands-off teacher, knowing that Luo Qiushui was a true Daoist prodigy, so he hadn’t taught her anything—just let her figure out and invent everything herself.
    

    

    
      But he wasn’t like that. He was merely a cheat-bearing wastrel.
    

    

    
      He could learn existing arts—but to invent them from nothing? That would be tormenting his own system panel.
    

    

    
      “Senior Sister speaks wisely.”
    

    

    
      “To cling to rules and stagnate—how can one ever progress? Every divine art and technique has only become perfect through generations of improvement and innovation.”
    

    

    
      Though he thought otherwise in his heart, Shen Yanzhou kept a properly enlightened look on his face.
    

    

    
      Luo Qiushui’s clear eyes brightened slightly, clearly approving of his words.
    

    

    
      “However, even the cleverest woman cannot cook without rice.”
    

    

    
      “Senior Sister, do you have any existing divine techniques I can study, or perhaps the orthodox Tiangang True Laws of the Taixu Immortal Sect?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      Luo Qiushui slightly furrowed her brows. “The orthodox Tiangang True Laws? I’ve heard Master mention them. They exist, but for various reasons, most have been lost. The collected records are incomplete. Among the Three Pure Immortal Sects, fewer than ten Tiangang True Laws remain.”
    

    

    
      Fewer than ten?
    

    

    
      That surprised Shen Yanzhou. In the original story, Daoist matters were rarely detailed, so he hadn’t realized that the Daoist sects now possessed so few of those True Laws.
    

    

    
      “Junior Brother doesn’t intend to create a divine art on the same level as the Tiangang True Laws, does he?” Luo Qiushui asked.
    

    

    
      You really think too highly of me.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou shook his head inwardly. Even if The True Explanation of Primordial Unity reached the fourth stage of Ten Thousand Transformations Returning to Flow, it could only simulate some spells—it couldn’t truly recreate them.
    

    

    
      So the plan of extracting arts from Luo Qiushui wouldn’t work.
    

    

    
      He could only shift his focus to Vice Deans Pu Chengjun and Fang Wendao instead.
    

    

    
      “Speaking of which, I’ve yet to meet Master.”
    

    

    
      “What impression does Senior Sister have of Master?” Shen Yanzhou asked casually.
    

    

    
      Luo Qiushui didn’t think much of it and answered in her usual calm tone, “Beautiful.”
    

    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou raised his eyebrows. What kind of impression was that?
    

    

    
      “Master is very beautiful.”
    

    

    
      Luo Qiushui repeated it once more.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou didn’t stay in the cave residence any longer. For someone like him, lasting three days there was already impressive.
    

    

    
      Using the excuse of missing his mother, he told Luo Qiushui he would return home for a while and left the Daoist Academy.
    

    

    
      Before leaving, Luo Qiushui handed him all the gifts she had accepted on his behalf over the past three days.
    

    

    
      That turned out to be a pleasant windfall.
    

    

    
      After a quick count, there were high-grade talismans, inner armors, magical artifacts, talismanic treasures, and all kinds of rare items—each quite valuable, though lacking any divine techniques.
    

    

    
      “Perhaps those Daoist seniors assumed that with a master like mine, I wouldn’t be short of divine arts.” Shen Yanzhou chuckled inwardly, not minding much.
    

    

    
      He had six basic attribute points ready. That was his real confidence—he could break through at any moment.
    

    

    
      Upon returning to the mansion—
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou first went to the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard. After all, it had been three days since he’d seen the princess consort, and as a “filial” son, he should at least greet his mother.
    

    

    
      Unlike before, he could now clearly feel the change in how people looked at him.
    

    

    
      Not just servants and maids—even the household retainers and guest elders bowed respectfully from afar.
    

    

    
      It seemed Shen Jingxiao had deliberately given orders.
    

    

    
      “Looks like when he dined with Emperor Mingde that day, he must’ve been reprimanded.” Shen Yanzhou sneered inwardly, pretending not to notice.
    

    

    
      Princess Consort Yu Chenyu was, as usual, transcribing Buddhist scriptures in the bamboo pavilion. Her graceful figure was wrapped in a plain gauze dress, her demeanor serene and elegant.
    

    

    
      When Shen Yanzhou arrived, he didn’t disturb her—just quietly watched from the side. Her swanlike neck was slender and white, her hair cascading like ink, a faint fragrance drifting with the wind.
    

    

    
      “Not used to life in the Daoist Academy?”
    

    

    
      After finishing her copying, Yu Chenyu finally put down her brush and paper, glancing at him lightly.
    

    

    
      “I’m used to it. Mother doesn’t know—over there, I’m someone even the grandmasters treat with respect. Whatever I need, I have. Even the elders speak to me courteously. Not like in this mansion, where I was once treated as a nobody.” Shen Yanzhou said with a smiling tone.
    

    

    
      “Oh? If it’s so pleasant there, why come back? Isn’t it better to enjoy yourself there?” Yu Chenyu said faintly.
    

    

    
      “But Mother isn’t there. Three days without seeing you, and I already missed you.” Shen Yanzhou smiled.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu’s lips curved slightly, but her tone stayed cool. “Sweet talker.”
    

    

    
      “Mother, look at this.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou bent down suddenly, leaning close to her. A clear, translucent jade bracelet appeared in his hand, faintly glowing with Buddhist light and Daoist aura—it carried a touch of serene charm.
    

    

    
      “Where did that bracelet come from?”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu glanced at it and instantly recognized it as a talismanic treasure forged through both Buddhist and Daoist techniques. Even if she couldn’t tell its exact function, its color was elegant and beautiful.
    

    

    
      “A Daoist expert gifted it to me. Does Mother like it? I kept it specially for you.” Shen Yanzhou smiled.
    

    

    
      “It’s… fine.” Yu Chenyu nodded slightly.
    

    

    
      “It’ll surely look beautiful on you.”
    

    

    
      Without waiting for her response, Shen Yanzhou gently took her slender hand, lifting her sleeve to reveal her fair arm.
    

    

    
      Then he held the bracelet up, measuring it against her wrist.
    

    

    
      Seeing his action, Yu Chenyu froze for a moment, instinctively wanting to pull back. But noticing his serious expression, she suppressed the strange feeling in her chest and let him continue.
    

    

    
      “Mother’s hands are truly beautiful.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou praised softly, almost absentmindedly.
    

    

    
      He wasn’t lying—the fingers were long and delicate, her nails tinted faintly pink. Her skin was so soft it seemed boneless, and he subconsciously gave it a light squeeze.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu’s hand trembled slightly, her impulse to pull away growing stronger.
    

    

    
      Though Shen Yanzhou was her adopted son, he was now a grown man.
    

    

    
      Their interaction felt far too intimate.
    

    

    
      And she wasn’t foolish—she clearly sensed Shen Yanzhou’s subtle intent.
    

    

    
      “I’ll do it myself.”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu reached with her other hand to take the bracelet.
    

    

    
      But before she could, Shen Yanzhou had already slipped it onto her wrist. The plain jade gleamed softly against her snow-pale skin, making it look even fairer.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu lowered her gaze slightly, staring at the bracelet. She had to admit—it did look rather nice.
    

    

    
      “Does Mother like it?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s voice came from beside her, light and smiling.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu turned her face slightly; she could almost feel his breath.
    

    

    
      They were far too close. Normally, she hated when others invaded her space. Even her maids didn’t dare approach her so closely—yet now, their faces were nearly touching.
    

    

    
      Why, then, did she feel no disgust toward Shen Yanzhou? Why instead did something feel strangely off within her heart?
    

    

    
      “What are you two doing?”
    

    

    
      A cold, shadowed voice cut through the air.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu looked up and saw Shen Jingxiao. She quickly looked away, pretending not to notice him.
    

    

    
      Her brows furrowed slightly. Normally, she would have sensed him approaching long before he arrived.
    

    

    
      But her focus had wandered—clearly because of Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou also noticed the approaching Demon Suppression King, but since even the princess consort acted as if she hadn’t seen him, why should he care?
    

    

    
      In fact, he deliberately tightened his grip on her delicate hand.
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu noticed the motion, shot him a glance, and seeing his feigned innocence, allowed him to hold on.
    

    

    
      Negative emotion from Shen Jingxiao +23 +25 +28…
    

    

    
      Outside the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard, the Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao, stood expressionless as he watched the two in the bamboo pavilion. His cold gaze seemed to chill the very air.
    

    

    
      The accompanying clan elders’ faces turned from surprise to alarm.
    

    

    
      From their view, they saw Shen Yanzhou bending close toward Princess Consort Yu Chenyu, their faces nearly touching.
    

    

    
      Especially since Shen Yanzhou was holding her slender hand and smiling as he spoke.
    

    

    
      To an uninformed onlooker, ignoring their familial titles, they might easily have been mistaken for an affectionate couple.
    

    

    
      “Princess Consort, may I come in?”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s tone was icy, though outwardly still calm.
    

    

    
      “If you have something to say, just say it.” Yu Chenyu replied faintly.
    

    

    
      “I came to speak with Zhou’er, regarding His Majesty’s intent to promote him—to take a post in the Chilin Guards.” Shen Jingxiao drew a deep breath, forcing his composure.
    

    

    
      “Then come in.”
    

    

    
      Yu Chenyu nodded slightly and withdrew her hand from Shen Yanzhou’s grasp.
    

    

    
      Only then did Shen Jingxiao notice that Shen Yanzhou had been helping Yu Chenyu put on the bracelet. With his experience, he instantly recognized its extraordinary nature—its material, luster, and craftsmanship all of the highest grade, blending both Buddhist and Daoist methods.
    

    

    
      That realization made him exhale slightly in relief. The earlier scene had nearly frozen his thoughts with rage, a fire burning uncontrollably within him.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, it wasn’t Shen Yanzhou putting a green hat on him.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, if such a thing spread, Shen Jingxiao’s lifelong reputation would be utterly ruined—mocked and ridiculed by countless people.
    

    

    
      “Zhou’er is already an adult. You are my legally wedded wife, and there’s no blood relation between you two. If your behavior remains this intimate and word spreads, it will damage the reputation of our mansion.”
    

    

    
      “Zhou’er’s courtyard was destroyed and is currently being rebuilt. Since you’re both living in the Emerald Bamboo Courtyard, it’s best to avoid suspicion.”
    

    

    
      “You must also stop indulging him so much.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao spoke bluntly, not caring that Shen Yanzhou was standing right beside them. After all, they had already torn off all pretense of civility in the mansion—no need to pretend otherwise.
    

    

    
      Upon hearing this, Yu Chenyu gave him a faint glance. “I know what I’m doing. Zhou’er is filial and thoughtful toward me. If you were half as understanding as he is, that day in the Hall of Pure Serenity, I wouldn’t have been put in an awkward position before Her Majesty.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao froze. He knew exactly what she meant. That day, the Empress had deliberately probed into their current relationship to make things difficult for the princess consort, and his silence at the time had displeased Yu Chenyu.
    

    

    
      Now that she brought it up again, he could only swallow his words.
    

    

    
      “Tian’er will return to the capital in two days. By then, I’ll bring him here so that you two may finally reunite as mother and son.”
    

    

    
      He turned the topic deliberately.
    

    

    
      He wanted Yu Chenyu to remember—Shen Tian was their real son, while Shen Yanzhou was merely a stand-in.
    

    

    
      Yet Yu Chenyu showed no joy, merely nodding calmly. “You say he is, then he is. A stranger I haven’t seen in twenty years—you’d have me call him my son just like that?”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao felt his mood worsen. Yu Chenyu hadn’t been so “unreasonable” in the past. Was she now unwilling to acknowledge even her own son?
    

    

    
      “How could that be? You and Tian’er share blood. Blood ties run thicker than water—how could he be a stranger?”
    

    

    
      “……” Yu Chenyu said nothing more.
    

    

    
      “Zhou’er, when I was away from the capital, I didn’t know how harshly some elders treated you. But now I’ve investigated everything. I’ve brought your Sixth Uncle here to apologize and let you handle it personally.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao turned to look at Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      As he waved his hand toward the courtyard, one of the clan elders waiting outside—the Sixth Elder—entered, shame written across his face. He removed his outer robe, exposing a muscular torso, while another elder tied a thorned branch across his back.
    

    

    
      “Zhou’er, your Sixth Grandfather wronged you. These years have been hard for you.”
    

    

    
      “It was your Sixth Grandfather who lost his mind, treating you unfairly—refusing to let you study, forbidding you from practicing martial arts, letting you fall into worldly temptation too soon…”
    

    

    
      “Everything I did was for the good of the mansion. You didn’t know it then, but during those difficult years, had you shown too much talent, it would have drawn suspicion and hostility from the court…”
    

    

    
      The old man’s face flushed with shame, his eyes reddening as tears welled up. With a heavy thud, he knelt before Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      His tearful sincerity made even the maids and servants watching tear up.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou remained silent, calmly observing the performance.
    

    

    
      He wanted to see what kind of trick Shen Jingxiao was playing. Clearly, this was a forced apology—someone brought out to take the blame for years of mistreatment.
    

    

    
      There was no way Shen Jingxiao had suddenly grown a conscience. More likely, he just wanted to give an explanation to that person in the Golden Luan Hall.
    

    

    
      “Sixth Grandfather jests. How could I blame you? After all, you acted for the good of the mansion.”
    

    

    
      Smiling, Shen Yanzhou walked forward, seemingly intending to help the old man up.
    

    

    
      Seeing his demeanor, the onlookers exhaled softly. They thought Shen Yanzhou had decided to let the matter go.
    

    

    
      Now that he was favored by His Majesty and accepted as a disciple by the ancestral master of the Taixu Immortal Sect, his growing power made them all uneasy—they certainly didn’t want to be his enemies.
    

    

    
      “Sixth Grandfather, please rise. Your old body can’t handle such kneeling.”
    

    

    
      “These years, though the mansion treated me harshly, I never held any hatred. After all, I’ve still lived a privileged life here, never lacking fine food or comfort.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou spoke sincerely as he helped the kneeling elder up.
    

    

    
      His words left everyone stunned—even Shen Jingxiao’s eyes narrowed slightly. Could it be that Shen Yanzhou truly wanted reconciliation?
    

    

    
      But his next words made everyone’s expressions change.
    

    

    
      “However, I’m someone who holds grudges.”
    

    

    
      “I’ve never hated the mansion, only kept gratitude in my heart. Yet someone has tried to kill me—feeding me the Nether Gu, devouring my vitality day and night for twenty long years, tormenting me endlessly…”
    

    

    
      “Sixth Grandfather, was that you?” Shen Yanzhou asked seriously, staring into the old man’s eyes.
    

    

    
      The elder, who had been weeping moments ago, froze completely. His mind went blank as he instinctively turned to Shen Jingxiao.
    

    

    
      But Shen Jingxiao’s expression didn’t change—he didn’t even meet his eyes.
    

    

    
      “It was… it was me.”
    

    

    
      “Zhou’er, your Sixth Grandfather wronged you…” The old man gritted his teeth and accepted the blame.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled. “In that case, you can die now.”
    

    

    
      The moment the words left his mouth, he struck the old man’s forehead with a single palm. The power of Primordial Qi surged forth like Mount Tai descending.
    

    

    
      With a wet crack, the elder’s head burst apart—red and white splattering in every direction.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had already erected a spiritual barrier in front of himself. His robes remained spotless.
    

    

    
      But Shen Jingxiao and the others, caught off guard, were splattered with blood and brain matter.
    

    

    
      None of them had expected Shen Yanzhou to kill so suddenly—in front of them all.
    

    

    
      And that Sixth Elder was a Fifth-Rank martial expert—yet he hadn’t even had time to react before being killed with a single strike?
    

    

    
      Even Yu Chenyu in the bamboo pavilion was taken aback.
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou…” Shen Jingxiao’s face turned dark as ink, his killing intent barely suppressed.
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao and the others looked upon the slain elder with grief and fury.
    

    

    
      To them, this was a gesture of apology and reconciliation—but Shen Yanzhou had taken advantage of it to commit murder.
    

    

    
      “I must report for duty at the Chilin Guards, so I’ll leave the cleanup to you.”
    

    

    
      Ignoring their murderous glares, Shen Yanzhou smiled casually and strode away.
    

    

    
      Having a powerful backer really was a wonderful feeling.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At the Chilin Guards headquarters—
    

    

    
      Commander Liu Ci and several Captains had already gathered, awaiting him.
    

    

    
      They had received word from the commanding officer: today was the day the newly appointed Captain Shen Yanzhou would assume his post.
    

    

    
      A direct appointment by the Emperor himself was a rare event within the Chilin Guards.
    

    

    
      Normally, Captains were promoted step by step—from menial soldiers and regular warriors, through merit and battle record.
    

    

    
      For someone to be appointed a Captain straight away, a rank second only to Commanders, was unheard of.
    

    

    
      Of course, everyone in the capital now knew of Shen Yanzhou—the dual Sixth-Rank prodigy of both Martial and Daoist cultivation. Even within the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, he would have easily qualified as an Immortal Officer.
    

    

    
      Though some among the Chilin Guards harbored resentment, they all kept silent.
    

    

    
      “This time, Captain Shen will personally take charge of the case regarding those recently found cultivating the Northern Sea Heaven-Transforming Human Pill Grand Art in the capital. He will have full authority over the investigation,” Commander Liu Ci announced to the assembled Captains.
    

    

    
      This was an order directly from Commanding Officer Wei Gong.
    

    

    
      “Yes, we await Captain Shen’s command.” the Captains responded in unison.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue was now also among the Chilin Guards. Unlike Shen Yanzhou, who entered as a Captain, she had started from the bottom and had to earn every promotion.
    

    

    
      Of course, that was because she had chosen to train in the Southern Border previously.
    

    

    
      Had she stayed in the capital, she would likely already be a Hundred-man Captain by now.
    

    

    
      “I really didn’t expect this—that I’d be working with him again,” Gu Ruoxi muttered. She was stationed at the Chilin Guards as well, since the bodies of the recently deceased Martial Institute students had been sent here.
    

    

    
      As an Immortal Officer from the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, she had handled difficult cases before, though this one had proven exceptionally frustrating—days had passed with no progress.
    

    

    
      What shocked her most, however, wasn’t Shen Yanzhou’s new military position, but his identity as the Daoist sects’ “Little Ancestral Master.”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi had thought herself gifted—about to break through to the Seventh Rank and establish her Foundation—but she never imagined Shen Yanzhou’s hidden cultivation was already Sixth Rank, and that he now outranked even her own Third Grandfather, Gu Chengyun, in the Daoist hierarchy.
    

    

    
      As the Chilin Guards waited in formation at the training grounds, a tall and elegant figure appeared, walking toward them.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had arrived.
    

    

    
      “His Highness Shen—the new Captain Shen.” Commander Liu Ci stroked his beard with a smile, stepping forward to greet him, followed by the other Captains.
    

    

    
      “Why does Young Lord Shen look even more handsome than before?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue hadn’t seen Shen Yanzhou for several days. The moment she laid eyes on him, she froze.
    

    

    
      The two had once shared an intimacy she could never forget—and yet now, Shen Yanzhou’s every movement radiated a refined, otherworldly grace that words could hardly describe.
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      Could it be because of the recent, widely spread rumor about the “Banished Immortal” identity?
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue was a little surprised. She, too, was curious about those rumors—especially since the person involved was Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Back when they were at Hidden Moon Mountain, she had worried that once Shen Yanzhou’s false heir identity was exposed, his situation would become extremely difficult.
    

    

    
      Now it seemed she had worried too much.
    

    

    
      Even without the Martial God’s inheritance, Shen Yanzhou could still stand firm in the imperial capital with his own strength.
    

    

    
      “Commander Liu.”
    

    

    
      “Sorry to keep you waiting. I had to handle a few matters after returning to the residence.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou entered the courtyard with a smile and greeted Liu Ci and the others.
    

    

    
      “It wasn’t long. Young Master Shen is now a busy man. The fact that you can still make time to serve here at the Chilin Guards is already quite admirable.” Commander Liu Ci smiled as he spoke.
    

    

    
      The other captains all chimed in as well, creating a harmonious atmosphere.
    

    

    
      Zhou Yang and several other centurions stood a bit farther back. As they looked at the young man chatting and laughing with Commander Liu Ci, their emotions were mixed.
    

    

    
      Back when Shen Yanzhou had been abducted and went missing at Hidden Moon Mountain, it had been them who were tasked with his rescue.
    

    

    
      Who could have expected that in the blink of an eye, Shen Yanzhou would become their superior?
    

    

    
      Truly, the affairs of the world were unpredictable.
    

    

    
      “Miss Wu.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s gaze swept across several familiar faces before finally landing on Wu Ruyue. With a faint smile, he nodded at her.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue returned the smile.
    

    

    
      “As for the rules and formalities of the Chilin Guards, I’ll have someone go over them with you later. The salary and benefits for a Thousand-Household Captain will all follow the standard court regulations.”
    

    

    
      “As for your residence, I’ll instruct someone to arrange one for you soon. It’s quite near the Chilin Guards’ headquarters—only a few streets away.”
    

    

    
      Commander Liu Ci patted Shen Yanzhou’s shoulder with a grin.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded. This was exactly why so many people wanted to squeeze into the bureaucratic system—the benefits in every aspect were excellent.
    

    

    
      In a place like the imperial capital, where land was worth its weight in gold, being provided with a residence was a dream for many.
    

    

    
      Of course, such things no longer mattered much to him.
    

    

    
      Afterward, Commander Liu Ci led Shen Yanzhou into the main hall, handing over the Thousand-Household Captain’s uniform, blades, identification token, and other items, while reminding him of routine patrol duties.
    

    

    
      For someone of this rank, most days were spent overseeing affairs in their own command office. Unless something major happened, they rarely acted personally—these were all just formalities.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou understood this perfectly well.
    

    

    
      After finishing his explanations, Liu Ci excused himself under the pretext of handling other matters.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou quickly grasped the current structure of the Chilin Guards. Including himself, there were eight Thousand-Household Captains stationed in the capital.
    

    

    
      Each one was at the Fifth Rank of the Martial Path, commanding ten centurions. Their command offices surrounded the imperial palace like stars encircling the moon.
    

    

    
      His own office—essentially his “workplace”—was located right across the street from the Chilin Guards’ headquarters, in a grand pavilion with sweeping eaves and glazed tiles. Two stone lions flanked the entrance, exuding majesty without aggression.
    

    

    
      “With this location, even if I clock in at headquarters every day, it’s just a few steps away…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou thought with mild amusement. When he had arrived earlier, he had seen several carriages parked out front and Chilin Guards moving items out of the building.
    

    

    
      So—they were vacating it for him.
    

    

    
      At that moment, he imagined a scene in his head: a diligent, long-serving officer being displaced by a newcomer parachuted into his position, harboring resentment and plotting revenge.
    

    

    
      Tsk…
    

    

    
      He really didn’t want to waste his energy on such office politics.
    

    

    
      “Greetings, Thousand-Household Captain.”
    

    

    
      As Shen Yanzhou thought this, he arrived at the training grounds.
    

    

    
      Today was his first official day, and all ten of his centurions were present—including the one he was most familiar with, Zhou Yang.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue was also among them, though only in her capacity as a Chilin Guard.
    

    

    
      “No need for formalities.”
    

    

    
      “I’m not fond of excessive ceremony. I know many of you probably don’t take me too seriously. You think I’m just some lucky young man favored by the Commander—someone with no achievements, no experience, yet appointed to this post.”
    

    

    
      “Many of you have far more experience than I do, and you think the only thing you lack compared to me is luck.”
    

    

    
      “Of course, I don’t care what you think. But as long as you serve in the Chilin Guards, you’ll follow my orders.”
    

    

    
      “Whether you envy or resent me—keep it all bottled up.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou waved his hand casually.
    

    

    
      Then, ignoring their expressions, he gave an order for them to start moving items.
    

    

    
      After all, his new office was just across the street. It was the perfect opportunity to make use of free labor.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue, among the Chilin Guards, didn’t think anything of it. She was the first to step forward to help Shen Yanzhou carry things.
    

    

    
      On the other hand, Gu Ruoxi pursed her lips slightly, finding Shen Yanzhou rather arrogant and domineering.
    

    

    
      Still, considering he had even dared to strike the elders of the Martial Academy, what more could be said?
    

    

    
      “Yes, the Captain is right.”
    

    

    
      “From now on, we’ll follow your lead wholeheartedly. For you to reach this position at such a young age, you must have exceptional ability—something we should respect and learn from.”
    

    

    
      After Shen Yanzhou finished speaking, one of the centurions immediately echoed loudly.
    

    

    
      Even Zhou Yang and the others turned in surprise, as if seeing that man for the first time.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou raised an eyebrow and looked over—it was a slightly younger face. Of course, that was only relative to the other centurions, most of whom were in their thirties or forties.
    

    

    
      This guy practically had “eager for promotion” written all over his face.
    

    

    
      “What’s your name?” Shen Yanzhou asked with a faint smile.
    

    

    
      The younger centurion stiffened slightly and said solemnly, “Reporting to the Captain—subordinate’s name is Li Yunpeng, from a collateral branch of the Li Family of Longxi. The former Prince of Zhongshan in West Longxi was my great-great-great-grandfather.”
    

    

    
      The Li Family of Longxi was indeed a well-known noble family in the Great Qian Dynasty.
    

    

    
      Though as a collateral line, his only remaining tie to the main branch was likely just the surname “Li.”
    

    

    
      “Good, I’ll remember you.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded. He had always appreciated people with ambition like his own.
    

    

    
      Li Yunpeng’s face lit up with a smile, and he quickly stepped forward to help carry Shen Yanzhou’s belongings.
    

    

    
      Seeing that, the other centurions also moved to assist.
    

    

    
      There wasn’t much to carry—mostly the uniform, blades, and armor of a Thousand-Household Captain.
    

    

    
      In less than half a stick of incense, everyone had moved everything into the office across the street.
    

    

    
      “The eight command offices in the capital are divided into four grades—A, B, C, and D—assigned based on merit. If not for the Captain, we’d never have set foot in an A-grade office.”
    

    

    
      “It’s really more spacious, with a better view—and even our sub-divisions are larger.”
    

    

    
      “Yeah, this office used to belong to Captain Zhao. He’s been transferred to the west of the city now, and I hear that one’s only a C-grade…”
    

    

    
      “Not sure if that’s because of the trouble his son caused recently.”
    

    

    
      Listening to their chatter, Shen Yanzhou hadn’t expected such rumors to circulate.
    

    

    
      The Zhao family?
    

    

    
      Could it be someone from the Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence?
    

    

    
      Still, he didn’t care much. Even if that Captain Zhao resented losing his post, he’d just have to swallow it.
    

    

    
      After all, Shen Yanzhou now held Emperor Mingde’s favor.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “Captain.”
    

    

    
      “To think that because of Young Master Rui’s incident, the Commander would reassign you—how disheartening.”
    

    

    
      “All these years, you’ve worked tirelessly for the Chilin Guards and achieved countless merits.”
    

    

    
      “Every flower and brick of this command office was personally arranged by you, yet it’s now handed over to that youngster.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, on a street to the west of the Chilin Guards’ headquarters, a black lacquered carriage was parked. Inside, a thin middle-aged man sat quietly, lifting the curtain slightly to gaze toward the bustling command office. His eyes were deep and unreadable.
    

    

    
      The man holding the reins was a centurion of the Chilin Guards, and his voice was filled with indignation.
    

    

    
      “The matter concerning Rui’er is far more complicated than it appears. The Commander reassigned me to spare me from being implicated.”
    

    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man lowered the curtain and withdrew his gaze, speaking faintly.
    

    

    
      The rider still looked reluctant. He knew how much effort and sweat his Captain had poured into that position.
    

    

    
      And now, Shen Yanzhou—with no achievements, no experience—had been placed in that coveted A-grade post. How could that not breed resentment?
    

    

    
      “Enough looking. When this storm passes, I’ll return here myself.”
    

    

    
      “That Shen Yanzhou may seem glorious now, but he’s merely a pawn in this intricate game.”
    

    

    
      “If the case of the ‘Northern Sea Heaven-Transforming Human Pill Art’ could truly be resolved so easily, that would be ideal. But once you start pulling at the roots, the dirt comes out with it. There’s no way someone like him could fill such a deep pit.” The middle-aged man’s eyes glinted coldly.
    

    

    
      “Yes, sir.”
    

    

    
      The rider finally lowered his head and tugged the reins, driving the carriage away.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, at the Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence—
    

    

    
      “The true heir of the Demon Suppression King will return to the capital the day after tomorrow. Many court officials will visit the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion to offer congratulations—celebrating the reunion and restoration of order.”
    

    

    
      “Given the ties between our two residences, we should also personally deliver a congratulatory gift.”
    

    

    
      “Also, the marriage promise once made by the Demon Suppression King hasn’t been annulled—only changed. It won’t be with the false heir, but with the true one.”
    

    

    
      Behind a painted screen in the main hall, a dignified middle-aged beautiful woman adorned with jewels was speaking to a robust yet refined middle-aged man.
    

    

    
      The man, dressed in casual attire with a jade belt around his waist, looked like a warrior but carried an air of scholarly grace.
    

    

    
      He was none other than the current Divine Martial Marquis.
    

    

    
      “That’s for the best—restoring clarity to the matter. Otherwise, if our Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence had formed a marriage alliance with a false heir, we’d be the laughingstock of the capital.”
    

    

    
      “Qingchan was originally meant to be chosen as the Crown Princess, if only His Majesty would give the word.”
    

    

    
      The Divine Martial Marquis sighed, his tone tinged with helplessness.
    

    

    
      Compared to marrying into the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, they would naturally have preferred for Zhao Qingchan to wed into the royal family—becoming the Crown Princess and, in time, the future Empress.
    

    

    
      But Emperor Mingde still hadn’t shown any intent to select a consort for the Crown Prince.
    

    

    
      Left with no better choice, they could only settle for the next best option.
    

    

    
      “Qingchan, what do you think?” The Divine Martial Marquis turned toward his daughter, who had remained silent in the main hall.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan wore a plain long robe, her black hair cascading like a waterfall. Her face was pure and flawless, like an unpolished piece of jade without a single blemish.
    

    

    
      “I will follow Father and Mother’s arrangements in all things,” she said softly, nodding with calm composure.
    

    

    
      She had rushed back from the Dragon-Tiger Institute specifically for this matter.
    

    

    
      “Good. Then you shall accompany your mother to personally deliver the congratulatory gifts to the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion. That will also serve as your first meeting with the true heir.”
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou is indeed talented, but his connection with the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion is murky at best—and more importantly, he has no claim to the royal title.”
    

    

    
      “If we wish to secure the standing of the Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence, the heir of the Demon Suppression King is the better choice.” The Divine Martial Marquis nodded with satisfaction.
    

    

    
      Since childhood, his daughter had always been his pride—obedient, diligent, intelligent, and beautiful. After she came of age, the threshold of their residence was nearly worn down by the noble families seeking her hand.
    

    

    
      Even the current Crown Prince, Xia Chongming, had once expressed his fondness for her.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan’s expression did not change, but in her mind, Shen Yanzhou’s image surfaced unbidden.
    

    

    
      He had been dazzling in the capital these past few days—at the Sixth Rank of the Martial Path both in body and spirit, personally chosen as a disciple by the Patriarch of the Taiqing Immortal Sect, and now favored by Emperor Mingde himself, recently appointed as a Thousand-Household Captain in the Chilin Guards.
    

    

    
      If only he were the true heir...
    

    

    
      She sighed lightly and glanced at her father. “Father, do you know what kind of person this true heir is?”
    

    

    
      The Divine Martial Marquis smiled warmly. “Don’t worry, my dear. The Demon Suppression King and I are old friends. He told me beforehand—the true heir is a man among men: dignified, outstanding in talent, steady and mature. He, too, is at the Sixth Rank of the Martial Path.”
    

    

    
      Sixth Rank?
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan’s heart did not stir. Had it been before, she might have thought that impressive—but compared to Shen Yanzhou, it now seemed rather ordinary.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      There was a dining hall within the Thousand-Household Office. At noon, Shen Yanzhou asked Wu Ruyue to stay behind.
    

    

    
      The two shared a meal by the window.
    

    

    
      Zhou Yang and the others, knowing of the friendship between Shen Yanzhou and Wu Ruyue, found nothing strange about it.
    

    

    
      Only Wu Ruyue herself felt a little shy and uneasy when Shen Yanzhou called her—afraid others might misunderstand their relationship.
    

    

    
      “Captain Shen, you came to eat without inviting me?”
    

    

    
      “Surely you did that on purpose. With our friendship, you can’t just pretend you don’t see me.”
    

    

    
      Just as the two sat down, a soft, charming voice drifted from the side, carrying a faint fragrance as sweet as peach blossoms.
    

    

    
      A coquettish woman in a pink embroidered gown, her waist swaying gracefully, walked over carrying a food box. Her eyes glimmered with playful reproach as she sat down beside Shen Yanzhou without the slightest hesitation.
    

    

    
      “Immortal Officer Gu.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue hadn’t expected Gu Ruoxi to follow them here. Wasn’t she supposed to be at the headquarters across the street?
    

    

    
      She blinked slightly, then glanced at Gu Ruoxi, whose arm was nearly brushing against Shen Yanzhou’s, and felt an inexplicable pang of jealousy.
    

    

    
      “The weather’s hot, Immortal Officer Gu. Sitting that close—aren’t you warm?” Wu Ruyue asked.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi chuckled. “Not at all. Just being near Captain Shen makes my heart go cold—how could I feel hot?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou hadn’t expected Gu Ruoxi to come along either. Wasn’t she still at headquarters this morning?
    

    

    
      Still, since this little enchantress had shown up on her own, she must have something she wanted.
    

    

    
      “When did Immortal Officer Gu and Young Master Shen get so close?” Wu Ruyue asked with a smile that was both bright and faintly pointed.
    

    

    
      “Miss Wu must have forgotten—when Captain Shen was captured and went missing at Hidden Moon Mountain, it was I who escorted him all the way back. After returning to the capital, Captain Shen even stayed for a time at the Bureau of Immortal Inspection—he nearly joined them.”
    

    

    
      “So you see, I might know Captain Shen better than you do.”
    

    

    
      Sensing the sharpness in Wu Ruyue’s tone, Gu Ruoxi kept smiling, her words equally cutting in return.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue only smiled faintly. She and Shen Yanzhou shared secrets Gu Ruoxi could never know—at Hidden Moon Mountain, they had nearly faced death together.
    

    

    
      Of course, she wouldn’t say that aloud.
    

    

    
      “Let’s eat,” Shen Yanzhou said, a bit helpless.
    

    

    
      He never thought he’d one day find himself in such a battlefield between women.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi was clearly doing it on purpose, trying to provoke Wu Ruyue.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was confident in himself, but he didn’t believe Gu Ruoxi harbored any affection for him—she was simply stirring trouble for her own amusement.
    

    

    
      “Captain Shen, do you like braised beef?”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi smiled sweetly as she used her chopsticks to place a large piece of braised beef into his bowl.
    

    

    
      “I don’t.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou shook his head.
    

    

    
      “Then how about some steamed buns? They’re fresh from the steamer…” Gu Ruoxi leaned forward slightly, her full figure shifting subtly as she smiled.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s eyelid twitched, her grip on her chopsticks tightening. Even she could tell now that Gu Ruoxi’s target was her.
    

    

    
      Back at the Chilin Guards, she had never acted like this. But now that Shen Yanzhou was here, she suddenly became hostile.
    

    

    
      Why would a woman behave like that?
    

    

    
      Naturally—because she liked Shen Yanzhou. Seeing him invite Wu Ruyue to lunch, she grew jealous and uneasy.
    

    

    
      “Captain Shen doesn’t like that either. He prefers roasted sweet potatoes.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue took a quiet breath, then smiled as she delivered the line.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi blinked, her gaze instinctively dropping to Wu Ruyue’s chest bound beneath her robe.
    

    

    
      Roasted sweet potatoes? Sweet potatoes?
    

    

    
      Did that mean Shen Yanzhou liked… smaller ones?
    

    

    
      “I like them all.”
    

    

    
      “Whether it’s big steamed buns or roasted sweet potatoes.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou sighed inwardly. He knew perfectly well what Wu Ruyue meant, but he had no patience for their teasing.
    

    

    
      “The original copy of the ‘Northern Sea Heaven-Transforming Human Pill Art’ was destroyed, but there may still be handwritten versions left in the world. If that’s the case, then there might be more than one practitioner…”
    

    

    
      He changed the subject—both Wu Ruyue and Gu Ruoxi were currently investigating that case.
    

    

    
      As expected, once he brought it up, both women focused on him immediately.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi, in particular, was troubled by the case.
    

    

    
      Aside from asking Shen Yanzhou for an antidote, she had also come to discuss possible leads.
    

    

    
      After all, Emperor Mingde himself had tasked Shen Yanzhou with uncovering the truth.
    

    

    
      If he failed, not only would he lose his current favor, but he might not even survive the fallout.
    

    

    
      “Captain Shen means that this forbidden art might have more than one practitioner?” Wu Ruyue asked, setting down her chopsticks, her expression thoughtful.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded. He could have said outright that everything led back to the Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao.
    

    

    
      But where was the proof?
    

    

    
      Even with his knowledge of the original story, he couldn’t be sure. Shen Jingxiao was too meticulous—so much so that even the narrative had never revealed this hidden hand.
    

    

    
      After fleeing to the foreign demonic kingdom, Shen Jingxiao had still retained such a hidden card, concealing himself within the capital.
    

    

    
      If he hadn’t deliberately framed Shen Yanzhou to shift suspicion onto him, Shen Yanzhou might never have guessed that Shen Jingxiao secretly possessed this forbidden technique.
    

    

    
      And over the years, who knew how many loyal death warriors he had cultivated through it?
    

    

    
      “Most likely, there’s more than one.”
    

    

    
      “And this could lead to many other hidden cases.” Shen Yanzhou’s tone was serious.
    

    

    
      At his words, both Wu Ruyue and Gu Ruoxi froze, then exchanged glances, a chill running down their spines.
    

    

    
      Yes—over all these years, not a single rumor had surfaced.
    

    

    
      If not for the discovery of the three dead students from the Martial Academy, the forbidden practitioners would still be lurking in the shadows, unnoticed by either the Chilin Guards or the Bureau of Immortal Inspection.
    

    

    
      Practicing that art required large amounts of vital blood and Qi essence—it couldn’t have cost only three lives.
    

    

    
      Then what about all the others who had died? Those warriors who had perished because of it?
    

    

    
      “Could someone be covering up for them? Or have those dead warriors simply vanished—erased from the world somehow?”
    

    

    
      “But large-scale disappearances—especially of warriors—should have been noticed by the Ministry of Revenue.”
    

    

    
      “Or does even the Ministry remain unaware?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue frowned deeply. The more she thought about it, the more she felt an invisible vortex behind all this, pulling everything in deeper and deeper.
    

    

    
      To think further was enough to make one’s blood run cold.
    

    

    
      “Take it slowly. A case of this scale can’t be solved in a day or two,” Shen Yanzhou said.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue nodded. “The identities of the three dead students are clear now. They had gone out together some time ago and were last seen in a pleasure district in the western part of the city. After that, they vanished. The Chilin Guards have already questioned everyone they’d been in contact with, but found nothing unusual.”
    

    

    
      “If there’s one suspicious point, it’s that same place in the west district. Recently, many influential people have been going there.”
    

    

    
      “The west district?” Shen Yanzhou mused, surprised.
    

    

    
      The imperial capital of the Great Qian Dynasty was divided into four main areas. Aside from the inner and outer city, the western quarter was mostly a commoners’ district, rarely visited by nobles.
    

    

    
      Back when he was still his old self, he had spent most of his time drinking and consorting with courtesans on Vermilion Bird Street in the eastern district.
    

    

    
      The west side, frankly speaking, was too low-class—young aristocrats seldom went there.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue said, “Tonight, I plan to go there myself to investigate. The owner behind that pleasure house seems to have an unusual background.”
    

    

    
      “That’s fine,” Shen Yanzhou nodded.
    

    

    
      He didn’t expect to uncover much anyway—he’d just have to wait for Shen Jingxiao to make a mistake.
    

    

    
      After lunch—
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou left the office with Gu Ruoxi to visit the morgue at headquarters. Officially, they were there to inspect the corpses of the three dead Martial Academy students, but in truth, he was using the opportunity to give her the antidote to the ‘Ten-Thousand Gu Heart-Piercing Pill.’
    

    

    
      “Tastes… sweet?”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi pressed her lips together—it felt like she had just eaten a candy.
    

    

    
      “Would you prefer something bitter? I can prepare one next time.” Shen Yanzhou said casually.
    

    

    
      “No thanks…” Gu Ruoxi shook her head.
    

    

    
      She didn’t know whether it was real or just psychological, but after taking the antidote, she felt lighter, her body less burdened.
    

    

    
      Earlier, she had felt strange sensations—like something gnawing at her meridians from within.
    

    

    
      “What about that man named Ye Xingchen? How’s the investigation on him going?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      Compared to the case itself, that man was the one he truly cared about.
    

    

    
      “There’s not much to investigate—his family background is perfectly clear.”
    

    

    
      “He’s from a small family in Fanzhou, with two elder sisters. His natural talent and spiritual roots are quite good. After passing the Bureau of Immortal Inspection’s examination, he became an Immortal Officer.”
    

    

    
      “In the Bureau, he’s known for being diligent and hardworking, with a good reputation. Many seniors have praised him highly.”
    

    

    
      “Also, I think he rather likes me,” Gu Ruoxi said, counting on her fingers as she spoke.
    

    

    
      Hmm, that all sounded fairly normal. But if it truly were that normal, he shouldn’t have been able to provide Shen Yanzhou with such a surge of negative emotions.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou already understood very clearly the standard for harvesting negative emotions.
    

    

    
      First, the target either needed to possess abundant fortune, hold an exalted status, or have formidable strength—at least one of these three traits was required.
    

    

    
      Second, their emotional fluctuations had to be intense—the stronger their turmoil, the more negativity he could harvest.
    

    

    
      That Ye Xingchen’s emotions had surged so dramatically just from seeing him grow close to Gu Ruoxi, to the point of harboring resentment—
    

    

    
      His possessiveness toward Gu Ruoxi was this strong?
    

    

    
      Moreover, his background was ordinary, and his cultivation not particularly exceptional. That could only mean the man carried an unusually dense and powerful fortune.
    

    

    
      A child of destiny, perhaps?
    

    

    
      “If he likes you, then why don’t you just accept his pursuit?” Shen Yanzhou suddenly said.
    

    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi’s beautiful eyes widened instantly. She froze mid-step, staring at him in utter disbelief.
    

    

    
      “You… you…”
    

    

    
      She pointed a slender, jade-like finger at him but couldn’t get the words out for a long time.
    

    

    
      “What about me?” Shen Yanzhou asked, looking rather confused.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi’s chest rose and fell, her tone full of shock. “Do you… have some strange fetish?”
    

    

    
      “What does letting you accept his pursuit have to do with me having a fetish?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      That question left Gu Ruoxi momentarily stunned.
    

    

    
      True, there didn’t seem to be a direct connection.
    

    

    
      But how could there not be?
    

    

    
      “You really don’t mind?” Gu Ruoxi asked softly, unable to hold back.
    

    

    
      Now Shen Yanzhou finally understood and couldn’t help laughing. “Why would I mind? I told you to accept his pursuit—I didn’t say you have to actually do anything with him. Or… do you like him too?”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi shook her head quickly. “No.”
    

    

    
      “I don’t like him. He’s like a sticky plaster—always hovering around, trying to please me. It’s annoying to death! I wish he’d just disappear from my sight.”
    

    

    
      Still, Shen Yanzhou’s nonchalant attitude left her oddly frustrated.
    

    

    
      After all, her purity had been ruined by him!
    

    

    
      And now he was telling her to accept another man’s advances?
    

    

    
      “Unbelievable,” Gu Ruoxi muttered under her breath.
    

    

    
      “You need to fix your mindset. Don’t tell me you actually think of yourself as my woman? Nothing happened between us. Don’t try to cling to me,” Shen Yanzhou said.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi refused to look at him anymore.
    

    

    
      She was this beautiful, this enchanting—and he could really bear to say that?
    

    

    
      “Unbelievable.”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi glared fiercely at him, then turned and ran off.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In truth, Gu Ruoxi didn’t get far before Shen Yanzhou caught up with her. After much coaxing and mild intimidation, he finally persuaded her to pretend to accept Ye Xingchen’s advances—or rather, his invitation.
    

    

    
      “Next time, don’t touch me like that! It’s broad daylight—what if someone sees us?”
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi, fuming, hid in a narrow alley, adjusting her clothing before emerging to glare at him.
    

    

    
      She hadn’t expected Shen Yanzhou to be this bold. The last time had been inside a carriage, but today—broad daylight!
    

    

    
      She didn’t even dare imagine what he might have done had she hesitated to agree.
    

    

    
      “Relax. There’s no one at the mouth of this alley. Even if someone came, I’d sense it first,” Shen Yanzhou said with a grin.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi’s alluring face was flushed, her moist lips glistening faintly. “Scoundrel,” she muttered.
    

    

    
      “I just need you to help uncover what’s hidden about that man. He might be connected to this case,” Shen Yanzhou said seriously.
    

    

    
      “Really? You’re not tricking me?” Gu Ruoxi asked suspiciously.
    

    

    
      “If you do well, I’ll completely neutralize the Ten-Thousand Gu Heart-Piercing Pill for you next time,” Shen Yanzhou promised.
    

    

    
      “If you dare lie to me, I’ll definitely—” Gu Ruoxi threatened viciously, though her seductive demeanor made it hard to take her seriously.
    

    

    
      “Definitely what?”
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry. With our relationship, how could I ever deceive you?” Shen Yanzhou said with a chuckle.
    

    

    
      Gu Ruoxi hesitated, then reluctantly nodded.
    

    

    
      “He approached me before,” she said.
    

    

    
      “He told me that next month, the Cloud Wild Market in front of the Yuntai Temple will open. Many disciples from the immortal sects will go there to seek treasures. Materials like Yunhua Ganoderma and Azure Vine Leaves, needed for Core Formation Realm cultivation, can be traded there. It’s much more convenient than using merits for exchange at the Bureau of Immortal Inspection. He invited me to go with him.”
    

    

    
      “Good. Then you should accept his invitation,” Shen Yanzhou nodded.
    

    

    
      “You said he might be connected to the case. What if he tries something against me? Yuntai Temple is outside the capital.” Gu Ruoxi looked uneasy.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou pinched her soft, smooth cheek and said with a reassuring smile, “In the capital, I might not be able to guarantee absolute safety—but outside it, don’t worry. Even if a Monster King shows up, it won’t be able to harm a single hair on your head.”
    

    

    
      The Soul-devouring Flood Serpent hadn’t returned to the capital with him. Being nearly a Monster King itself, even if it concealed its aura, it would still be easily detected within the city.
    

    

    
      Thus, Shen Yanzhou had it waiting outside the capital.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Over the next two days, Shen Yanzhou spent his mornings at the Thousand-Household Office “handling cases” and his afternoons at the Daoist Academy.
    

    

    
      Though he couldn’t extract any new divine techniques from Luo Qiushui, he managed to acquire several high-level Daoist arts from Deputy Deans Pu Chengjun and Fang Wendao, under the guise of his “Grandmaster-Uncle” identity.
    

    

    
      There was the simplified version of the Body-Soaring Trace Technique, called Void Escape Art, and a shortened version of the Stand Upright Without Shadow Art, called Concealment in the Void...
    

    

    
      Void Escape Art, as its name implied, used spiritual energy to envelop the body, allowing the user to vanish into the void. Though far cruder than the Taixu Invocation that Lin Qingcang had mentioned before, it was sufficient for Shen Yanzhou’s current stage.
    

    

    
      As for Concealment in the Void—it allowed the physical body to become ethereal, losing form and shape, rendering all physical attacks ineffective.
    

    

    
      At its Minor Accomplishment level, it merely confused the opponent, but once it reached Major Accomplishment, the body could truly become intangible, effectively immune to physical harm.
    

    

    
      However, even the two deputy deans had only grasped its surface level.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou spent two basic attribute points to fully comprehend it, marking his first true step into the Daoist arts.
    

    

    
      As for talisman crafting and artifact refinement, he only made a few inquiries. Upon learning how costly they were in basic points, he wisely gave up.
    

    

    
      They were worth learning—but not worth wasting his precious points on.
    

    

    
      Luo Qiushui occasionally checked on him in her capacity as “Senior Sister,” worried that he was spending too much time on Chilin Guard matters.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou could only brush her off with vague answers.
    

    

    
      Sometimes, he even suspected Luo Qiushui might be mistaken—perhaps she was the real “Banished Immortal.”
    

    

    
      In a sense, she was like a Conceptual Deity.
    

    

    
      Whenever he casually recited a few “ancient theories” he remembered from Earth’s mythology to placate her, Luo Qiushui would actually ponder them deeply—then begin verifying and deducing their possibilities, amazed by their apparent validity.
    

    

    
      “All laws stem from one origin—three lives forming one. Indeed, this hints at the fundamental root of heaven and earth,” Luo Qiushui said in admiration.
    

    

    
      “Junior Brother, your insights are truly unique.”
    

    

    
      That was when Shen Yanzhou realized—this world’s Daoist system lacked the Dao De Jing.
    

    

    
      Everything he had been spouting—“Dao gives birth to One; One gives birth to Two; Two to Three; Three to all things…”—was something any Earthling would know.
    

    

    
      “Senior Sister, perhaps you could try these theories—see if they can lead to new divine arts?” Shen Yanzhou suggested.
    

    

    
      The Thirty-Six Heavenly Astral Arts of this world were incomplete.
    

    

    
      So, couldn’t he have Luo Qiushui use his “Earth theories” to reverse-engineer and create new ones?
    

    

    
      “Hmm? It’s difficult, but I can try,” Luo Qiushui said, her flawless, delicate face showing thoughtful seriousness.
    

    

    
      “Then I’ll leave it to you. I’ve recently gained some insights—perhaps I can perfect the Art of Reversing Yin and Yang on the foundation of the ancients,” Shen Yanzhou said solemnly.
    

    

    
      “The Art of Reversing Yin and Yang? What level of divine power is that? What is its might?” Luo Qiushui asked in genuine curiosity.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou replied, “The so-called Reversing Yin and Yang—”
    

    

    
      “—is to overturn the order of heaven and earth, to make the sun and moon lose their constancy; as in reversing truth and falsehood, confusing black and white. It is called the Heavenly Prison Tribulation, the great inversion of all things—the power to turn heaven and earth upside down.”
    

    

    
      “Such a divine art surpasses all known ranks—it reaches the level of the unimaginable.”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Luo Qiushui was momentarily dazed. Then her eyes shone with astonishment and admiration.
    

    

    
      “Senior Brother, such vision! Even from your description, one can tell—that is true immortal Dao.”
    

    

    
      “Then perhaps you should test it—see if you can glean some inspiration from this path,” Shen Yanzhou said, still smiling.
    

    

    
      And while he was busy “enlightening” Luo Qiushui at the Daoist Academy—
    

    

    
      At the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, all the clan elders, including Shen Jingxiao, had made their preparations. Outside the capital, convoys escorted by the Demon Suppression Army were already arriving, preparing to enter the city.
    

    

    
      Within the capital, many noble families had caught wind of the news and sent their people to await the grand procession at the main gate, their eyes filled with eager curiosity.
    

    

    
      “Tian’er, today I will rightfully bring you back to the capital,” Shen Jingxiao said.
    

    

    
      Taking a deep breath, he stood with several clan elders. A host of guards, retainers, and attendants followed as they made their way toward the city gates.
    

    

    
      The true heir of the Demon Suppression King had returned to the capital—and the news spread like wildfire, shaking the entire imperial city.
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      Inside the Imperial Capital, discussions were abuzz. Many wished to know who this so-called true heir of the Demon Suppression King truly was.
    

    

    
      For a while, every street and alley was teeming with people. Many sons of noble families and scions of the great clans went out in groups, heading toward the city gate.
    

    

    
      “I heard that the real heir of the Demon Suppression King, the one who was swapped by the Nether Cult, will be welcomed back to the mansion today.”
    

    

    
      “Brother Haoran, why don’t we go and join the crowd? I heard rumors that the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion and the Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence may form an alliance through marriage. It seems that the one to be betrothed is that true heir, not Shen Yanzhou.”
    

    

    
      Within the Dragon-Tiger Institute, many students had already heard the news. In the Library of the Confucian Courtyard, Liu Zi’an and Qi Haoran were discussing this matter.
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran set down the book in his hand, his bearing refined, his expression complicated as he said, “I once thought Senior Sister Zhao could change her fate of being forced into a political marriage, but I never expected she would still be unable to escape it…”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he couldn’t help letting out a sigh.
    

    

    
      If only he could enter the Hanlin Academy, earn a title, and become a Fifth-Rank State Administrator within three years—perhaps then, he would have had a chance to step into the Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence and boldly express his feelings.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, the Qi Kingdom had declined. As a hostage prince from a vassal state, his position in this Imperial Capital was awkward—too high for some, too low for others.
    

    

    
      In terms of family background, he was inferior to many of the noble scions.
    

    

    
      “How exactly did Shen Yanzhou obtain his current level of cultivation…”
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran tightened his grip on the scroll, unable to suppress the envy and jealousy he felt toward Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      “Come on, let’s go take a look at this so-called true heir.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t think too highly of Shen Yanzhou. He might look glorious now, but what comes next is hard to say.” Liu Zi’an smiled, pulling his friend up.
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran was momentarily taken aback. “Zi’an, could it be that you’ve heard something?”
    

    

    
      Liu Zi’an glanced around to make sure no one was paying attention, then lowered his voice. “From what I know, Shen Yanzhou is just a scapegoat being pushed forward. The reappearance of the Nether Cult’s forbidden technique has too many implications—this is deep water. Even my father showed a grim look when he heard of it, warning me not to get involved.”
    

    

    
      He only told his friend because he had seen how dispirited he’d been recently.
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran’s body trembled slightly. “But wasn’t Shen Yanzhou taken as a disciple by one of the Daoist Patriarchs?”
    

    

    
      Liu Zi’an sneered. “Since when can the Daoist sect meddle in court politics?”
    

    

    
      “Forget it. Let’s go to the west of the city later. I’ll show you some sights and help you relax a little. Stop brooding over your Senior Sister Zhao.”
    

    

    
      “Even if she doesn’t marry into the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, she’s still someone the Crown Prince fancies…”
    

    

    
      The two of them got up, joining the many students of the Dragon-Tiger Institute heading out of the city.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “True heir?”
    

    

    
      “Could it be Shen Tian? I haven’t seen him in a long time.”
    

    

    
      “If possible, I really wouldn’t want to stand on the opposite side of Young Master Shen. In a sense, those two are brothers.”
    

    

    
      “But the chance of reconciliation seems slim.”
    

    

    
      Even Wu Ruyue, who was investigating a case in the Chilin Guards, put down her work. Thinking of her past acquaintance with Shen Tian, she let out a quiet sigh.
    

    

    
      She felt conflicted.
    

    

    
      She knew Shen Tian had feelings for her. During their training in the Southern Border, he had hinted at it more than once.
    

    

    
      But she had turned him down each time, saying she was devoted to the pursuit of martial perfection.
    

    

    
      Yet recently, whenever she spent time with Shen Yanzhou, strange feelings arose in her heart. When she saw him talking to other women, she couldn’t help feeling jealous.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue knew that she had feelings for Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      In the end, she changed into plain clothes, planning to go outside the city to welcome Shen Tian. When he had left without a word back then, their contact had faded away.
    

    

    
      She didn’t know where Shen Tian had gone during this time.
    

    

    
      But emotionally and logically, she shouldn’t avoid him now.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Young Master, Young Master…”
    

    

    
      In the Daoist Courtyard, the hurried voice of Chunchao rang out. She found Shen Yanzhou, who was seated beside Luo Qiushui, discussing Daoist principles.
    

    

    
      “What is it?” Shen Yanzhou looked at Chunchao with a knowing smile.
    

    

    
      “Shen Tian is returning to the mansion. He’s outside the city right now—do you want to go see him?” Chunchao asked brightly.
    

    

    
      “Was it Mother who sent you?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      Chunchao nodded. “The Princess Consort said that at a time like this, you should go as well.”
    

    

    
      “So, she really can’t resist watching the spectacle.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou instantly understood the Demon Suppression Princess Consort’s scheming mind. Shen Jingxiao hadn’t even informed him of this.
    

    

    
      She clearly knew that Shen Tian had been taken away by a reclusive sect in the Southern Border because of him.
    

    

    
      Now that they were about to meet again, wasn’t this like enemies meeting with heightened fury?
    

    

    
      However, the Princess Consort didn’t know that the Shen Tian of today was not the Shen Tian of the past.
    

    

    
      “I’ll go, of course—but not yet. Let Shen Jingxiao receive him first,” Shen Yanzhou said with a smile.
    

    

    
      How could he possibly miss such a scene? Shen Jingxiao hadn’t notified him—but that was all the more reason to go.
    

    

    
      This was the perfect chance to upset Shen Jingxiao’s composure.
    

    

    
      Before the eyes of all the noble houses of the Imperial Capital, what would happen if this so-called true heir suddenly went mad?
    

    

    
      “Senior Sister, would you like to see a show?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou thought for a moment, then called out to the little Daoist nun sitting on a meditation cushion, her brows furrowed in contemplation, seemingly oblivious to the outside world.
    

    

    
      “What show?”
    

    

    
      Luo Qiushui, deep in meditation and trying to comprehend the Art of Reversing Yin and Yang that Shen Yanzhou had mentioned, turned her head with a cool voice.
    

    

    
      “Mm, a monkey show.”
    

    

    
      “Monkey show?”
    

    

    
      Luo Qiushui was puzzled.
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded with a smile.
    

    

    
      He had not yet formally become the disciple of the Patriarch of the Taiqing Immortal Sect, but Luo Qiushui was different—she was a legitimate direct disciple of that Daoist Patriarch.
    

    

    
      If anything went wrong later, having her by his side meant Shen Jingxiao wouldn’t dare act rashly.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At that moment, the main streets of the Imperial Capital were packed—one could say the city was emptied of its people. The Demon Suppression King, Shen Jingxiao, led a group of retainers and attendants out of the city to welcome the heir. Commoners and merchants alike stepped aside. Even the buildings and shops nearby fell silent as many looked down from above.
    

    

    
      All the noble families and wealthy clans who came to watch followed behind curiously.
    

    

    
      Even many court ministers brought their families out, curious to see what kind of talent the true heir—whom Shen Jingxiao had hidden for years—possessed, and what made him worth such great effort.
    

    

    
      “To be hidden by Shen Jingxiao all these years, he must be extraordinary indeed.”
    

    

    
      From a restaurant loft near the city wall, Crown Prince Xia Chongming stood with his attendants, looking down, his eyes dark and cold.
    

    

    
      He felt a deep sense of unease toward the true heir he had never met.
    

    

    
      In his mind, if Shen Jingxiao was willing to pay such a high price to conceal him for twenty years, even giving up a brilliant adopted son like Shen Yanzhou, then this heir must possess talents great enough to threaten him.
    

    

    
      “Your Highness need not worry. Two tigers cannot share one mountain. No matter what ability this true heir possesses, even if he has three heads and six arms, as long as the right people are used, there will always be ways to keep him in check.”
    

    

    
      “Didn’t Her Majesty the Empress once say that Shen Yanzhou is a fine blade? As long as Your Highness knows how to wield him, he can become a weapon of unimaginable power.”
    

    

    
      A goat-bearded attendant offered his flattery with a smile.
    

    

    
      At that, Xia Chongming’s expression eased slightly as he recalled his mother’s words from a few days ago—she had urged him to grow closer to Shen Yanzhou and, if necessary, to find a way to draw him into his camp.
    

    

    
      For now, however, he still couldn’t discern Shen Yanzhou’s true inclinations.
    

    

    
      In the past, he could have lured him with beauties, wealth, or treasures—but now, what did Shen Yanzhou truly desire?
    

    

    
      “Hmph. Let’s first go see that so-called true heir,” Crown Prince Xia Chongming flicked his folding fan and rose, walking leisurely out to the street.
    

    

    
      His attendants hurriedly followed.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Outside the moat of the Imperial Capital, several carriages escorted by the Demon Suppression Army came to a halt. The armored soldiers standing guard only questioned those nearby but dared not inspect the carriages directly. The banner of the Demon Suppression Army hung high, exuding a blood-like aura that filled the air with a chilling murderous intent.
    

    

    
      This was the iron-blooded army from the Southern Border—known and feared throughout the Great Qian Dynasty.
    

    

    
      However, by the strict laws of Great Qian, heavily armored cavalry were not allowed into the capital. The fact that they had been allowed this far was already thanks to the Demon Suppression Army’s name alone.
    

    

    
      “Gentlemen, we have escorted the Heir back to the capital.”
    

    

    
      “We await the Prince’s arrival.”
    

    

    
      A commander of the Demon Suppression Army stepped forward to speak with the city gate captain, handing over proof of identity.
    

    

    
      “General, no need for formality. We are already aware of the situation. His Highness the Prince is on his way here.”
    

    

    
      The gate captain’s tone was respectful; clearly, he understood the situation in the capital and dared not obstruct them.
    

    

    
      The commander nodded, then walked to the front of a black carriage. He whispered something to the elderly coachman, then lifted the curtain slightly, speaking in a low tone to the young man seated inside—as if giving some instructions.
    

    

    
      From the city wall above, many were watching. Through the lifted curtain, they could vaguely make out the silhouette of a young man inside.
    

    

    
      “Is that the true heir?”
    

    

    
      “What does he look like?”
    

    

    
      Whispers rippled through the crowd.
    

    

    
      Before long, the people from the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion arrived. Shen Jingxiao walked at the front, wearing his usual loose robe, without a crown or ornament—looking less like a warlord and more like a refined scholar.
    

    

    
      Behind him followed Shen Zhigao and several clan elders, their faces filled with restrained excitement.
    

    

    
      To these elders who valued bloodline above all else, no matter how many years Shen Yanzhou had lived among them, he could never compare to one who truly carried their blood.
    

    

    
      Bloodline—that was the bond engraved into their very being.
    

    

    
      “Greetings to Your Highness!”
    

    

    
      As soon as Shen Jingxiao appeared, the Demon Suppression Army soldiers, who had been standing upright a moment ago, suddenly dropped to one knee in perfect unison. The clashing of their armor and weapons rang out like molten iron, crisp and thunderous, sending chills through all who watched from the city wall.
    

    

    
      This was the army that had once slaughtered so fiercely in the Southern Border that even the nations of the demon race trembled in fear—disciplined, merciless, and precise.
    

    

    
      In all of Great Qian, there was likely no one but the Demon Suppression King who could command their absolute loyalty.
    

    

    
      At that moment, countless nobles and aristocrats exchanged glances, their eyes deep and contemplative.
    

    

    
      “Rise. You’ve all worked hard along the way,” Shen Jingxiao said warmly, raising a hand in a gentle gesture.
    

    

    
      The leading general stepped forward, speaking softly, “Your Highness.”
    

    

    
      “The Ghost Doctor of Medicine King Valley has personally examined the Heir. He said that his soul suffered some injuries, causing occasional confusion of will.”
    

    

    
      “However, after taking those few doses of medicine, the Heir showed clear improvement. He no longer fell into bouts of madness as before and was now able to listen and respond.”
    

    

    
      “The elder from Luofu Cloud Cavern in the Southern Border said that they had planted a curse within the Heir’s body, demanding that we withdraw our army from the hundred-thousand mountains.”
    

    

    
      “But the Ghost Doctor personally examined him and found no trace of any curse. He suspected that the Heir’s soul might be unstable and suggested seeking items like the Soul-Nurturing Lotus to further stabilize his spirit.”
    

    

    
      “Additionally, and most importantly, the Heir’s body was once crippled—his dantian destroyed—but the Ghost Doctor has already healed it. Following your command, we obtained the Blood Spirit Ginseng King, Pure Yang True Pill, and Huanyi Herb, as well as that most crucial elixir. All were refined into a single great medicine, which the Heir has already consumed…”
    

    

    
      “Now, though his body may not be indestructible like diamond, it has become an acquired human treasure—ordinary blades can no longer harm him.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao nodded lightly, as he was already aware of these matters.
    

    

    
      At present, Shen Tian’s condition had stabilized. He was no longer as deranged and frenzied as when he was first rescued from Luofu Cloud Cavern.
    

    

    
      In fact, this could be considered a blessing in disguise. His recent secret “experiment” had shown remarkable results, perfectly aligning with Shen Tian’s current situation.
    

    

    
      That was also why he dared to welcome Shen Tian back to the mansion in full public view.
    

    

    
      First, to display his commanding prestige within the Demon Suppression Army.
    

    

    
      Second, to rightfully restore Shen Tian’s identity, dispelling years of secrecy and concealment.
    

    

    
      The third and most crucial reason—was to provide a proper explanation for the incident of the heir being switched twenty years ago.
    

    

    
      Only by presenting Shen Tian openly before all could he erase suspicions of him being some “undercover agent of the Nether Cult.”
    

    

    
      “These years have made you suffer greatly outside. Today, your father will bring you home, so you may reunite with your parents.”
    

    

    
      Gathering his thoughts, Shen Jingxiao softened his expression and approached the black carriage, intending to lift the curtain.
    

    

    
      But a harsh and furious voice suddenly rang out from within: “So you still remember that you have a son like me? Do you even know how I’ve lived all these years out there…”
    

    

    
      The warmth on Shen Jingxiao’s face froze instantly.
    

    

    
      Even the clan elders behind him were stunned, and the retainers and attendants all stood dumbfounded.
    

    

    
      From the city wall not far away, the onlookers were also taken aback—what was happening?
    

    

    
      Some strong cultivators, their hearing sharp, caught faint bits of the conversation carried by the wind, their expressions turning strange.
    

    

    
      Something wasn’t right—this “welcoming the true heir back to the capital” didn’t seem to be going smoothly at all.
    

    

    
      “Taoist Song, what did the Heir in that carriage say? Why do Shen Jingxiao and the others look so grim?”
    

    

    
      Atop the wall, Crown Prince Xia Chongming stood at a vantage point, overlooking the scene beyond the gate. Even he was taken aback and quickly asked one of the attendants behind him.
    

    

    
      “Hehe, it seems the Heir has quite a temper.”
    

    

    
      The attendant, dressed as a Daoist in feathered robes and wide sleeves, chuckled softly before taking out an amplifying talisman and burning it. The group could then clearly hear the sounds from below.
    

    

    
      “What… what’s going on?”
    

    

    
      Crown Prince Xia Chongming was completely stunned—this wasn’t how things were supposed to go!
    

    

    
      Shouldn’t this have been a touching scene of fatherly love and filial piety, a joyous family reunion?
    

    

    
      At the gate, the nobles and aristocrats who had come to offer congratulations were also frozen in place, unsure of what had happened, not daring to step forward.
    

    

    
      “It seems that true heir doesn’t have much of a good temper. Why is he throwing a tantrum at such a time?”
    

    

    
      Among the students of the Dragon-Tiger Institute, all gifted prodigies, even from a distance, their keen sight allowed them to clearly see the situation outside the city.
    

    

    
      For a time, many of their expressions became rather… colorful.
    

    

    
      Liu Zi’an and Qi Haoran both stood stunned, faces turning oddly amused.
    

    

    
      “Young Master, how did you know this would happen?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, accompanied by Chunchao and Luo Qiushui, stood among the crowd at the city gate.
    

    

    
      He was particularly eye-catching—dressed in plain white robes, handsome and refined, tall and straight, his bearing otherworldly. Even among the many prodigies of the Dragon-Tiger Institute, he stood out like a crane among chickens, impossible to ignore.
    

    

    
      Yet despite the glances cast his way, Shen Yanzhou acted as though he noticed nothing.
    

    

    
      “The workings of Heaven cannot be revealed.”
    

    

    
      Smiling slightly, he replied to Chunchao’s puzzled question.
    

    

    
      “There was a flicker of spiritual fluctuation just now beside you—did you use some Daoist technique?”
    

    

    
      Luo Qiushui’s cool voice drifted into his ear, her bright eyes fixed intently upon him.
    

    

    
      Her tone carried an unmistakable note of certainty.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou froze for a moment—he hadn’t expected Luo Qiushui’s perception to be that sharp, able to sense even such a subtle trace.
    

    

    
      Indeed, he had made a move—secretly using the “Thread of Control” technique obtained from Fu Yuying.
    

    

    
      This secret art primarily disturbed Shen Tian’s damaged soul and consciousness, amplifying his negative emotions.
    

    

    
      Now, Shen Tian was nothing more than a puppet of flesh—no longer whole. How could he possibly suppress his emotions as his true self once did?
    

    

    
      “Senior Sister, you’re too clever,” Shen Yanzhou sighed.
    

    

    
      Luo Qiushui was momentarily startled. Though she didn’t understand why Shen Yanzhou had secretly cast a technique, she believed there must be a reason for it.
    

    

    
      After a brief thought, she blinked and said softly, “I won’t tell anyone.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Heir, please do not speak recklessly…”
    

    

    
      Outside the city gate, an eerie silence fell.
    

    

    
      The commander who had escorted the Heir the entire way turned pale and quickly stepped forward to calm him down.
    

    

    
      If the Heir were to lose control in public today, wouldn’t that make them a laughingstock?
    

    

    
      He had already noticed the subtle shift in the crowd’s gazes from the gate.
    

    

    
      “Get lost! You’ve been chirping all the way—are you the heir or am I the heir?”
    

    

    
      “Get out of my sight!”
    

    

    
      A voice thick with irritation and impatience came from within the carriage, leaving the commander frozen in place, his face flushed with embarrassment.
    

    

    
      But Shen Jingxiao, who had seen countless storms, still maintained his composure and spoke gently, “Tian’er, do not make a scene. You’re returning home with your father now—your mother is waiting for you at the mansion.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t let others laugh at our Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion.”
    

    

    
      “Mother… yes, where is Mother?”
    

    

    
      “Why haven’t I seen her? Is she with that bastard Shen Yanzhou again? I’m her real son—why does she treat that bastard so well?”
    

    

    
      “I’ve returned home now, yet she won’t even come to see me!”
    

    

    
      Mentioning “mother” only seemed to further enrage the figure inside the carriage.
    

    

    
      There was a violent sound within—decorations smashed to the floor—then the curtain was yanked aside. A young and handsome face appeared, twisted with fury and malice as he shouted loudly.
    

    

    
      Fragments of memory and emotion still lingering in his soul flooded his mind.
    

    

    
      He saw a gentle, graceful woman—his mother—treating him coldly, yet showering affection upon another young man.
    

    

    
      That young man was Shen Yanzhou—the fake heir, the thief of his birthright and his mother’s love.
    

    

    
      He hated that false heir.
    

    

    
      “Where is Shen Yanzhou? Bring him out—I’m going to kill him!”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian roared, his voice filled with hatred and wrath.
    

    

    
      Even though the people of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion tried to cover up the situation, they could no longer suppress it. Shen Tian’s furious outcry had already spread to the city gate.
    

    

    
      Immediately, discussions broke out everywhere.
    

    

    
      Those who had already sensed something amiss were now certain—the long-awaited true heir was far from composed and steady.
    

    

    
      What kind of noble heir would curse and shout in public like this? He looked no different from a street thug.
    

    

    
      “This true heir seems rather ordinary.”
    

    

    
      Many noble ladies of the capital, gazing from afar, looked visibly disappointed.
    

    

    
      In their minds, the Demon Suppression King’s heir should at least have some of his father’s youthful bearing—but this one seemed far from it.
    

    

    
      The way he shouted and raged made him seem like a crude troublemaker from the streets.
    

    

    
      “So this is the Demon Suppression King’s heir? He doesn’t quite match what the King described,” remarked the Divine Martial Marquis from atop the wall, frowning deeply.
    

    

    
      Beside him, Zhao Qingchan’s gaze lingered on the shouting Shen Tian for only a moment before turning away.
    

    

    
      She had never held much expectation for this so-called true heir.
    

    

    
      “Does Father still wish me to marry such a man?” she asked softly.
    

    

    
      The Divine Martial Marquis frowned slightly but answered kindly, “Let’s observe a little longer. Perhaps there’s some reason or hidden pain behind this.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At that moment, Shen Yanzhou—whose name had just been shouted by Shen Tian—felt countless eyes turn toward him.
    

    

    
      He remained calm and unaffected, walking straight toward the city gate.
    

    

    
      Chunchao and Luo Qiushui exchanged glances, then followed him.
    

    

    
      “Chief…”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yang and several hundred-household captains, who had come to watch the excitement, spotted Shen Yanzhou and called out, as if asking whether he needed help.
    

    

    
      After all, the true heir was now yelling that he wanted to kill him.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou turned back and smiled at them, waving a hand—no need to follow.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue, standing beside Zhou Yang and the others, looked on with a complicated, shaken expression. She had recognized the figure emerging from the carriage.
    

    

    
      Who else could it be but Shen Tian?
    

    

    
      But why had Shen Tian’s temperament changed so drastically—becoming so arrogant and violent?
    

    

    
      “Heh, looks like the show’s about to begin,” Liu Zi’an said with a gleeful grin.
    

    

    
      “Senior Sister Zhao is here too…”
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran, however, had noticed another woman among the crowd.
    

    

    
      She was dressed in a plain gauze robe, standing quietly with the people of the Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence—serene and graceful as a flower reflected in still water. It was Zhao Qingchan.
    

    

    
      Yet Zhao Qingchan’s gaze wasn’t on him; her bright eyes were instead fixed firmly on Shen Yanzhou walking toward the gate, her delicate hand slightly clutching her skirt, a hint of nervousness in her bearing.
    

    

    
      That sight filled Qi Haoran’s chest with a suffocating bitterness. Why was Shen Yanzhou worthy of such attention from her?
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At the grand gate of the Imperial Capital, the people of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion looked at the approaching Shen Yanzhou, each with a different expression.
    

    

    
      The retainers wanted to bow, yet feared rebuke from the clan elders behind them, so they stood stiffly, unsure what to do.
    

    

    
      “Zhou’er, you’ve come too.”
    

    

    
      “We thought that since you were serving in the Chilin Guards and occupied with handling cases, you might not have time, so we didn’t inform you earlier…”
    

    

    
      Before the gathered crowd, even though Shen Zhigao and the others bore boundless hatred toward Shen Yanzhou, they could only force themselves to suppress it for now, wearing polite smiles as they stepped forward to greet him.
    

    

    
      Their Sixth Brother’s body was scarcely cold, his coffin still resting in the ancestral shrine—and yet they longed to tear Shen Yanzhou apart on the spot.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou looked at Shen Zhigao and the others, smiling faintly. “No matter what, today is an important day for welcoming back the Heir. Even if I’m busy, how could I possibly be absent?”
    

    

    
      “Shen Tian, it’s been a while.”
    

    

    
      Having said that, he ignored Shen Zhigao and the others and instead turned toward Shen Tian, who had lifted the carriage curtain and was about to jump down, greeting him directly.
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou…”
    

    

    
      So true was the saying—enemies meeting, their eyes blaze red.
    

    

    
      Although the current Shen Tian was but a human puppet, with much of his memory and reason clouded and chaotic, he still remembered clearly that this elegant, unmatched young man before him was the enemy he hated to his very core.
    

    

    
      At once, his eyes reddened, his teeth clenched, and he looked like a wild beast breaking free from its reins, about to leap down and fight Shen Yanzhou to the death.
    

    

    
      “Heir, please don’t act rashly!”
    

    

    
      The young general beside him hurriedly grabbed hold of Shen Tian, restraining him.
    

    

    
      “Let me go! I’ll kill that bastard!”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian roared, his eyes bloodshot.
    

    

    
      Though Shen Yanzhou could feel the immense hatred coming from Shen Tian, he didn’t sense any of the usual negative emotion points he should have received.
    

    

    
      He sighed inwardly with slight disappointment. So it really had to be the true body—this puppet couldn’t represent the real Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      Watching the scene unfold, Shen Jingxiao’s expression remained calm as still water. He didn’t grow angry; he had already determined that there was something wrong with Shen Tian’s condition.
    

    

    
      Even the Ghost Doctor of Medicine King Valley hadn’t been able to identify the cause.
    

    

    
      He sighed softly in his heart. No matter what, this was his own flesh and blood. He couldn’t treat him with the same detached indifference he used toward Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Turning to the attendants behind him, Shen Jingxiao ordered,
    

    

    
      “The Heir is suffering from hysteria, and his old ailment has relapsed. He must be brought back to the capital at once for treatment.”
    

    

    
      After giving the order, he glanced again at Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Perhaps it was only his imagination, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that Shen Tian’s sudden madness in front of everyone was somehow related to Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Was it because Shen Yanzhou’s presence had agitated him?
    

    

    
      Or was there another cause?
    

    

    
      “I’m not sick! You’re the ones who are sick! Let me go! I’ll kill him—kill that bastard!”
    

    

    
      At this point, Shen Tian no longer saw any “father” before him. In his eyes, there was only Shen Yanzhou—the enemy who had taken everything from him. The monstrous hatred had completely drowned what remained of his sanity.
    

    

    
      With a resounding boom, an explosive force erupted from Shen Tian’s body, breaking free of the young general’s grip.
    

    

    
      True Qi surged violently around him. Though he had lost many memories, the martial instinct engraved into his blood and bones drove him to leap into the air, sweeping toward Shen Yanzhou with a ferocious strike.
    

    

    
      At the moment of impact, his hands came together like a divine sword. Wisps of sword light entwined his fingers, and behind him, it was as though a sword cliff split open. For an instant, countless celestial swords appeared, slashing down.
    

    

    
      Chi, chi, chi—
    

    

    
      In that instant, sword light scattered everywhere. Crimson, golden, and violet gleams intertwined, veiling half the sky.
    

    

    
      It was an overwhelmingly powerful sword technique—one even Shen Tian had never displayed before, not even before Shen Jingxiao himself.
    

    

    
      Now, he unleashed it instinctively, not even aware of its significance.
    

    

    
      “The Eternal Sword Returning-to-Sheath Technique…”
    

    

    
      “Isn’t that the famed sword art of the Sword Immortal from the Ten-Thousand-Mile Sword Court?”
    

    

    
      “How can that be? Isn’t that Sword Immortal stationed in Northern Desert Prefecture? He never took any disciples!”
    

    

    
      “Could it be that this Heir is actually the Sword Immortal’s successor?”
    

    

    
      At the city gate of the Imperial Capital, the crowd watching was taken completely by surprise when the true Heir suddenly attacked Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Among them were some with sharp insight who quickly recognized the source of Shen Tian’s sword technique.
    

    

    
      Instantly, an uproar spread through the onlookers.
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian—an existence at the peak of Second Rank, only a step away from First—was revered as a legend among all who walked the path of the sword.
    

    

    
      Now that Shen Tian had displayed her signature sword art, what did that imply?
    

    

    
      No wonder the Demon Suppression King had welcomed him home with such grandeur.
    

    

    
      “It seems the Heir has inherited the Sword Immortal’s essence. This sword technique, sweeping across the land like ten thousand blades drawn from their sheaths—on the battlefield, it could slay thousands.”
    

    

    
      “Impressive indeed. Among the younger generation, few could be his match.”
    

    

    
      “As expected of the Demon Suppression King’s Heir.”
    

    

    
      Those nobles and aristocrats allied with the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion immediately began offering praise without hesitation.
    

    

    
      Even the prodigies of the Dragon-Tiger Institute felt chills down their spines. Though standing far away, they could still feel the skin-prickling sharpness of that sword aura.
    

    

    
      They silently wondered—if they were the ones facing it, could they withstand such a strike?
    

    

    
      “Shen Tian knows swordsmanship?”
    

    

    
      “Could he have apprenticed under the Sword Immortal of the Pure Pavilion?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue, who had once trained alongside Shen Tian and was familiar with his techniques, was stunned. She rarely saw him use sword arts—only knew that he always carried a sword case on his back.
    

    

    
      Now, she finally understood.
    

    

    
      The people of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion stood frozen for a moment before realizing what was happening. Yet none stepped forward to stop it.
    

    

    
      Even Shen Jingxiao’s gaze only deepened slightly; he did not intervene. Although Shen Tian was currently unstable and confused, he still needed to show his ability publicly—to silence the whispers of petty minds.
    

    

    
      If nothing else, Shen Tian was his biological son. How could he be easily humiliated?
    

    

    
      Over the years, he had poured enormous effort into him—sending him to the Ten-Thousand-Mile Sword Court to study under Tantai Yuxian, secretly arranging numerous opportunities for his cultivation.
    

    

    
      “I’d like to see whether your hollow Sixth-Rank martial strength can compare to Tian’er’s extraordinary skill,” Shen Jingxiao murmured, eyes narrowing.
    

    

    
      He had never believed Shen Yanzhou’s cultivation came from his own effort—it must have been inherited from some predecessor’s legacy.
    

    

    
      That kind of power, in his view, was hollow—lacking real battle experience and genuine control. How could it compare to the son he had painstakingly cultivated?
    

    

    
      The Elder Tang Ya of the Martial Institute had only been defeated by Shen Yanzhou because of carelessness, underestimating the strength of his “Dragon-Elephant Force.”
    

    

    
      But Shen Tian’s cultivation derived from the ancient Pure Yang Sect—the Haoyang Heaven-Burning True Art, an extension of the supreme Pure Yang Orthodox Scripture, capable of suppressing all forms of internal Qi.
    

    

    
      Moreover, after consuming that single, furnace-refined “Great Medicine,” Shen Tian’s physical body was no weaker than Shen Yanzhou’s Dragon-Elephant Force. With further refinement, his potential would only grow more terrifying.
    

    

    
      Chi!!!
    

    

    
      At this moment before the gate, Shen Tian, in his frenzy, unleashed his full power. He didn’t even know where this overwhelming strength came from—it had already surpassed the level of an ordinary Sixth-Rank martialist.
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou, die!”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian roared, hands joined, his sword cry ringing through the heavens.
    

    

    
      Dazzling sword light tore across the sky—like ten thousand blades unleashed, slashing toward Shen Yanzhou in countless overlapping arcs, each strike emanating deadly intent even from afar.
    

    

    
      Everything happened too quickly. Before the watching crowd could even react, the terrifying sword light had already engulfed Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      “Chief…”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yang and the other captains, though confident in Shen Yanzhou’s strength, couldn’t help but worry at the sight of such devastating power.
    

    

    
      But the next instant, an unexpected scene occurred. The figure of Shen Yanzhou, standing still just a moment ago, suddenly vanished into thin air.
    

    

    
      The falling sword light struck the ground instead, carving deep, jagged trenches across the stone.
    

    

    
      And then—he appeared behind Shen Tian, still wearing that faint, calm smile, as if he had merely strolled out of the void itself.
    

    

    
      “If you’re not thinking clearly, then I’ll help you think clearly.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou clasped one hand behind his back and raised the other. In a slow, deliberate motion—clear enough for everyone to see—he slapped Shen Tian squarely across the face.
    

    

    
      The stunned Shen Tian, still searching for where Shen Yanzhou had gone, felt a burning pain explode across his cheek, his vision flashing black.
    

    

    
      Pa!
    

    

    
      Another crisp slap followed. Shen Tian spat out a mouthful of blood and shattered teeth, his once-handsome face swelling grotesquely.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s expression remained faintly smiling. “Awake now? If not, then go back to sleep.”
    

    

    
      After a few more slaps, the crazed Shen Tian finally came to his senses—only to be immediately kicked into the air before he could even see Shen Yanzhou’s figure. He flipped several times midair before crashing to the ground face-first, sprawling in utter humiliation.
    

    

    
      It all seemed slow in words, but in truth, it had happened within just a few breaths.
    

    

    
      When the people of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion finally came to their senses, they saw that the once-raging Shen Tian now lay on the ground, face swollen, blood spilling from his mouth, seemingly unconscious.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s expression darkened to the extreme.
    

    

    
      And before the towering gate of the Imperial Capital—silence fell like death itself.
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      Dust surged and scattered. As Shen Tian was flung away and crashed heavily to the ground, silence fell once more before the imperial capital’s city gate.
    

    

    
      The people of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion stared at Shen Tian, who had completely lost consciousness, for a long time without a word. Shen Jingxiao’s expression was darker and more severe than ever before, nearly losing control of his temper.
    

    

    
      “Your Highness…”
    

    

    
      After a brief pause, everyone snapped back to their senses and hurriedly went forward to help Shen Tian up.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Shen Tian looked utterly miserable. His eyes were tightly shut, his face swollen, and blood continuously poured from his mouth. On the ground, blood was mixed with shattered teeth.
    

    

    
      Clearly, Shen Yanzhou’s strength earlier had not been excessive; otherwise, it would not have been as simple as being slapped into a pig-faced state.
    

    

    
      “Shen Tian is still the heir of the Prince’s Mansion. Shen Yanzhou, why did you strike him with such vicious force?”
    

    
      A clan elder who was checking Shen Tian’s condition finally could not suppress his anger and cursed aloud.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s robe was spotless, his bearing transcendent, appearing at that moment like a celestial descending upon the mortal world.
    

    

    
      He smiled faintly. “Fourth Uncle, could it be that you didn’t see clearly just now? He was the one who struck at me first, shouting that he would kill me. I only acted in self-defense—already holding back quite a bit.”
    

    

    
      “In broad daylight, to openly assault a Chilin Guard thousand-household commander—what does the law of Great Qian say about that?”
    

    

    
      At those words, the clan elder who had wanted to continue berating him froze, forcing his words back down.
    

    

    
      A duel was one thing—but an open assault on a Chilin Guard officer? That was far harder to explain away.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s expression grew darker still as he gazed at Shen Yanzhou, his voice low.
    

    
      “It seems Zhou’er has made further progress. You’ve even managed to master a high-grade Daoist art in such a short time.”
    

    

    
      Others might not have noticed, but he had seen it clearly. In that instant earlier, Shen Yanzhou had clearly invoked a Daoist technique—vanishing into the void itself—to easily evade Shen Tian’s sword strike.
    

    

    
      That realization filled his heart with even more gloom.
    

    

    
      The Daoist art of “Void Escape,” derived from a grand divine ability, was classified as a Third-Rank technique under the standards of Great Qian.
    

    

    
      That meant it was a spell normally only wielded with ease by Third-Rank Daoist masters who had reached the realm of Unity.
    

    

    
      Yet Shen Yanzhou, at such a young age, had already mastered it so easily—could he truly be a once-in-ten-thousand-years Daoist prodigy?
    

    

    
      “How did Shen Yanzhou vanish into thin air like that?”
    

    

    
      On the city wall, Crown Prince Xia Chongming looked down upon the scene below, still visibly shaken by what he had just witnessed.
    

    

    
      “Your Highness,” came the reply.
    

    

    
      “It should be the Daoist art ‘Void Escape’—entering the void, leaving no trace. It’s a high-level Third-Rank technique.”
    

    

    
      “Once used, ordinary martial cultivators cannot even approach.”
    

    

    
      The Daoist-robed attendant at his side was breathing heavily, his tone filled with disbelief.
    

    

    
      “A high-level Third-Rank technique?”
    

    
      “How many Daoist cultivators in the imperial capital can even perform such a spell?”
    

    

    
      Though Crown Prince Xia Chongming was no stranger to the cultivation world, his voice still carried astonishment.
    

    

    
      The attendant pondered carefully, then counted on his fingers before replying in awe:
    

    
      “Your Highness, apart from the deputy sacrificers of the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, fewer than five people at most could use it. Even the two vice deans of the Daoist Courtyard cannot perform this technique.”
    

    

    
      Crown Prince Xia Chongming’s breathing grew rapid, his gaze toward Shen Yanzhou burning hot.
    

    
      “Could this man truly be that so-called reincarnated celestial, born solely for the Dao? To perform a Third-Rank Daoist art while still at the Sixth-Rank realm?”
    

    

    
      The Daoist attendant gave a wry smile.
    

    
      “Had I not seen it myself, I wouldn’t have believed it either. Young Master Shen truly seems like a reincarnated celestial. I’ve heard he’d never studied orthodox Daoist arts before—meaning he must have learned this high-level technique within the past few days…”
    

    

    
      “Truly one born solely for cultivation…”
    

    

    
      Even Xia Chongming was at a loss for words now. For the first time, genuine admiration stirred in his heart.
    

    

    
      He must draw Shen Yanzhou under his command.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, before the city gate, a wave of astonishment spread among the crowd.
    

    

    
      Among the many nobles and powerful families who had witnessed that scene, several who were familiar with Daoist magic had already recognized what Shen Yanzhou had performed.
    

    

    
      A Third-Rank spell!
    

    

    
      In the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, only a few deputy sacrificers could perform such a spell with ease.
    

    

    
      But every one of those deputy sacrificers was a figure who had cultivated for decades—if not centuries.
    

    

    
      And yet Shen Yanzhou was so young.
    

    

    
      The sensation caused by this Third-Rank technique was even greater than that stirred by Shen Tian’s use of Tantai Yuxian’s famed sword move earlier.
    

    

    
      The geniuses of the Dragon-Tiger Institute had fallen completely silent, unable to utter a single word.
    

    

    
      “As expected of Little Grandmaster—his talent truly defies heaven.”
    

    

    
      “With just a flick of the wrist, he cast a high-level Third-Rank Daoist spell… and still seemed to be holding back…”
    

    

    
      The Daoist Courtyard disciples could not help but murmur in awe, wholeheartedly convinced of their “Little Grandmaster.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, for his part, had entirely anticipated the surrounding reactions. This was precisely the effect he wanted. Otherwise, he would not have deliberately displayed the “Void Escape Art.”
    

    
      There were many ways he could have countered Shen Tian’s earlier sword strike.
    

    

    
      After all, he was the “Reincarnated Celestial.” Now, surely no one would doubt that identity again.
    

    

    
      “Your Grace had better send Shen Tian for treatment soon. Since his head seems to be afflicted, it’s best to cure it early.”
    

    

    
      “If he suffers another episode like this in public, it may not end as simply as a crazed outburst.”
    

    

    
      “With so many nobles and ladies in the capital, if he were to offend the wrong one someday, it might be much harder to clean up.”
    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled faintly at Shen Jingxiao as he spoke.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s face darkened, his gaze deep as he looked at Shen Yanzhou. He said nothing more, merely waving his hand to the clan elders behind him.
    

    
      “Take Shen Tian back to the mansion.”
    

    

    
      Today, instead of returning home in glory, Shen Tian had been publicly humiliated by Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao could already imagine how the various factions of the capital would laugh at the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      That the so-called “True Heir” was far inferior to the “False Heir,” that the Demon Suppression King himself had been blind…
    

    

    
      At this moment, his heart overflowed with regret.
    

    
      Had he known it would come to this, he should have snuffed out Shen Yanzhou in the cradle.
    

    

    
      Now, all these troubles were born of that blindness.
    

    

    
      Before the city gate, silence lingered.
    

    

    
      The nobles who had originally intended to step forward and congratulate the prince for “setting things right” halted awkwardly, watching as the Prince’s Mansion entourage carried Shen Tian away, their carriages fading into the distance.
    

    

    
      Only after that grand procession vanished around the corner did conversation gradually resume.
    

    

    
      “What a spectacle today. I thought the return of the True Heir would be a joyous affair—yet the people of the Prince’s Mansion looked as though they were at a funeral…”
    

    

    
      “This True Heir doesn’t seem to live up to his name.”
    

    

    
      “What was the Demon Suppression King thinking?”
    

    

    
      An elder in a dragon-embroidered robe spoke with amused curiosity.
    

    

    
      His words made many turn pale—wasn’t he afraid someone from the Prince’s Mansion might hear him?
    

    

    
      But soon they recognized the speaker—a high-ranking royal kinsman of formidable seniority.
    

    

    
      Even Crown Prince Xia Chongming, still atop the city wall, hurried down to pay his respects.
    

    

    
      “How strange. This isn’t what the Demon Suppression King told me.”
    

    
      “Was today’s event intentional, or merely an accident?”
    

    

    
      Divine Martial Marquis had originally intended to bring his daughter Zhao Qingchan forward to offer congratulations, but now he could only remain where he was, watching the Prince’s entourage recede into the distance.
    

    

    
      “Daughter,” he said suddenly, “is it possible that the Demon Suppression King deliberately had the True Heir act mad and foolish in public, to sully himself on purpose?”
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan was momentarily stunned.
    

    

    
      Her gaze returned from the city gate, her voice soft.
    

    
      “Father means…the True Heir feigned foolishness to avoid attention? But why then did he strike at Shen Yanzhou—and reveal the signature sword move of the Sword Immortal from the Ten-Thousand-Mile Sword Court’s Pure Pavilion?”
    

    

    
      “If he wished to feign disgrace, why expose his foundation? Isn’t that contradictory?”
    

    

    
      That question left the Divine Martial Marquis equally stunned. Indeed—it made no sense.
    

    

    
      Could it be the True Heir truly suffered from madness?
    

    

    
      At the same time, Wu Ruyue was also filled with shock and confusion. She had not expected that Shen Tian’s personality would have changed so drastically in such a short time.
    

    

    
      “Captain, was that Daoist art you used just now really the Third-Rank ‘Void Escape Art’?”
    

    

    
      “I knew it—following you guarantees a boundless future. Even in the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, there are few who can cast such a spell!”
    

    

    
      Seeing Shen Yanzhou return from outside the city, Li Yunpeng, Zhou Yang, and several other hundred-household officers quickly gathered around him, their words full of praise and admiration.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue also approached, looking at the composed Shen Yanzhou, unable to help but ask,
    

    
      “That person earlier—was he truly Shen Tian? He seemed so different.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled. “Without a doubt. As for why he’s like that—I’m not sure. Maybe he did it on purpose.”
    

    

    
      “On purpose?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue was taken aback, then thought of Shen Yanzhou’s own previous act of self-deprecation and concealment.
    

    
      Could it be that after returning to the capital, Shen Tian had tried to imitate him—staging this scene deliberately?
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The True Heir’s return to the capital soon became the hottest topic in the city. Many had high hopes for him, believing he might carry the same brilliance the Demon Suppression King once had in his youth.
    

    

    
      Some noble houses had even prepared to visit in person.
    

    

    
      But what happened at the city gate left everyone dumbfounded. The news even reached the palace, where within the Hall of Cultivated Mind, Emperor Mingde himself fell into deep thought.
    

    

    
      “Could Shen Jingxiao have orchestrated this spectacle on purpose?”
    

    

    
      Even the Emperor could not help but suspect it.
    

    

    
      Who would make such a grand show of welcoming home the True Heir, only to lose face publicly?
    

    

    
      It truly did not seem like something Shen Jingxiao would do.
    

    

    
      “Your Majesty,” said Wei Gong, bowing low, a stack of secret reports in hand,
    

    
      “this old servant has already sent men to investigate the True Heir’s background. It appears he first surfaced years ago in the Southern Border, where he served as a young deputy officer in the army and was taken in as the Demon Suppression King’s adopted son, highly valued.”
    

    

    
      “Additionally, about a month ago, Shen Tian returned to the capital with Wu Ruyue. There was conflict at the Wu Residence between him and His Highness Yanzhou. After His Highness was abducted at Hidden Moon Mountain, Shen Tian also went missing.”
    

    

    
      “Later, for reasons unknown, he ended up in the hands of Luofu Cloud Cavern in the Southern Border. The Demon Suppression King spent great resources to rescue him.”
    

    

    
      “According to the generals stationed in the South, Shen Tian may have feigned madness and disgrace to mislead others—but it’s also possible, as the King claims, that he truly suffered a head injury…”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde nodded slightly.
    

    
      “So when Shen Tian disappeared, it was at the same time Yanzhou was taken?”
    

    

    
      Wei Gong smiled faintly.
    

    
      “From all the information gathered, that seems to be the case. His Highness Yanzhou likely already knew that Shen Tian was the True Heir, while he himself was merely a stand-in. Thus, he deliberately acted as bait, drawing Shen Tian to Hidden Moon Mountain. This old servant suspects His Highness had long been in contact with the people of Luofu Cloud Cavern, laying this trap in advance.”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde’s face also revealed a faint smile. “Indeed bold—brave and shrewd.”
    

    

    
      “His Highness Yanzhou is meticulous of mind; not only is his wit and strategy extraordinary, but his martial and Daoist talents also stand unrivaled beneath heaven. To display a Third-Rank Daoist art today truly astonished the entire Imperial Capital,” Wei Gong praised sincerely.
    

    

    
      “This child has inherited his father’s gift in martial arts and his mother’s talent in Daoist cultivation.”
    

    

    
      “Had he not been delayed by Shen Jingxiao, and received proper guidance from a master, attaining Fourth Rank in both the Martial and Daoist paths by now would not have been difficult.”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde’s gaze softened in gratification.
    

    

    
      “The former sect master of the Taiqing Immortal Sect presented Us with a ‘Heaven-evading Pearl’ during Our birthday celebration, did he not? Find an appropriate time and reason to give it to Yanzhou.”
    

    

    
      After thinking for a moment, he gave this instruction.
    

    

    
      The Heaven-evading Pearl was a peerless Daoist treasure capable of concealing one’s aura and eluding divinations—it was said to deceive even the heavens themselves. If such a thing appeared in an auction, it would surely provoke reclusive old monsters wandering the world to reveal themselves in contention.
    

    

    
      “Yes, Your Majesty,” Wei Gong replied, but soon found himself troubled.
    

    

    
      “His Highness Yanzhou is far too astute. To gift him such a precious treasure might arouse his suspicion.”
    

    

    
      They could hardly grant it to him merely because he happened to step into the ranks of the Chilin Guards the next day—would that not make others suspect he was the Emperor’s illegitimate son before entering the palace?
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde’s eyes curved in amusement. “How you make it seem reasonable is your problem. I only care for the result.”
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      Within the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, the atmosphere was anything but joyous over the true heir’s return—it was stifled and oppressive instead.
    

    

    
      All the guards and maids scarcely dared breathe, each sensing the storm-cloud expressions of every clan elder, as though they might erupt in fury at any moment.
    

    

    
      In Emerald Bamboo Courtyard, Princess Consort Yu Chenyu listened to her maid Lv Ping’s report, her lips curling slightly. “A disgrace. The face of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion—he’s utterly thrown it away.”
    

    

    
      Lv Ping dared not speak nor even ask whether the princess consort referred to the true heir or the false one.
    

    

    
      In the study, the Demon Suppression King Shen Jingxiao’s expression was as dark as still water. The desk before him bore deep handprints where his palm had pressed down.
    

    

    
      “To dare lay such hands upon my Tian’er—Luofu Cloud Cavern, this king shall never forgive you.”
    

    

    
      “Convey my order: under the pretext of purging demonic beasts, have Li Hu and the others lead thirty thousand Demon Suppression troops into the Hundred Thousand Mountains.”
    

    

    
      “If Luofu Cloud Cavern dares resist—kill without mercy.”
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou returned with Li Yunpeng and the others to the Thousand-Household Division, parting ways with Luo Qiushui midway.
    

    

    
      Regarding Shen Yanzhou’s mastery of the Void Escape Art in under three days, Luo Qiushui’s reaction was far calmer than the rest.
    

    

    
      To her, her junior brother was, after all, the “banished immortal” their master had long spoken of. Such talent was hardly surprising.
    

    

    
      She had no interest in the conflict between the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion and her junior brother. Instead, she pondered how to further refine the “Art of Reversing Yin and Yang” that Shen Yanzhou had mentioned.
    

    

    
      “Senior’s senior sister really is the youngest elder of the Daoist Courtyard, huh? Looks younger than my own daughter…”
    

    

    
      “Mind your tongue! That’s the commander’s senior sister—an existence on the level of the Daoist sect’s great-uncle generation.”
    

    

    
      A Hundred-Household Officer muttered as he watched the young Daoist priestess depart, only to be hastily elbowed by a comrade.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou paid them no mind.
    

    

    
      “Any progress in the recent investigation?” he asked as he approached Wu Ruyue.
    

    

    
      “A little. I’ll stake out the western district again tonight. They say a remarkable courtesan arrived from Lin’an Commandery.”
    

    

    
      “I’ll see if I can learn more. The new brothel there seems to have connections to a Daoist sect,” Wu Ruyue said thoughtfully, then smiled as she noticed his interest.
    

    

    
      “A Daoist sect?”
    

    

    
      “Could it be an immortal descended to the mortal world?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou chuckled, suddenly intrigued. Having gathered plenty of negative emotions today, perhaps an evening’s diversion would do no harm.
    

    

    
      Idleness begets leisure—listening to songs in the pleasure houses.
    

    

    
      “I heard their style is quite different from that of Vermilion Bird Street. Even high-ranking court officials frequent the place,” Wu Ruyue said softly, as though wary of offending someone.
    

    

    
      “Oh? How so?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      “Their singers and courtesans dress unlike ordinary women of the red dust—some wear Confucian scholars’ robes or Daoist feathered gowns and jade crowns, serene and elegant. I’ve even heard some boldly impersonate the wives and concubines of court ministers. A few renowned courtesans there are adept at illusion and enchantment…”
    

    

    
      “Also, those singers wear gauzy skirts and stockings as thin as cicada wings—their dances are strange yet captivating, easily ensnaring men’s hearts.”
    

    

    
      “I sent people to acquire two of them and invited Immortal Officer Gu to examine whether some special refining technique was involved—something that could charm the mind…”
    

    

    
      While saying this, Wu Ruyue’s tone grew slightly embarrassed, her cheeks pink. She had no idea how such indecent trends had begun spreading.
    

    

    
      “So diligent—even bringing out ‘uniform temptations’ now.”
    

    

    
      That was Shen Yanzhou’s first reaction upon hearing it.
    

    

    
      But soon he realized—this plot felt familiar. Wait, hadn’t this event occurred later in the storyline? This clearly had the marks of Beiyu’s influence!
    

    

    
      Wasn’t this supposed to happen only after the Empress’s birthday banquet, when the envoys of Beiyu arrived?
    

    

    
      Among those envoys was a commercial prodigy named Chanzi Jin, right hand of the Beiyu Empress, responsible for the empire’s finances, her enterprises spanning countless trades.
    

    

    
      If he hadn’t known the original plot so well, Shen Yanzhou might have suspected she was a transmigrator.
    

    

    
      Things like distilled liquor, soap, and silk stockings had all spread from Beiyu—and all originated from her.
    

    

    
      Indeed, the original story described her as extraordinary—a true “daughter of fortune,” blessed with brilliant commercial insight.
    

    

    
      In the later arc, when all fortune became the Dao and all paths led to enlightenment, she achieved First Rank by “entering the Dao through commerce.”
    

    

    
      During the Empress’s birthday, Beiyu had sent envoys as a gesture of goodwill. Chanzi Jin disguised herself among them under the pretense of studying Great Qian’s customs, when in fact she sought to plant the roots of Beiyu’s commercial alliance within the empire.
    

    

    
      “What style are those sheer skirts and stockings?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou asked, wanting to confirm whether that woman had already arrived in the capital.
    

    

    
      He remembered clearly that her designs always bore a tiny cicada-wing motif.
    

    

    
      If the new brothel in the western district was supported by her, then the Beiyu envoys must have already entered the Great Qian Imperial Capital ahead of schedule.
    

    

    
      “They’re… very thin, smooth to the touch, like misted gauze…”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue, unable to describe it properly, could only lead Shen Yanzhou to see for himself.
    

    

    
      Inside the interrogation room of the Thousand-Household Division, Shen Yanzhou saw at once the two pairs of stockings laid on the desk.
    

    

    
      Smoky black, thin as cicada wings, faintly glossy—about forty denier by his estimation.
    

    

    
      Following him in, Wu Ruyue’s face flushed. To her, such garments worn on women’s legs were far too private. Wasn’t it indecent to inspect them so openly?
    

    

    
      “Were they washed?” Shen Yanzhou asked, though he did not touch them.
    

    

    
      “They’re new—never worn,” Wu Ruyue shook her head.
    

    

    
      “As expected—it’s her design. No mistake. She’s already here in the capital.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s gaze fell upon a small motif near the heel—a cicada with folded wings.
    

    

    
      “Is there something special about them?” Wu Ruyue asked curiously. She had examined them herself and found the material unusual—delicate yet easily torn—not the work of a refined artifact.
    

    

    
      “Mm. Nothing special, really.”
    

    

    
      “Maybe… just breathable,” Shen Yanzhou replied.
    

    

    
      “Ah?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue blinked, her glossy lips parting slightly—had she misunderstood everything?
    

    

    
      “Gu Ruoxi examined them too, didn’t she? What did she say?” Shen Yanzhou asked suddenly.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s expression turned awkward, her cheeks redder still. How was she supposed to say that Gu Ruoxi had told her to put them on herself and show Shen Yanzhou to find out?
    

    

    
      Seeing her flustered look, Shen Yanzhou could easily guess what Gu Ruoxi had said.
    

    

    
      With Wu Ruyue’s innocent mind, she surely had no idea what stockings were really for.
    

    

    
      Still, his gaze involuntarily drifted toward her long, slender legs. Among the women he knew, only Fu Yuying rivaled her height and figure—years of martial training had made her limbs particularly straight and shapely.
    

    

    
      “What… what are you looking at?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue noticed his gaze, her face burning hotter as she reflexively pressed her legs together.
    

    

    
      “Nothing.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled. “Tonight, I’ll accompany you on the stakeout in the western district.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At the same time, far away in Northern Desert Prefecture.
    

    

    
      The Ten-Thousand-Mile Sword Court, Pure Pavilion.
    

    

    
      In the mist-covered lotus pond behind the mountain, spiritual light rippled faintly, vitality flowing everywhere. A twin-tailed girl gazed at it in anticipation.
    

    

    
      Beside her, a middle-aged beautiful woman was tense and uneasy, muttering softly, “If this Rebirth Art of the Pure Lotus succeeds, Little Tian will have a chance to return to the mortal world. But if it fails, his soul and body may both be destroyed, vanishing forever.”
    

    

    
      As soon as her words fell, fortune seemed to stir within the air. The clear, cloudless sky suddenly grew thick with black clouds, and bolts of lightning in the shape of dragons slashed across the heavens.
    

    

    
      The daylight dimmed in an instant.
    

    

    
      The middle-aged woman’s expression changed; she quickly pulled the twin-tailed girl away, avoiding the center of the lightning tribulation.
    

    

    
      “This is a Shapeshifting Tribulation…”
    

    

    
      “The Pure Lotus Fetal Platform was originally a nascent demon about to take form. At the moment of its transformation, a Daoist expert forcibly stripped away its life essence, refining it into a heavenly treasure. It contained boundless vitality and was one of the materials used to craft the legendary Grand Rebirth Pill—that which could bring the dead to life.”
    

    

    
      “In the past, when my master debated Dao with that Daoist expert and won, the man admitted defeat and gifted him this treasure.”
    

    

    
      “Tian’er switched his cultivation method and, with the aid of the Pure Lotus Fetal Platform, once his practice succeeds, he will possess the Pure Lotus Body. In a sense, it is equivalent to a great demon’s transformation—his physical form will be even stronger.”
    

    

    
      “Moreover, the Nine Deaths Divine Dragon Transformation was a technique created by an ancient being who comprehended the carp’s transformation into a dragon. It requires undergoing nine deaths—nine life-and-death tribulations—and with every nirvana-like rebirth, one’s strength advances further.”
    

    

    
      “This time, Little Tian nearly perished between life and death. Now that he has perceived the mysteries of rebirth, cultivating this technique might allow him to succeed in multiple transformations at once.”
    

    

    
      The middle-aged woman’s voice trembled with excitement as she looked at the thunderbolts striking down one after another.
    

    

    
      The Nine Deaths Divine Dragon Transformation was a technique found by Tantai Yuxian within an ancient ruin. Its grade was unknown, and no one had ever succeeded in cultivating it.
    

    

    
      Tantai Yuxian herself had once declared that it was impossible for any living being to complete its cultivation.
    

    

    
      Now, after Shen Tian had survived a crisis of reincarnation and was remaking his body, it happened to align perfectly with that technique.
    

    

    
      As thunder roared and the heavens darkened, the area became a field of lightning—sometimes filled with destruction, sometimes radiating vitality anew.
    

    

    
      The middle-aged woman’s anxious heart slowly calmed.
    

    

    
      After about half a stick of incense’s time, the clouds above the lotus pond dispersed. Though the surroundings were in disarray, a vibrant life force spread outward. From within the pond, a refined young man stepped forth, bare-chested and covered with lightning marks.
    

    

    
      “Finally succeeded.”
    

    

    
      “I have been reborn—and mastered a technique even my master once said no living being could complete.”
    

    

    
      The young man murmured to himself, his eyes gleaming with light. A primordial, ferocious aura emanated from him, like that of an ancient great demon reborn.
    

    

    
      “Brother Shen Tian, is that you?”
    

    

    
      The twin-tailed girl cried out in excitement.
    

    

    
      The youth was indeed Shen Tian, reborn in a new body. Looking at the two waiting on the shore, he casually wrapped himself with a lotus leaf and landed, saying, “Qiao’er, Wet Nurse, I’ve succeeded. Not only have I rebuilt my body, but I’ve also cultivated the Nine Deaths Divine Dragon Transformation. My strength now surpasses what it once was.”
    

    

    
      “That’s wonderful!”
    

    

    
      The two were overjoyed.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian took a deep breath, steadying his emotions. This trial between life and death had refined his very heart.
    

    

    
      Under the thunder tribulation, his soul had been tempered and strengthened—and unexpectedly, he sensed the remnant of another fragmented soul.
    

    

    
      Originally, he could only vaguely perceive its presence.
    

    

    
      But now, with eyes closed, he could clearly sense where his original body lay.
    

    

    
      He even saw the scene of his father, Shen Jingxiao, greeting him outside the Imperial Capital—only to be humiliated when Shen Yanzhou appeared.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, he could not yet meet his father in this new form.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s power had grown too great; Shen Tian had no choice but to avoid direct confrontation. For now, while the enemy was in the open and he in the dark, he would prepare quietly.
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou, I’ll make sure you learn that letting me live was the last mistake you’ll ever make.”
    

    

    
      He gazed in the direction of the Great Qian Imperial Capital, his eyes glimmering with boundless killing intent.
    

    

    
      “Qiao’er, Wet Nurse, I’m going to challenge the Sword Ascension Path of the Ten-Thousand-Mile Sword Court…”
    

    

    
      “I will become the Sword Heir of this generation.”
    

    

    
      “I will step into the Imperial Capital under a new, glorious identity—and reclaim everything that belongs to me.”
    

    

    
      His tone brimmed with confidence and determination.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Shen Tian +33 +35 +37…
    

    

    
      Hmm?
    

    

    
      Another wave of basic points?
    

    

    
      In the main hall of the Thousand-Household Division at the Imperial Capital, Shen Yanzhou sat behind his desk, communicating with Fu Yuying in the Southern Border through a Transmission Jade Talisman. Unexpectedly, a surge of negative emotion arrived, making him pause.
    

    

    
      “Oh? Looks like Shen Tian is stirring again. His body must be nearly reconstructed.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled faintly, adding one attribute point to his realm and saving two for later.
    

    

    
      The True Explanation of Primordial Unity, second realm—Ten Thousand Transformations Returning to Flow—was also called the Realm of Shaping. What it shaped was the “form of the Dao embryo.”
    

    

    
      Its four minor stages corresponded to: True Liquid Transformation, Opening of the Cosmos, Embryo of Myriad Arts, and Manifestation of True Form.
    

    

    
      The first stage required frantically absorbing and refining various energies—spiritual qi, starlight, blood essence, even chaotic elemental qi—transforming them into Primordial True Liquid through the Dao Embryo of Chaos.
    

    

    
      This process consumed immense resources and risked energy backlash.
    

    

    
      Yet Shen Yanzhou clearly had no such concern. With his added points, he smoothly passed through the early phase of the first stage.
    

    

    
      The Primordial Qi vortex within him hummed, drawing in vast amounts of heaven and earth spiritual energy.
    

    

    
      The Thousand-Household Division occupied a vast area, but soon many of the Chilin Guards sensed the change in the environment—the very circulation of true qi within their bodies slowed.
    

    

    
      “Why does it feel hard to breathe? Where did all the spiritual qi go?” someone muttered in confusion.
    

    

    
      Not long after—
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s martial realm reached the early stage of the Fifth-Rank, Mountain-moving Realm, while his Daoist realm advanced to the early stage of the Fifth-Rank, Thunder Law Realm.
    

    

    
      “What’s the matter?”
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying’s slightly puzzled voice came from the jade talisman.
    

    

    
      “Nothing. Seems the wind outside blew away the spiritual qi for a moment,” Shen Yanzhou said with a faint smile.
    

    

    
      “…” Fu Yuying clearly wasn’t in the mood for jokes.
    

    

    
      “The Demon Suppression King has mobilized thirty thousand Demon Suppression troops to march into the Hundred Thousand Mountains—by name, to eradicate Luofu Cloud Cavern.”
    

    

    
      Her tone grew heavy.
    

    

    
      If it were only thirty thousand troops, the combined strength of the hidden sects in the Southern Border could still manage.
    

    

    
      But now, with the target explicitly declared, those sects would fracture—some would surely retreat.
    

    

    
      If more troops were later dispatched, the situation would only worsen.
    

    

    
      “Two choices—fight, or flee.”
    

    

    
      “As long as the green hills remain, there’ll be no shortage of firewood.” Shen Yanzhou rubbed his temples, feeling helpless.
    

    

    
      The affairs of the Southern Border were too far away for him to intervene.
    

    

    
      Fu Yuying fell silent for a moment, then sighed. “If we fight, the casualties will be terrible. But if we flee—where could we go? Luofu Cloud Cavern’s foundation has stood for a thousand years…”
    

    

    
      For a hidden sect, such a calamity was fatal.
    

    

    
      The Southern Border’s powers were too fragmented—each would fend for itself in crisis.
    

    

    
      That was precisely why the Demon Suppression King had targeted Luofu Cloud Cavern first.
    

    

    
      It would buy the other hidden sects a brief respite. Everyone knew this was only a temporary measure—but any moment’s breath of relief was still precious.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou rubbed the Sumeru Ring on his finger. He had already guessed that the Demon Suppression King would strike back in this way.
    

    

    
      But he wasn’t overly concerned—only Fu Yuying among the Luofu Cloud Cavern’s members mattered to him.
    

    

    
      As for the others, their lives or deaths held no weight in his mind. Back at Hidden Moon Mountain, when the time came, the elders and disciples of Luofu Cloud Cavern had abandoned him for their own safety.
    

    

    
      Only Fu Yuying had chosen to stay and face disaster alongside him.
    

    

    
      “I might have a way.”
    

    

    
      “One that could force Shen Jingxiao to back off—but it requires you to come to the Imperial Capital yourself, as soon as possible.”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Shen Yanzhou’s eyes gleamed with resolve.
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      The setting sun sank in the west.
    

    

    
      Night began to fall.
    

    

    
      Lanterns were being hung along the long street where the markets lined both sides.
    

    

    
      Disguised, chest bound, dressed in a fitted warrior’s outfit, Wu Ruyue walked alone along the street, quietly observing her surroundings.
    

    

    
      It was not yet time for the curfew, so even though darkness had nearly settled, the western district of the capital was still bustling with heavy traffic and constant footfall. Peddlers and laborers came and went, adding to the lively atmosphere.
    

    

    
      In front of the newly opened Bihui Pavilion, pedestrians passed back and forth while many gorgeously dressed young women—exposing large swathes of fair skin—waved embroidered handkerchiefs, calling out to attract customers.
    

    

    
      From afar, a thick, sweet scent of cosmetics and perfume drifted over.
    

    

    
      However, Wu Ruyue did not enter. After pausing briefly, she seated herself in the tavern across the street, ordered a plate of marinated beef and a pot of clear wine, and began eating quietly on her own.
    

    

    
      Bihui Pavilion was the newly opened brothel in the western district of the capital, its business thriving. Dusk had not fully darkened the sky, yet the entrance was already crowded with merchants and customers.
    

    

    
      Several obviously luxurious black-lacquered carriages stood waiting outside, guards stationed beside them—clearly belonging to high-ranking nobles of the city.
    

    

    
      “Even a few students from the Dragon-Tiger Institute have come…”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue stared at the familiar faces entering and exiting Bihui Pavilion and froze slightly, recognizing several of them.
    

    

    
      One of them was a handsome man in a brocade robe, a Hundred Beauties folding fan tucked at his waist—the elegant Liu Zi’an, young master of the Duke’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      Beside him was another companion wearing an elegant white scholar’s robe, exuding scholarly grace. He was a promising young figure of the Confucian Courtyard, blessed with a naturally refined Literary Heart, highly valued by great scholars—named Qi Haoran, a hostage prince from the State of Qi.
    

    

    
      She was genuinely surprised. She had not expected even students of the Confucian Courtyard to come to a place like this.
    

    

    
      Yet Qi Haoran looked dispirited, as though burdened by worries, while Liu Zi’an appeared full of excitement and cheerful anticipation.
    

    

    
      “The several students from the Martial Institute who died tragically due to the Northern Sea Heaven-Transforming Human Pill Grand Art were confirmed to have visited this Bihui Pavilion before their bodies were discovered.”
    

    

    
      “The owner behind Bihui Pavilion is said to have ties to an immortal sect. But to operate such a large establishment in the capital—he must have a powerful background.”
    

    

    
      “This case… the roots must run far deeper than mere surface rot…”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue frowned tightly, feeling the situation becoming even more troublesome. The deeper she investigated, the more she sensed powerful figures lurking behind the case—terrifying shadows.
    

    

    
      Though the Northern Sea Heaven-Transforming Human Pill Grand Art had only surfaced recently, as Shen Yanzhou had said: when one sees a single cockroach, it usually means many more are hidden in the dark.
    

    

    
      The three Martial Institute students’ corpses did not seem accidentally exposed—they seemed deliberately discarded…
    

    

    
      Before this, there were likely many more martial cultivators who had died to the Northern Sea Heaven-Transforming Human Pill Grand Art.
    

    

    
      And in the strictly governed, heavily regulated capital, their corpses had vanished without a trace.
    

    

    
      Who was cooperating to cover all this up?
    

    

    
      “Where’s Young Master Shen?”
    

    

    
      “Did he not say he would come keep watch with me?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue sighed softly in her heart. She did not believe Shen Yanzhou taking over this case was a good thing. It was clearly a burning hot potato—handled poorly, it could cost him his head.
    

    

    
      Her gaze swept across the suspicious figures near Bihui Pavilion. She assumed that when Shen Yanzhou arrived, he too would disguise himself…
    

    

    
      But the next moment, Wu Ruyue froze.
    

    

    
      “Chilin Guards conducting official business. Irrelevant persons, get lost.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t block the way.”
    

    

    
      A somewhat arrogant voice came from the opposite end of the street.
    

    

    
      Several scholars who had stopped in front of Bihui Pavilion, commenting on the courtesans beneath the archway, were rudely shoved aside. They were about to get angry, but upon seeing the fierce, armored soldiers with Chilin Guard tokens at their waists, they immediately backed away.
    

    

    
      A commotion rippled across the entrance of Bihui Pavilion, many guards by the carriages paling slightly.
    

    

    
      The Chilin Guards held a unique authority in the capital—no official dared offend them. Being targeted meant losing flesh if not skin.
    

    

    
      Guards hurriedly sent people inside to notify their masters to behave.
    

    

    
      In an instant, the once bustling gate fell silent, and many customers about to enter quickly withdrew.
    

    

    
      “Honored sirs, may I ask what brings you here? Our humble business pays taxes properly and keeps to the rules. We’ve never caused trouble…”
    

    

    
      The courtesan responsible for receiving guests approached with a pale face, forcefully squeezing out a smile.
    

    

    
      “What, we can’t come?”
    

    

    
      The Chilin Guards stepped forward with cold smiles, drawing their weapons. Cold light flashed, freezing the air. Even the young courtesans waving handkerchiefs turned pale with fright.
    

    

    
      Who in the capital did not know the fearsome reputation of the Chilin Guards?
    

    

    
      If they judged someone guilty, they even held the authority to kill first and report later.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue frowned, watching from the tavern. She didn’t even know what to say. The Chilin Guards’ usual manner was indeed excessively overbearing—often criticized. She would definitely tell Shen Yanzhou later that he needed to discipline them more strictly.
    

    

    
      She recognized these guards—they were from the “A-1” Hundred-Household Command, her own colleagues and Shen Yanzhou’s subordinates.
    

    

    
      “Of course you may enter,”
    

    

    
      The courtesan forced herself to smile obediently.
    

    

    
      “Good that you understand. Hurry and prepare the best private room. Also call out all the prettiest girls of your Chunshui Pavilion—not one less.”
    

    

    
      “Our commander will arrive shortly. If he’s displeased, your Chunshui Pavilion won’t need to stay open.”
    

    

    
      The guards nodded in satisfaction before sheathing their blades.
    

    

    
      The courtesan blinked, relieved—it seemed they did not come to investigate them.
    

    

    
      “May I ask… who is your commander?” she asked cautiously.
    

    

    
      “Hmph! You don’t even know our commander? What kind of courtesan are you?”
    

    

    
      “Our commander is the famous Shen Thousand-Household—known throughout the entire capital! Young, already dual Sixth Rank in martial cultivation, unmatched in ancient or modern times. Open your eyes later so you don’t mistake him…”
    

    

    
      The Chilin Guards snorted coldly, then turned toward the east and saluted respectfully.
    

    

    
      As they spoke, a black-lacquered luxurious carriage rolled slowly over the stone road, led by several Chilin Guards.
    

    

    
      A heroic man in a Hundred-Household robe drove the carriage.
    

    

    
      The guards who had been boastful earlier immediately straightened and bowed respectfully.
    

    

    
      The gathered customers stared blankly as the carriage approached. The Hundred-Household lifted the curtain after speaking softly to someone inside, lowered the step stool, and waited with a bright smile.
    

    

    
      From within, a young man set aside the fragrant tea in his hand, lifted his robe slightly, and stepped down.
    

    

    
      He wore a moon-white long robe embroidered with cloud patterns, a plain belt around his waist, and a Chilin Guard Thousand-Household token hanging from it. His features were refined, his figure tall, and his movements carried a Dao-like aura—more like a sect’s holy son than a commander of the Chilin Guards.
    

    

    
      Even the courtesan, accustomed to seeing countless men, froze for a moment. What an elegant, transcendent young lord.
    

    

    
      If she saw him elsewhere, she would never believe he was a Chilin Guard Thousand-Household.
    

    

    
      She hurried forward, smiling brightly. “Greetings, Shen Thousand-Household, Young Master Shen…”
    

    

    
      The young courtesans beneath the archway exchanged sparkling glances. Had they known such a handsome official was coming, they would not have been scared earlier.
    

    

    
      “My lord, everything is prepared,”
    

    

    
      The guards hurried forward, eager for praise.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded slightly. His expression seemed as though he were examining the surroundings, but his thoughts were elsewhere—using his soul sense to observe the gazes cast in his direction.
    

    

    
      With the True Explanation of Primordial Unity came the innate Chaos Perception, now fully active.
    

    

    
      He had deliberately instructed his subordinates to make such a scene to ensure the higher-ups of Bihui Pavilion took notice.
    

    

    
      If the fortune-favored woman from Beiyu—Chanzi Jin—were here, she would certainly notice him as well.
    

    

    
      At the same time, he sensed another familiar gaze—disguised Wu Ruyue.
    

    

    
      He glanced toward the tavern with a faint smile—his greeting to her.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go in.”
    

    

    
      He then led the Chilin Guards inside.
    

    

    
      In the tavern, Wu Ruyue stared blankly. She had not expected that Shen Yanzhou’s so-called stakeout would be so open and grand.
    

    

    
      Was he afraid others wouldn’t know he came to Bihui Pavilion?
    

    

    
      After thinking briefly, she stood and followed quietly. This was her first time entering a brothel.
    

    

    
      Thick alcohol and perfume filled the air. From nearby private rooms came flirtatious voices of men and women, making her ears burn.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, in a third-floor private room of Bihui Pavilion, Liu Zi’an and Qi Haoran frowned as they peeked through a slit in the window at the scene below.
    

    

    
      “Truly a lingering wretch—why did this guy also come here? And so arrogant… flaunting his status.”
    

    

    
      “A complete petty villain rising to power. Heaven must be blind to give him that face and that cultivation…”
    

    

    
      “He’ll regret it one day.”
    

    

    
      Liu Zi’an snorted with jealousy.
    

    

    
      Born and raised as a noble of the capital, he prided himself on refined upbringing—talented in qin, chess, calligraphy, painting, elegant in manners, possessing the bearing of an ancient gentleman.
    

    

    
      Thus, he despised people like Shen Yanzhou—wastrels covered in bad habits, bullying others when in power, flaunting their authority, eager for the world to know of their minor achievements.
    

    

    
      Luckily, everyone had already expelled him from the so-called “noble circle,” since he was no longer the Demon Suppression King’s Heir.
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran withdrew his gaze, thinking silently: Why does Zhao Qingchan care so much about Shen Yanzhou? He clearly no longer has a meaningful connection to the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      He considered himself equally outstanding—only born slightly inferior—so why would she refuse to cast him even a single lingering glance?
    

    

    
      “Haoran, don’t think too much. She’s just a woman. With your talent and future prospects, why cling to a single tree? Zhao Qingchan is good, yes, but she clearly doesn’t fancy you.”
    

    

    
      “Beautiful women are everywhere. Once you enter the Hanlin Academy, you can choose from any number of noble ladies…”
    

    

    
      Closing the window, Liu Zi’an patted Qi Haoran’s shoulder comfortingly.
    

    

    
      He knew his friend’s worries—especially now that the True Heir Shen Tian had returned to the capital, and the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion still intended to ally through marriage with the Divine Martial Marquis’ Residence.
    

    

    
      That True Heir’s temperament seemed no better than Shen Yanzhou’s—it was obviously a pit, yet they still wanted to push Zhao Qingchan into it…
    

    

    
      Thus, he had persuaded his friend to come experience mortal pleasures.
    

    

    
      “You don’t understand. Senior Sister Zhao is unlike anyone else. In my life, apart from her, I likely won’t find another who stirs my heart,” Qi Haoran sighed, weighed down by sorrow.
    

    

    
        Liu Zi’an smiled and said, “Don’t speak too soon. Wait a while and you’ll see. You can’t obtain the real Senior Sister Zhao, but you can obtain someone like her.”
    

    

    
       “What do you mean?”
    

    

    
       Qi Haoran froze.
    

    

    
       Liu Zi’an suddenly clapped his hands. From outside the private room came a soft knocking, accompanied by a slightly cool and crisp voice: “Greetings, Young Masters.”
    

    

    
       A woman wearing a plain long robe, her face free of powder, her appearance clean and simple, walked in carrying a qin.
    

    

    
       Qi Haoran stared at the woman before him and was stunned on the spot, especially by her brows and expression, which made him instinctively want to rise and bow.
    

    

    
       But Liu Zi’an quickly tugged him back down and said to the woman before them, “From this moment on, you are Zhao Qingchan, the Heavenly-favored prodigy of the Dragon-Tiger Institute. He is your junior brother, who has always admired and liked you…”
    

    

    
      The woman nodded and asked, “Does Young Master have any further instructions or arrangements?”
    

    

    
      “You don’t need to think yet. Wait—I’ll show you her portrait.” Liu Zi’an had clearly prepared for this long ago. He took out a portrait from his bosom and handed it over.
    

    

    
      The woman unfurled it and examined it carefully a few times, as if needing to confirm something. As she muttered under her breath, the expression and features on her face began to blur and shift.
    

    

    
      In the next moment, an even colder and more ethereal countenance appeared before the two.
    

    

    
      Even Liu Zi’an was briefly stunned. He hadn’t expected Chunshui Pavilion’s methods to be this formidable. If other Dragon-Tiger Institute students were present now, they might very well mistake her for the real one.
    

    

    
      “Zhao… Senior Sister Zhao…” Qi Haoran was completely dumbstruck. His words drifted out in a murmur, his breathing growing rapid.
    

    

    

    
       ……
    

    

    
       In a boudoir deep within Chunshui Pavilion, filled with a rich and delicate fragrance.
    

    

    
       A graceful, charming figure was grooming herself before a bronze mirror. Her jade-soft beauty, lightly powdered features, brows like distant mountains, a delicate nose, lips like blossoming petals, skin white and tender as fine porcelain, and full bosom were all reflected clearly.
    

    

    
       She wore a pale grey crescent-phoenix-tailed gown, with a snow-blue gauze inner garment. Just the right amount of her fair neck and skin was revealed, accentuating a waist that could be encircled by one hand, her figure perfectly outlined.
    

    

    
       “Ning Yun-sister, Miss was right. The fish has truly taken the bait.”
    

    

    
      A young girl dressed as a maid hurriedly pushed the door open, came to the woman’s side, and whispered excitedly into her ear, quickly recounting everything that had just happened in front of the building.
    

    

    
      “So he finally came? I thought he might at least be clever. Turns out he’s nothing special.”
    

    

    
      The graceful woman continued leisurely drawing her brows.
    

    

    
      In the bronze mirror was a face capable of toppling cities, yet her expression remained faint, carrying the air of someone who looked down from above.
    

    

    
      “Yes. I thought he might really be someone, that he could endure for a while. But the moment the rumor spread for only a few days, he rushed over impatiently, even ordering several Chilin Guards around arrogantly, flaunting his presence as if desperate for people to know he came.”
    

    

    
      “I don’t even know what Miss is thinking. She really believes a person like that is someone of worth, even wanting Ning Yun-sister to personally act.”
    

    

    
      The maid chattered on in agreement.
    

    

    
      The graceful woman nodded and said lightly, “Go inform Madam Hua to think of a way. Make him wait first. I must finish preparing.”
    

    

    
      The girl acknowledged and hurried away.
    

    

    

    
       Inside a spacious private room perfumed with burning incense.
    

    

    
       Soft zithers drifted, singing voices lingered.
    

    

    
       Behind the screen, several dancers whose movements resembled fluttering butterflies swayed their wide sleeves. Shen Yanzhou sat lazily on a bamboo mat, barefoot, long hair loose, chest exposed. At his side were warmed wine and various small dishes, pastries, and candied fruits.
    

    

    
       Li Yunpeng and the other Chilin Guards did not dare to act as casually as Shen Yanzhou. They sat upright on stools at the side.
    

    

    
       Yet their gazes instinctively swept over the dancing young women, swallowing quietly.
    

    

    
       In the past, they would never have dared rely on their identity as Chilin Guards to wander in brothels so brazenly.
    

    

    
       Even if they did come in secret, they always removed their uniforms and hid themselves, never daring to be open about it.
    

    

    
       Today, being ordered by Shen Yanzhou to swagger openly down the streets was a first for them. A few were even worried whether they would be scolded by Commander Liu Ci at headquarters first thing tomorrow morning.
    

    

    
      “Sir, apologies, but Ning Kui is a courtesan of pure class. She sells artistry, not her body. She can sing and play, but she does not accompany guests at night.”
    

    

    
      “In Lin’an Commandery, she was the same—never breaking the rules.”
    

    

    
      “And though your identity is exalted, in Chunshui Pavilion we, too, must abide by rules. After all, we run a business. Tonight, several honored guests also wished to hear Ning Kui perform a piece and have already waited a long while.”
    

    

    
      Madam Hua explained beside Shen Yanzhou, smiling obsequiously.
    

    

    
      “Oh? So not only must I pay extra, I must also compete at a high price, correct?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou asked with amusement.
    

    

    
      Madam Hua laughed flatteringly. “What is Young Master saying? There is no such thing as paying extra—only mutual willingness. And here in the capital, all honored guests are well-known figures. They see each other often; the rules must be followed. Otherwise, our humble establishment could hardly continue.”
    

    

    
      Li Yunpeng, sitting rigidly at the side, heard this and his face chilled instantly. He reached for his blade. “Such insolence. It is an honor for my lord to wish to meet that courtesan. A brothel singer dares act lofty?”
    

    

    
      “Believe it or not, if my lord speaks a single word, we will see if your so-called honored guests in this building dare show their faces again.”
    

    

    
      Madam Hua’s complexion paled with fright. She hurried to say, “Sir, please calm your anger, I meant no such thing…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was quite satisfied with Li Yunpeng’s textbook bootlicking. He waved his hand slightly and said, “It’s fine.”
    

    

    
      “Your Chunshui Pavilion has your rules, but here in the capital, our Chilin Guards also have ours.”
    

    

    
      “These past few days, you’ve been loudly promoting her, saying a new courtesan from Lin’an Commandery arrived. Is this true?”
    

    

    
      He lifted the warm wine and took a small sip, eyes narrowing, clearly here for that so-called courtesan.
    

    

    
      Madam Hua quickly said, “How would I dare deceive you? It is naturally true. Ning Kui came by cloud-vessel from Lin’an Commandery. Along the way she passed the inspection documents of every city…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou chuckled. “Yet according to the information investigated by our Chilin Guards, Lin’an Commandery has never had a courtesan named Ning Kui. We know the list of all pure-class courtesans in the major brothels like the back of our hand.”
    

    

    
      “You’re lying to me?”
    

    

    
      His tone suddenly chilled.
    

    

    
      Several Chilin Guards shot to their feet, gripping the hilts of their blades. It seemed that if Madam Hua made the slightest wrong move, they would draw immediately.
    

    

    
      Frightened by the gleam of blades, Madam Hua’s face turned even paler. She trembled and said urgently, “Sir, please see clearly—there is absolutely no deception. There must be some mistake somewhere…”
    

    

    
      “The travel documents are all here in the building. I will send someone to retrieve them at once.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t rush. There is another matter you must explain.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou waved his hand and said calmly, “Several days ago, three students from the Dragon-Tiger Institute stayed in your Chunshui Pavilion. The next day they were found brutally killed in an abandoned ruined temple. Aside from you, they had contact with no one. How did they die?”
    

    

    
      “Otherwise, why don’t you come with me to the Chilin Guards’ Heavenly Prison and cooperate with our investigation?”
    

    

    
      He certainly did not know whether Lin’an Commandery had a courtesan named Ning Kui. But since Chunshui Pavilion dared make such a grand show, they must have prepared all documents and feared no scrutiny.
    

    

    
       Yet the Chilin Guards never truly needed evidence. If they deemed you suspicious, you simply had to submit and follow them to the Heavenly Prison for a round of questioning.
    

    

    
       If suspicion was cleared later, at most they would offer a verbal apology—after all, it was for the capital’s safety…
    

    

    
       This was also why most major figures in the capital were terrified of being targeted by the Chilin Guards.
    

    

    
       Madam Hua trembled uncontrollably, terrified by the cold gleam of their blades.
    

    

    
       “Sir, please calm down…”
    

    

    
       “Can you bring that courtesan over now? I think she truly needs to be investigated.” Shen Yanzhou said faintly as he set down his cup.
    

    

    
       “Yes… yes…”
    

    

    
       Madam Hua dared not speak further. In truth, she held no authority over that one. If not for certain reasons, that one would never lower herself to act as a courtesan here.
    

    

    
       But she also feared being dragged to the Chilin Guards’ prison—she knew that under questioning, everything would be found out.
    

    

    
       Soon, Madam Hua left, hurrying along the corridor toward the deepest pavilion.
    

    

    
       “Ning Yun-girl, you must think of a way. That Shen Qianhu has named you directly. If you refuse, he might truly send people to drag us all to the Chilin Guards for questioning.”
    

    

    
       She spoke bitterly outside the room.
    

    

    
       Inside, the graceful woman paused her grooming, studied her reflection carefully, then nodded lightly. She took a veil from the side and said coolly, “I understand. Go. I will handle him.”
    

    

    
       With that, she shifted slightly, her steps elegant, fragrance trailing behind her, waist swaying lightly, long skirt brushing the floor as she walked toward Shen Yanzhou’s private room.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Moments later, Shen Yanzhou heard a gentle knocking, followed by a refined voice: “This humble woman, Ning Kui, greets the honored sirs.”
    

    

    
      A faint fragrance drifted in, like autumn chrysanthemums and orchids, refreshing to the heart.
    

    

    
      Everyone turned toward the voice—and froze, eyes widening in amazement.
    

    

    
       A figure veiled in gauze, her outline and bearing ethereal beyond compare, walked gracefully forward. She wore a slightly loose sleeveless jacket draped over her shoulders, concealing her snowy neck and arms, yet the skin that was revealed was more delicate than snow, glimmering with the luster of polished jade.
    

    

    
      Though her true face was not shown, even from the vague contours of her features one could discern a beauty of stunning allure.
    

    

    
      No wonder she could make such a name for herself in the capital as a courtesan.
    

    

    
      After their initial amazement, the Chilin Guards all lowered their heads, understanding that this was their lord’s stage—it was not for them to gaze upon too long.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou sat casually upon the mat, his gaze filled with amused interest as he studied the woman before him.
    

    

    
      The woman bowed gracefully, her eyes lowered slightly—not fearful, nor fawning, but with a calm dignity that carried a sense of serene poise.
    

    

    
      “Sit here.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded slightly, then gestured with a finger to the seat beside him.
    

    

    
      The woman hesitated for a moment but soon moved lightly, her steps like lotus blooms, and sat elegantly to the side, lifting her skirt slightly. Her snow-white, slender legs were faintly visible beneath the wide folds of her gown.
    

    

    
      “My lord, it’s a bit stifling in here. We’ll step out for some air.”
    

    

    
      Li Yunpeng cleared his throat, motioning to the other Chilin Guards. Without waiting for Shen Yanzhou’s approval, they hurriedly stood and exited the room.
    

    

    
      At the same time, he waved for the singing girls behind the screen to withdraw as well, fearing they might disturb Shen Yanzhou’s pleasure.
    

    

    
      The other guards, seeing this, wisely followed.
    

    

    
      As they left the room and turned down another corridor, they nearly collided with a handsome young man, fair-faced and red-lipped.
    

    

    
      “What are you sneaking around for?” Li Yunpeng barked.
    

    

    
      The handsome young man looked as though he wanted to glare back but, realizing his current disguise, could only force an awkward smile and turn away.
    

    

    
      Why were they all coming out? What was Shen Yanzhou doing inside alone?
    

    

    
      That woman who just went in—she was astonishingly beautiful.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue suddenly felt a surge of restless irritation. She wanted to sneak closer but dared not be discovered.
    

    

    
      “The subordinates accompanying my lord seem quite perceptive,”
    

    

    
      In the room, the woman’s gaze flickered as she spoke softly, her refined voice carrying a hint of flattery. Then, lightly lifting her sleeve, she poured wine to fill Shen Yanzhou’s empty cup.
    

    

    
      “Oh? How so perceptive?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled knowingly, pretending to ask. Taking advantage of her motion, he reached out, seemingly intent on catching that slender jade-like hand.
    

    

    
      But the woman’s movements were deft. With a subtle turn, she slipped away from his grasp.
    

    

    
      In her lowered eyes flashed a trace of unmistakable disdain, though her voice remained polite: “Doesn’t my lord think drinking with just one person is more interesting?”
    

    

    
      “What fun is there in drinking alone?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou missed her hand but didn’t mind. With a lecherous grin, he asked cheerfully.
    

    

    
      “Then my lord wishes to drink flower wine, perhaps?” The woman blinked, her eyes gleaming with charm.
    

    

    
      “That depends on who I drink it with,” Shen Yanzhou replied with a smile.
    

    

    
      The woman pursed her lips in laughter. “My lord truly knows how to please women. It seems you’re well-versed in the pleasures of such places.”
    

    

    
      “This humble one offers my lord a toast.”
    

    

    
      As she spoke, she lifted her veil slightly, revealing a delicate chin and naturally rosy lips. Tilting her snow-pale neck, she drained the cup in one elegant motion.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou chuckled. “Didn’t that Madam Hua just say you’re a pure courtesan, selling art but not your body?”
    

    

    
      “By rule, yes. But upon meeting my lord today, I couldn’t help breaking it.” Her voice was soft and melodious, tinged with laughter.
    

    

    
      “It seems you’ve said those words to many men before—so practiced,” Shen Yanzhou said as he raised his cup and took a small sip.
    

    

    
      “How could that be? Not every man is as handsome and pleasing as my lord, nor so young and accomplished. At such a young age, to have reached dual Sixth Rank in martial cultivation, and be personally appointed by His Majesty as the youngest Qianhu—your future is limitless.”
    

    

    
      Her long lashes cast faint shadows upon her petite face as she looked up at him, eyes full of admiration.
    

    

    
      “Oh? So you’ve gone out of your way to learn about me?” Shen Yanzhou asked with slight surprise.
    

    

    
      Her admiring gaze softened into one tinged with sorrow. “Though I’ve only been in the capital a few days, I’ve already heard endless tales of my lord’s fame. I could not help but be curious. A lowly woman like me, mired in dust, never dared dream of seeing my lord in person. I never thought fate would grant such a meeting tonight.”
    

    

    
      “In my chamber earlier, I was nervous, fearful I might not meet you. Thankfully, my lord granted me this chance.”
    

    

    
      “It seems fate destined us to meet.” Shen Yanzhou nodded in agreement.
    

    

    
      The woman smiled, her expression brightening the air around them. “My lord is even more handsome and extraordinary than the rumors say. Earlier, many sisters in the building were whispering, wishing to serve you.”
    

    

    
      “Truly? Yet you don’t seem all that willing yourself,” Shen Yanzhou asked curiously.
    

    

    
      Beneath the veil, her expression froze for a brief instant, but she quickly recovered with a calm smile. “This humble one is merely nervous—afraid of displeasing my lord.”
    

    

    
      “Am I some kind of monster that you should be nervous?” Shen Yanzhou said with a laugh.
    

    

    
      “How could that be…”
    

    

    
      She smiled, shaking her head slightly.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou, ever at ease, reached out once more to draw her into his embrace.
    

    

    
      She instinctively tried to avoid it, but after a moment’s hesitation, she bit her lip lightly and allowed him to pull her close. At first her body was tense, but it soon softened as she leaned gently into his chest.
    

    

    
      “Share a few cups with me first?”
    

    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    

    
      “What’s your name?”
    

    

    
      “This humble one’s stage name is Ning Kui.”
    

    

    
      “I mean your real name.”
    

    

    
      “Yin Ning…”
    

    

    
      “A lovely name. How did you end up in a place like this? Have you never thought about your future?”
    

    

    
      “This humble one never wished for this life, but my family fell into ruin. I was once a wealthy young lady, trained from childhood in the five arts. My father gambled away our fortune, sold our estate, and drowned us in debt. My mother took to drink, wasting away in taverns, and later fell gravely ill in need of medicine. My younger brother studies at the academy, but the tuition is far too costly. I had no choice but to sell myself to a brothel…”
    

    

    
      Mm, a gambling father, a sick mother, and a younger brother to support.
    

    

    
      A standard tale.
    

    

    
      “I only hope to one day earn enough to buy my freedom, open a small pastry shop on the street—or perhaps a sewing shop with my own needlework…”
    

    

    
      “I love lotuses most—they rise unstained from the mud…”
    

    

    
      Cup after cup they drank.
    

    

    
      Gradually, Ning Kui seemed to open her heart, speaking to Shen Yanzhou with apparent sincerity.
    

    

    
      He listened attentively and, despite having heard this same story hundreds of times, seemed to almost believe it again.
    

    

    
      In the end, Ning Kui appeared overcome by drink, her cheeks flushed red, her eyes misty and hazy as she leaned against Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      At some point, her veil had vanished, revealing that peerlessly beautiful face.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou looked at the beauty within arm’s reach, pondering whether or not to partake. It was obvious she was acting—he could see that.
    

    

    
      He could even guess her identity.
    

    

    
       And her likely purpose.
    

    

    

    
      This was a prize he could claim—one he could enjoy without consequence or burden.
    

    

    
      At worst, he’d simply have to play along.
    

    

    
      Hmm…
    

    

    
      With that thought, Shen Yanzhou grasped her delicate chin, lowering his head to kiss her.
    

    

    
      “My lord…”
    

    

    
      But just then, a slender, soft hand rose to block him.
    

    

    
      The drunken haze vanished from Ning Kui’s eyes. In their depths, dark as gemstones, she gazed at him steadily. “Would my lord redeem this humble one from servitude?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou asked, “And after redemption?”
    

    

    
      “This humble one would serve as your concubine—would that please you?” Ning Kui’s eyes were full of longing; it was clear that everything before had led to this moment.
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      “Not possible.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou did not hesitate at all. He shook his head directly, and all the traces of drunkenness seemed to vanish in that instant.
    

    

    
      Ning Kui seemed unprepared for such a decisive refusal. She froze for a moment, then unwillingly asked again, “Why?”
    

    

    
      “I do not ask for any status,” she said softly, “I only wish to have a stable home by your side, my lord.”
    

    

    
      “I cannot give you a home,” Shen Yanzhou replied. His voice remained calm.
    

    

    
      Ning Kui lowered her gaze slightly, as if hurt. “Is it because my body is unworthy in your eyes, my lord? Though I have spent many years in the brothel, I have always kept my chastity…”
    

    

    
      “No, that is not what I mean. You only see the glamorous surface of my life, but not the burdens and the dangers I must shoulder. Now, though I seem to be in glory, in truth there are countless eyes in the dark watching me, waiting for the chance to drag me into hell.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou interrupted Ning Kui, looking at her intently. His tone carried deep emotion as he clasped her delicate hand tightly.
    

    

    
      Ning Kui seemed to lose herself in his tender gaze, stunned and unmoving.
    

    

    
      “I can give you a title, take you as my concubine, and give you a home—but not now. Once others learn of our connection, you will become my weakness.”
    

    

    
      “In the vast whirlpool of the Imperial Capital, what do you think will happen if an ordinary woman like you gets caught in it?” Shen Yanzhou sighed.
    

    

    
      “My lord…”
    

    

    
      Ning Kui stood in a daze, moved by his words.
    

    

    
      “I understand. I must not cause you any trouble.”
    

    

    
      After a moment, she lowered her gaze, as if she had taken his words deeply to heart.
    

    

    
      Only then did Shen Yanzhou smile, drawing her into his arms, holding her soft hand tightly as he leaned in again to kiss her.
    

    

    
      But Ning Kui turned her head gently, still avoiding him, showing slight resistance. “My lord, then what will become of our relationship? Do you not mind that your woman must still smile and entertain other men in this brothel?”
    

    

    
      “How could I mind?” Shen Yanzhou said seriously. “In my eyes, you are like a blue lotus growing from the muddy pond—untainted by filth, cleansed by pure waters yet never alluring. Knowing your true heart is enough for me; how could I bear to make things hard for you?”
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      “…”
    

    

    
      Ning Kui seemed deeply moved by his words, her eyes reddening as she sniffled softly. “My lord, you are so kind. Meeting you is the greatest blessing of Ning Kui’s life.”
    

    

    
      But soon, she changed the subject.
    

    

    
      “However, my lord, I bear a ‘Chastity Mark’. Madam Hua watches me day and night. If I suddenly vanish tonight, she will surely question me and trigger it. Should the owner behind Chunshui Pavilion learn of it, I may be forced to entertain guests—or even be beaten to death…”
    

    

    
      Her voice was filled with pity, her eyes misty, lashes trembling, looking heartbreakingly delicate.
    

    

    
      “Then there’s really no helping it,” Shen Yanzhou said with apparent regret.
    

    

    
      “Yes…” Ning Kui nodded slightly, struggling to rise from his embrace—but was quickly pressed back down by him.
    

    

    
      “But I feel uncomfortable right now. What should I do?” Shen Yanzhou asked her.
    

    

    
      Ning Kui looked troubled. After a moment’s thought, she glanced toward the door and tentatively said, “Shall I go call a few of my sisters to serve you, my lord?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou frowned slightly, seeming displeased, though he restrained himself and asked gently, “In your eyes, am I such an impatient man?”
    

    

    
      Am I wrong?
    

    
      Ning Kui thought inwardly, but outwardly she smiled faintly and replied, “Of course not. In my eyes, my lord is humble, gentle, and courteous—never one to look down upon my lowly station.”
    

    

    
      “Truly?” Shen Yanzhou asked, looking into her eyes.
    

    

    
      Ning Kui could no longer avoid his gaze. She could only meet his eyes directly, nodding earnestly. “Truly.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled. “If you are lying, I won’t let you off easily…”
    

    

    
      With that, he leaned in once more.
    

    

    
      How could he possibly let such an advantage slip by?
    

    

    
      This time, Ning Kui truly couldn’t dodge. If she rejected him too forcefully, all her earlier efforts would go to waste. Gritting her teeth, determination flickered in her enchanting eyes as she tightly shut them—pretending she was merely being bitten by a dog.
    

    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    

    
      But very soon, Ning Kui realized she had made a grave mistake. Tonight’s “dog bite” would clearly be far from simple.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Clumsy, even to the point that he bit her a little—
    

    
      That was Shen Yanzhou’s first impression.
    

    

    
      At the same time, thoughts churned in his mind.
    

    

    
      The Beiyu enchantress before him, whose true name was Ji Ningyun, was in the original story one of the Empress of Beiyu’s most trusted aides, equal in fame to that commerce-savvy daughter of fortune, Chanzi Jin.
    

    

    
      In addition, she held another identity—she was of the Beiyu royal family, the Empress’s niece by blood.
    

    

    
      In terms of noble rank and status, she stood even higher than Chanzi Jin.
    

    

    
      As for why she had hidden her true identity, taking on the guise of a courtesan, painstakingly coming to the Imperial Capital of the Great Qian Dynasty, and even deliberately approaching him…
    

    

    
      That was unknown.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou could not figure out why she was so determined to become his concubine. Anyone could see his position was anything but stable.
    

    

    
      What benefit was there in following him?
    

    

    
      If he failed to handle the case of the Northern Sea Heaven-Transforming Human Pill Technique, he could very well lose his head—even if Emperor Mingde currently favored him.
    

    

    
      But the will of the emperor was the most fickle of all; who could know when it might change?
    

    

    
      Or perhaps… she wanted to use him to get close to someone else?
    

    

    
      A princess from Beiyu—what was her true aim in coming here?
    

    
      He would have to return home later and probe the Princess Consort for clues.
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      Shen Yanzhou’s thoughts returned as he glanced at the system panel’s prompts. He hadn’t expected that woman to provide him with so much negative emotion. At least tonight’s “performance” wasn’t in vain.
    

    

    
      After a while, watching Ning Kui excuse herself to “rinse her mouth” and leave, he did not stop her. After tidying up briefly, he summoned a servant to prepare the bath.
    

    

    
      The situation was now roughly clear—the owner behind Chunshui Pavilion was most likely that Chanzi Jin.
    

    

    
      Only her current whereabouts remained uncertain.
    

    

    
      “For now, it seems Beiyu intends to quietly take root within the Great Qian Imperial Capital as a hidden foothold. The Empress’s birthday is approaching, and Yu Chenyu still wants me to travel to Fanzhou to retrieve the Seven-colored Monastic Robe from the Floating Sky Temple. But I still have an unresolved case in hand…”
    

    

    
      “The schedule is rather tight.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou estimated that even if he set out immediately, the round trip—plus any unforeseen events—would take seven or eight days.
    

    

    
      Before that, there were still several matters he needed to handle.
    

    

    
      He also needed to figure out the situation of that Heaven’s Mandated Protagonist, Ye Xingchen. If possible, he could cultivate him into a new “crop” for harvesting.
    

    

    
      By now, most of his negative emotion points had been used up, leaving only two in reserve.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      At that moment, within a chamber fragrant with perfumed incense, behind the screen, Ning Kui dismissed the maids and knelt before the waste bucket. Beside her lay several emptied teapots. She retched repeatedly, pressing her slender fingers down her throat, as though she wished to vomit out her very heart and lungs.
    

    

    
      By the end, she brought up nothing but bile and bitter water.
    

    

    
      She picked up another teapot, lifted her pale neck, and poured the tea into her mouth—only to vomit it all out again with a loud gasp, as if that made her feel slightly better.
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      Ning Kui let out a long breath, then sat dazedly on the floor, her expression vacant. Even now, she could hardly believe how much she had endured, or the price she had been willing to pay.
    

    

    
      At first, she had thought that a few tricks would be enough—that Shen Yanzhou would fall easily into her hands.
    

    

    
      But his mind was no less sharp than hers. Those seemingly sincere, affectionate words of his would have easily deceived any naïve girl.
    

    

    
      Yet it was clear…
    

    
      He had only wanted a free ride. His words were sweet, but when it came to his own interests, he would never yield.
    

    

    
      She had only asked for a name, yet he had found every excuse imaginable.
    

    

    
      In the end, he simply refused—always keeping his guard up.
    

    

    
      “As expected, he cannot be underestimated. For one who has survived this far under the guise of a false heir, how could he possibly be as shallow and foolish as he appears?”
    

    

    
      “I almost let him fool me at the start. Fortunately, in the end, nothing went wrong—he probably hasn’t suspected me.”
    

    

    
      Ning Kui’s brows furrowed. Though she had paid a heavy price, it had not been without result.
    

    

    
      At the very least, she had succeeded in dispelling Shen Yanzhou’s suspicions.
    

    

    
      Buzz!!!
    

    

    
      Suddenly, the square jade disc upon the dressing table beside her lit up with a glow. Ning Kui’s expression immediately regained its usual arrogance and cold indifference as she stood and walked over, her movements full of reluctance.
    

    

    
      When her fingertip touched the surface, a hazy image appeared within the disc—mist shrouded a blue-bricked bath filled with floating petals, revealing the smooth, jade-like back of a woman.
    

    

    
      A lazy, husky female voice came through, “Well? I heard the fish has taken the bait?”
    

    

    
      “Chanzi Jin, if your rotten idea causes me to return to Beiyu in disgrace, I won’t forgive you,” Ning Kui said coldly, her tone sharp and unkind.
    

    

    
      “Tsk, tsk… judging from that tone, could it be that our proud, aloof Princess Ningyun of Beiyu has actually been eaten up?”
    

    

    
      “Hahaha, I didn’t expect this day to come—you’ve finally fallen.”
    

    

    
      That languid voice burst into unrestrained laughter.
    

    

    
      Ning Kui’s expression was far from pleasant. Tonight, she had suffered a great loss—perhaps the most humiliating experience of her life.
    

    

    
      “It’s not that bad. Best not to mention it,” she said coldly, not wishing to recall it. Her lips still felt sore, visibly swollen.
    

    

    
      “Sigh, I originally intended to go myself,” the lazy voice said, now tinged with regret. “But you know my identity is inconvenient. I already have a fiancé.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t make it sound noble. All of this is for Beiyu. That useless fiancé of yours—can he really stop you?” Ning Kui said icily.
    

    

    
      “Enough, I won’t argue with you. Likely next month, I’ll secretly accompany the Beiyu delegation to the Great Qian Dynasty.”
    

    

    
      “The Empress’s birthday is coming soon—that will be our chance,” the lazy voice turned serious.
    

    

    
      “I know,” Ning Kui’s expression softened upon hearing that the other woman would also be coming. She had merely arrived early to probe the current situation within Great Qian.
    

    

    
      There was, however, another matter of greater importance.
    

    

    
      “That man surnamed Shen—if he’s truly the lost son of Emperor Mingde, why not just bring him back to Beiyu directly? Why must I draw close to him step by step and win his trust first?”
    

    

    
      “After all, when war inevitably breaks out between Beiyu and Great Qian, his background won’t help him seize the throne. An illegitimate prince who cannot be acknowledged—how will he be any different from a commoner once battle begins?”
    

    

    
      “Isn’t this unnecessary trouble?” Ning Kui’s tone turned cold. This was what she never understood—why even the Empress of Beiyu arranged things this way.
    

    

    
      “We must trust the prophecy of the Witch Ancestor: when men harbor killing intent, Great Qian will perish. Beiyu cannot destroy Great Qian—but if Great Qian is to fall into chaos, it must begin from within.”
    

    

    
      “Years ago, that mysterious Great Sacrificer hidden in the Imperial Capital risked everything to secretly swap that stillborn child from the old monk Yun Zang’s hands, sending it to Beiyu, where our two Grand Ancestors revived it. Was it not all for this very day?”
    

    

    
      On the other side of the jade disc, the languid woman lifted water from the bath, sprinkling it over her smooth, ivory back as her expression turned solemn.
    

    

    
      Ning Kui clearly knew of this secret, though she had been but a newborn at the time.
    

    

    
      A prince who should have died was pulled back from the brink by the hands of Beiyu’s two Grand Ancestors.
    

    

    
      In this world, only those of the Shamanic Path who had reached the First Rank possessed the qualification and courage to seize a fragment of soul from the Netherworld itself.
    

    

    
      Only a Grand Shaman would dare defy heaven and earth—gods and ghosts alike.
    

    

    
      Though the highest Daoist cultivators of the First Rank might wield similar power, even they would never violate the cycle of life and death. To do so would be to oppose the Heavenly Dao, staining oneself with endless karma and damaging one’s Dao Fruit.
    

    

    
      “This chess piece buried for twenty years should finally come into play.”
    

    

    
      “The mysterious Great Sacrificer hidden in the Imperial Capital will cooperate with us then—causing heaven and earth to overturn.”
    

    

    
      “For now, all you need to do is gain his trust.”
    

    

    
      “With Emperor Mingde’s temperament, the fact that he has shown Shen Yanzhou such favor likely means he already knows the truth.”
    

    

    
      “I understand. Everything is for Beiyu, and for the Witch Ancestor,” Ning Kui said, taking a deep breath.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The next morning, before Shen Yanzhou even stepped into the Thousand-Household Command Post, Wu Ruyue—who seemed to have waited the entire night in some obscure corner—blocked his path.
    

    

    
      “Miss Wu, did you not sleep well last night?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou looked surprised at the faint red veins in Wu Ruyue’s beautiful eyes.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue had wanted to ask what Shen Yanzhou had been doing at Chunshui Pavilion last night, why she hadn’t seen him leave—but when the words reached her lips, she only said, “I didn’t sleep well.”
    

    

    
      “Did the surveillance yield any results last night?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled, patting her shoulder lightly. “I know you have a strong sense of justice, but this case involves many threads. You won’t uncover much in just one night. You should rest more—you’ve even got dark circles now.”
    

    

    
      Although Wu Ruyue knew he was expressing concern, the thought of him possibly spending the night in a private room with that so-called courtesan from Chunshui Pavilion—alone, a man and a woman—filled her with inexplicable irritation.
    

    

    
      After all, Li Yunpeng and the others had all left early.
    

    

    
      “Was the courtesan of Chunshui Pavilion beautiful?” Wu Ruyue asked suddenly, her tone faint and quiet.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was momentarily stunned, as if not expecting her to ask that. He then chuckled. “She wore a veil. How would I know what she looks like?”
    

    

    
      “What, are you jealous that I went to meet her?” he teased.
    

    

    
      “You…”
    

    

    
      “Don’t talk nonsense. I was just curious. I only wanted to know what she looked like. Everyone in the capital is talking about the new courtesan of Chunshui Pavilion—how she’s said to be stunningly beautiful…”
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s cheeks flushed instantly as she stammered to defend herself.
    

    

    
      “She’s probably not as beautiful as you,” Shen Yanzhou said directly, studying her refined, exquisite face closely.
    

    

    
      “I wasn’t trying to compare myself to her…” Wu Ruyue denied hurriedly, yet her heart couldn’t help but warm with a faint joy.
    

    

    
      As they talked, they arrived at the Thousand-Household Office. There, Liu Ci, the town pacifier, was already present. Li Yunpeng and several other Chilin Guards who had accompanied Shen Yanzhou to Chunshui Pavilion last night were also standing quietly at the side, cold sweat on their foreheads.
    

    

    
      Clearly, the events from the previous night had already reached Liu Ci’s ears.
    

    

    
      After all, many prominent figures from the capital had been there—though they hadn’t shown themselves for the sake of face.
    

    

    
      That very morning, several voices filled with displeasure had reached Liu Ci’s desk, urging him to discipline the Chilin Guards, to restrain their arrogance.
    

    

    
      The matter wasn’t huge—but it wasn’t small either. The Chilin Guards already had a poor reputation, and a few more complaints hardly mattered… but the problem was, the arrogant one this time was Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      “Commander Liu…”
    

    

    
      Seeing Liu Ci’s expression, Shen Yanzhou immediately knew what he wanted to say. He stepped forward to apologize. “About last night—I was just about to report it to you.”
    

    

    
      Liu Ci knew that Shen Yanzhou was highly valued by the Commanding Envoy. Over such a minor issue, he couldn’t possibly reprimand him harshly.
    

    

    
      “I know you’re ambitious, but last night at Chunshui Pavilion, you may have offended quite a few high-ranking figures…”
    

    

    
      “Beyond capturing criminals and solving cases, one must also learn the art of human relations.”
    

    

    
      “Do not act like that again.”
    

    

    
      He sighed and patted Shen Yanzhou on the shoulder.
    

    

    
      “Commander Liu, I understand your meaning. But Chunshui Pavilion’s origins are suspicious. Though I appeared brash and arrogant last night, it was all to mask my true intent—to investigate. If I’d gone quietly, they would have been wary. But by acting recklessly, I lowered their guard,” Shen Yanzhou explained earnestly.
    

    

    
      Liu Ci froze for a moment.
    

    

    
      Li Yunpeng and the others, who had been scolded earlier, were also dumbfounded.
    

    

    
      So it could be explained like that?
    

    

    
      Hadn’t Shen Qianhu simply been lusting after that courtesan, afraid someone else might take her first?
    

    

    
      “What did you find, then?” Liu Ci asked.
    

    

    
      “Nothing for now,” Shen Yanzhou replied.
    

    

    
      Liu Ci chuckled helplessly and couldn’t help but ask, “How was the courtesan?”
    

    

    
      “Soft,” Shen Yanzhou said without hesitation.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue’s beautiful eyes widened instantly.
    

    

    
      “…” Everyone fell silent.
    

    

    
      Early in the morning, and Shen Yanzhou had already harvested plenty of negative emotions—he figured his luck would be good today.
    

    

    
      After a light breakfast, he returned to his office. His desk was piled with case files, potted plants lined the side, and his brushes were arranged neatly in rows.
    

    

    
      In Shen Yanzhou’s view, aside from the major case personally assigned to him by Emperor Mingde, all other cases were small matters—hardly worth the attention of the Chilin Guards.
    

    

    
      Clearly, though the Chilin Guards were mainly responsible for apprehending criminals and handling judicial matters, some of their assigned cases were no different from those handled by a neighborhood mediation committee in his previous life.
    

    

    
      Things like a stolen undergarment at home, a woman’s embroidered shoe mysteriously found in a carriage, or a neighbor complaining that the house next door was too noisy at night while its owner was supposedly away on business…
    

    

    
      Of course, the people filing these complaints were almost always influential ministers of the court.
    

    

    
      The Chilin Guards had neither the time nor the inclination to deal with commoners’ trivial matters—unless it involved a major murder case.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou treated it merely as a way to pass a dull morning. He casually asked Li Yunpeng to brew him some tea—but the one who entered with the cup was Wu Ruyue.
    

    

    
      Her black hair, which had been loose in the morning, was now neatly tied with an ink-colored ribbon. Though the Chilin Guards’ uniform was loose-fitting, it could not conceal her tall, graceful figure—especially her full chest. Shen Yanzhou guessed she probably hadn’t bound herself today.
    

    

    
      His eyes subconsciously swept over her long, slender legs.
    

    

    
      Tsk. If she paired that uniform with yesterday’s black silk stockings, the look would be… rather striking.
    

    

    
      “Today, you’re my secretary,” Shen Yanzhou said, taking the tea. The temperature was perfect. How thoughtful.
    

    

    
      “Secretary? What’s that?” Wu Ruyue asked curiously. It was her first time hearing such a term.
    

    

    
      “Hmm, it’s a position for someone who handles affairs for me. I read about it in a book.”
    

    

    
      “When there’s work, the secretary does it,” Shen Yanzhou explained.
    

    

    
      “Oh…” Wu Ruyue nodded as if half-understanding. “Then what about when there’s nothing to do?”
    

    

    
      “Guess,” Shen Yanzhou said with a teasing smile.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Within the serene rear courtyard of the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, incense smoke curled gently in the air.
    

    

    
      “Who are you? Why are you speaking to me?”
    

    

    
      A startled voice broke the silence. Shen Tian, who had been unconscious for two days, suddenly opened his eyes, pulling off the brocade quilt with trembling hands and a bewildered look.
    

    

    
      “The heir… the heir is awake!”
    

    

    
      “Wonderful! Quickly, inform the prince!”
    

    

    
      The maids who had been tending to him exclaimed in surprise and ran out. Soon after, several figures rushed into the lavish room.
    

    

    
      “What did you dream of?”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s expression was deep and unreadable as he gazed at the trembling Shen Tian, who sat upright on the bed.
    

    

    
      “F-Father…”
    

    

    
      “My head hurts… I saw someone in my dream. I couldn’t see his face clearly, but he spoke to me. He said he would come to find me.”
    

    

    
      Shen Tian’s voice quivered. The figure in the dream had been hazy, yet there was an inexplicable pull—an urge that made him want to draw closer.
    

    

    
      “No cure for it?”
    

    

    
      Elder Shen Zhigao and several clan elders watched Shen Tian’s current condition with sorrow. This is our Shen family’s child…
    

    

    
      “I will go seek an audience with the Empress. The Cui Clan of Hejian has a secret art known as the ‘Seeking Life Technique.’”
    

    

    
      “If we use it, we can determine exactly what is wrong with Tian’er’s soul,” Shen Jingxiao said calmly before leaving the room.
    

    

    
      Shen Zhigao and the others looked at Shen Tian’s still-dazed face and sighed softly. “Poor child—he just returned to his family, only to end up like this.”
    

    

    
      “That Yu Chenyu too… Tian’er has been unconscious for two days, yet she hasn’t come to see him even once. When did her heart become so cold? Has she forgotten that this is her and Jingxiao’s real son?”
    

    

    
      Their dissatisfaction with the Princess Consort Yu Chenyu was now open and unrestrained.
    

    

    
      What kind of mother ignored her own son, favoring instead a false heir?
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The palace where the Empress resided was called Palace of the Yearly Rites, magnificent and imposing, with flying eaves and glazed tiles shimmering green beneath the sunlight.
    

    

    
      Before the hall lay a bronze pool shaped like a crane’s head, filled with rising mist that flowed across the steps, making the palace look like a celestial hall upon the mortal realm.
    

    

    
      After his arrival was announced, Shen Jingxiao waited outside the hall.
    

    

    
      “Mother, what brings Shen Jingxiao here today? He must be seeking something from you,” said Crown Prince Xia Chongming, who was massaging the Empress’s shoulders in her study.
    

    

    
      The Empress, Cui Jingyi, was reading a Buddhist scripture. Dressed in a casual robe embroidered with colorful phoenixes, her noble, elegant bearing showed no trace of age.
    

    

    
      “There are few things Shen Jingxiao would come to beg for,” the Crown Prince continued mockingly. “I’d wager it’s about his son.”
    

    

    
      The Empress set down the scripture and said calmly, her phoenix eyes gleaming with quiet intelligence, “His real son.”
    

    

    
      “Shen Tian?” Xia Chongming reacted immediately. He had already gathered considerable information about Shen Tian through his retainers.
    

    

    
      “Mm. Go let him in,” said the Empress.
    

    

    
      Though Xia Chongming disliked seeing Shen Jingxiao, he dared not disobey his mother. He rose and walked toward the hall entrance—but deliberately slowed his steps.
    

    

    
      From afar, he saw the mighty Demon Suppression King waiting at the bottom of the steps—this man who ruled over the Southern Border with unmatched power, now humbly standing before his mother’s hall.
    

    

    
      The Crown Prince’s steps slowed even more.
    

    

    
      One day, he thought, I’ll make this man raise his head to look up at me.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao bowed deeply. “Your humble servant greets Your Highness, Crown Prince.”
    

    

    
      Xia Chongming nodded. “Come. Mother is waiting.”
    

    

    
      Normally, a court official visiting the Empress alone might be seen as inappropriate—but with the Crown Prince present, there was nothing to be said.
    

    

    
      The affection between Emperor Mingde and the Empress was widely praised in the capital. The vast harem had no other concubines; even palace maids were few.
    

    
      Occasionally, only the Crown Prince Xia Chongming would visit.
    

    

    
      “Your servant greets the Empress.”
    

    

    
      In the grand hall, Shen Jingxiao bowed deeply before the dignified woman on the phoenix throne.
    

    

    
      The Empress, still in her simple attire, nodded slightly. “Rise, Demon Suppression King.”
    

    

    
      “Thank you, Your Majesty.”
    

    

    
      “Speak. Why have you come?”
    

    

    
      Her tone was calm and distant, entirely lacking the warmth of their last meeting at the water pavilion.
    

    

    
      “I request the use of the Cui Clan’s secret art,” Shen Jingxiao said directly.
    

    

    
      “I must know the reason,” the Empress replied.
    

    

    
      “Tian’er was attacked by a reclusive sect from the Southern Border. His soul is incomplete, and his mind unstable. I wish to borrow that secret art to recover his missing soul fragment,” Shen Jingxiao explained.
    

    

    
      “You mean the Seeking Life Technique?” the Empress asked coldly.
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      “Impossible. That art is one of the Cui Clan’s core secrets. Even direct descendants cannot access it unless they reach the rank of Elder and swear before the ancestral shrine. Even I, as Empress, cannot use it now,” she said firmly.
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s expression remained unchanged. “Your Majesty must have a way.”
    

    

    
      The Empress sneered. “And why should I help you? You act with arrogance, ruling the Southern Border with unchecked power. The chaos you’ve brought to Great Qian is your own doing. Are you not yet satisfied?”
    

    

    
      Unfazed, Shen Jingxiao said evenly, “The Great Qian realm bears the surname Xia—not Cui.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      The Empress froze, her gaze instantly sharpening. A cold wind seemed to stir within the hall.
    

    

    
      Even Crown Prince Xia Chongming’s expression changed. How dare he?
    

    
      Was the Demon Suppression King implying that his mother sought to usurp the throne?
    

    

    
      “Demon Suppression King, do you truly think I cannot deal with you?” The Empress’s voice was icy.
    

    

    
      “Old Peach Courtyard, Sinking Moon Pool, Flower Burial Ground. Your Majesty, do not forget—you still owe me a favor,” Shen Jingxiao said, looking up to meet her eyes.
    

    

    
      The moment those words fell, the gusts within the hall died instantly. The Empress fell silent.
    

    

    
      Crown Prince Xia Chongming, meanwhile, stood dumbfounded.
    

    
      What are those places? What could they mean?
    

    

    
      Could there be… some hidden connection between his mother and the Demon Suppression King?
    

    

    
      His face darkened, a wild thought flashing through his mind.
    

    

    
      Could it be that, when she was young… the Empress had some sort of relationship with him?
    

    

    
      After all, his father had always been devoted solely to her, never taking another concubine. He’d grown up without siblings. Perhaps… perhaps the Emperor couldn’t have children at all?
    

    

    
      The Empress seemed to sense the change in her son’s thoughts. She snatched up a nearby document and smacked him on the head. “Stop that nonsense!”
    

    

    
      Then she turned to Shen Jingxiao and said coldly, “I’ll grant your request—but after this, our debt is settled. If you ever try to use this favor against me again, I will not forgive you.”
    

    

    
      “Yes. My thanks, Your Majesty.”
    

    

    
      Shen Jingxiao’s expression didn’t change. He bowed, then turned and left the hall in silence.
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      Chapter 104: He Had the Emperor Standing Behind Him—A Gift from Emperor Mingde. Did He Dare Marry Her?
    

    

    
      Inside the Hall of Cultivated Mind, in the red-bronze incense burner shaped like bestial horns, sandalwood burned in curls of smoke.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde washed his hands and lit incense. Dressed in plain robes, he then sat quietly upon a meditation cushion. He did not look like a sovereign who ruled over the four seas, but instead resembled a refined scholar.
    

    

    
      At his side, Wei Gong bent his waist as he reported:
    

    

    
      “Your Majesty, the people heading to Beiyu’s Floating Sky Temple have already been confirmed. The Soul-Calming Coffin has not been touched in all these years. It has been watched over by Master Weci, and no one has gone near it.”
    

    

    
      “His Highness Yanzhou may have been accidentally switched when he was taken out of the capital, long ago.”
    

    

    
      “But this old slave still knows very well that in today’s world, those capable of saving His Highness Yanzhou back then could be counted on one hand. Among the few First-Rank Daoists still alive, it is even more impossible they would act.”
    

    

    
      “The only possible ones… might be some old fellows from Beiyu……”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Emperor Mingde’s expression remained calm, but his gaze deepened.
    

    

    
      If Wei Gong could think of these things, how could he not?
    

    

    
      In the past, both Qing Shu and that child had clearly died. Their souls had already returned to the Netherworld, and even he had been powerless.
    

    

    
      The only way left would have been to enter the depths of the ancestral imperial tomb and seek help from the imperial ancestors.
    

    

    
      But if he did that, the Cui Clan of Hejian would never let the matter rest.
    

    

    
      For the stability of the realm, even the imperial ancestors might not have helped.
    

    

    
      Anyone willing to pay such a price to save that child must surely harbor enormous schemes.
    

    

    
      This chess piece had been planted twenty years ago.
    

    

    
      “At present, nothing suspicious has been found beside His Highness Yanzhou. If there is anything remotely suspicious, it would be the Martial God inheritance he gained……”
    

    

    
      “But even that can be reasonably explained.”
    

    

    
      “If this truly was a plot arranged by Beiyu, then the one behind it… no one knows where they are hiding.” Wei Gong sounded worried.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde said lightly: “Let the soldiers block the soldiers, let the floods be stopped by earth. Across my life, what storms have I not seen? Since Beiyu dared bring Zhou’er back, whatever schemes they have, I shall take them all.”
    

    

    
      The orthodox shamanic system originated from Beiyu.
    

    

    
      Even the Nether Cult, which now brought chaos across Great Qian’s four seas, was merely a branch evolved from it—unable to stir up waves too great.
    

    

    
      Aside from the northern Great Yu that stared like a tiger watching its prey, Great Qian’s greatest hidden danger lay within: the countless entrenched noble clans occupying every region. If conflict started, the realm would surely fracture.
    

    

    
      This was why he had not moved against the Cui Clan of Hejian for so many years.
    

    

    
      The foreign demon nations bordering the Southern Border and the many sea tribes along the Eastern Sea were, in Great Qian’s eyes, no more than outsiders who could be expelled at any time.
    

    

    
      “Recently, this suddenly rising Chunshui Pavilion—this old slave sent people to investigate. It seems to have some connections to Beiyu, but certain court ministers also appear to be supporting it from behind.”
    

    

    
      “This old slave fears the court may already have been infiltrated by Beiyu for a long time……” Wei Gong suddenly brought up another matter.
    

    

    
      The Chilin Guards oversaw the officials. How could they not investigate a rising establishment like Chunshui Pavilion?
    

    

    
      But later on, even he felt great pressure. Invisible hands everywhere were blocking the way.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde’s expression grew much deeper. He shook his robe and let out a cold snort: “New emperor, new ministers. Among all these officials, how many truly consider the good of Great Qian? In the end, they only care about those pitiful scraps of personal gain. If I had not promoted common-born scholars and pushed for the imperial examinations over these years, the political winds of the court would look very different today.”
    

    

    
      Wei Gong looked troubled.
    

    

    
      Naturally, he understood His Majesty’s meaning. Since the founding of Great Qian, noble clans had existed. In a sense, even the current imperial family had once been one of the noble clans.
    

    

    
      The early Great Qian Empire was a super-alliance formed by noble clans that united, expelled surrounding small states, swallowed territories, and reorganized repeatedly until the world was unified.
    

    

    
      The old ancestors of those clans had fought alongside the Ancestral Dragon Emperor, expanding the borders and conquering the land—founding heroes. Their descendants enjoyed the lingering blessings, flourishing relentlessly and monopolizing every path of advancement.
    

    

    
      Before Emperor Mingde ascended the throne, not a single official in court came from humble backgrounds—every one was a clan disciple tied by marriage.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong still remembered that when Emperor Mingde was still a prince, he and the young Shen Jingxiao had made bold vows: to shatter the status quo, to break the clans’ monopoly over officialdom—saying that the imperial treasury would one day burn to embroidered ash……
    

    

    
      Back then, Shen Jingxiao had laughed at him, saying the prince himself came from the greatest clan of them all. If he wished to step over the bones of the nobles lining the Heavenly Street, was he not afraid the ancestors would throw him out of the family genealogy?
    

    

    
      His Majesty had neither confirmed nor denied it, simply smiling.
    

    

    
      Many years passed. Shen Jingxiao supported the once-declining Shen Clan of the Northwest, taking root in the capital and becoming a leading noble house.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, His Majesty promoted martial examinations and imperial examinations, granting opportunity to scholars and martial artists across the world.
    

    

    
      Now, aside from the noble clans, many voices from the common people were heard in court.
    

    

    
      For example, Fang Jinhan, deputy dean of the Confucian Courtyard of the Dragon-Tiger Institute and now the head of the Hanlin Academy—he had been personally recommended by His Majesty. Once a poor youth who had to borrow light from his neighbor to read, he became a grand scholar admired by all.
    

    

    
      And there were many more such figures……
    

    

    
      Naturally, this had drawn severe criticism and resistance. Not to mention the imperial clan representing the Xia people—behind the Empress stood the Cui Clan of Hejian, which had joined multiple noble clans in memorials accusing this policy of harming clan interests.
    

    

    
      A thousand-year-old web of noble clans—interlinked, intermarried, interests bound together—how could Emperor Mingde uproot them with only a decade of effort?
    

    

    
      The final result was that Emperor Mingde began living in seclusion in the Hall of Cultivated Mind year-round, nurturing his mind, cultivating Daoist arts, seeking longevity. Affairs of state were gradually handed to the Crown Prince, with the Chancellor and powerful ministers assisting.
    

    

    
      Everyone believed Emperor Mingde had chosen to retreat.
    

    

    
      Only Wei Gong, who knew him deeply, understood: His Majesty was merely waiting for the most suitable moment.
    

    

    
      “Come with me out of the palace for a walk.”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde lightly clapped his hands and set down the string of jade beads he had been rolling in his palm.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong froze. “Your Majesty intends to meet His Highness Yanzhou?”
    

    

    
      “‘The Northern Sea Heaven-Transforming Human Pill Grand Art’ is no trivial matter. He is smart—he did not continue probing deeper. But I cannot allow him to remain idle.”
    

    

    
      “I must let him understand that I stand behind him. He may boldly do as he wishes.”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde spoke calmly.
    

    

    
      Naturally, he knew the recent circumstances of the court. Many believed his sudden favor toward Shen Yanzhou—assigning him to investigate this case—was to find a scapegoat and soothe unrest in the capital.
    

    

    
      As a false heir, with ties to the Daoist sects, Shen Yanzhou had enjoyed great prominence recently, drawing criticism. Using him to divert attention was indeed convenient.
    

    

    
      But in truth… Emperor Mingde merely wanted to use Shen Yanzhou to lure the snake from its hole.
    

    

    
      Once the snake revealed its head, he would strike personally.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Just past the hour of You in the afternoon, with the sun not yet dipping westward, Shen Yanzhou finished reviewing the day’s cases and changed out of his official robes, intending to leave work.
    

    

    
      He picked up his teacup, took a light sip, felt the temperature was just right, and could not help sighing from the heart.
    

    

    
      Being a minor leader within the system truly was nice—a separate loft, with a Daoist Wind-Returning Formation inscribed. Even in scorching summer heat outside, it remained cool here.
    

    

    
      A few cups of tea, a few volumes of those illicit popular erotic novels confiscated from subordinates—and another dull, tedious day was over.
    

    

    
      When his cup emptied, a subordinate immediately came to refill it.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue, in her uniform that was admittedly tempting, would occasionally come by too—serving as eye-candy.
    

    

    
      Yet he was no longer a small leader. A Thousand-Household Commander of the Chilin Guards in the capital—if he were posted in a provincial prefecture, even the prefect would have to greet him personally.
    

    

    
      “Turns out you still have to lean on a big thigh.”
    

    

    
      “But accompanying the ruler is like accompanying a tiger……”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou could not help thinking of Emperor Mingde, and worry crept into his heart.
    

    

    
      Even with his knowledge of the plot, this case felt dangerously thorny. The Demon Suppression King was watertight—he would never reveal any flaw.
    

    

    
      And in the capital, someone had concealed things for him for years. If they had not attempted to frame him this time, the truth would never have surfaced.
    

    

    
      For Emperor Mingde to hand this case to him—was this not obviously pushing him into a pit?
    

    

    
      “Wu Ruyue is so single-minded. I’ve told her countless times not to investigate too aggressively, yet she never listens.”
    

    

    
      “If she truly uncovers something, she might be found the next day ‘having committed suicide’ in the Wu Residence—with the cause of death being a flying sword from behind……”
    

    

    
      “I really need to find a chance to restrain her. If something happens to her, where would I find such an eye-pleasing secretary?”
    

    

    
      Seeing that Wu Ruyue had already left the Chilin Guard office early, continuing her surveillance of the case, Shen Yanzhou could not help casually grumbling in his heart. He felt the best strategy now was to feign ignorance—drag things out one day at a time.
    

    

    
      Once his negative emotions accumulated enough and he broke through to dual First Rank, he could crush whatever demons or devils appeared.
    

    

    
      “Speaking of which, I still haven’t checked the residence arranged for me by the Chilin Guards.”
    

    

    
      After greeting a few colleagues and subordinates, Shen Yanzhou left the Thousand-Household Office and walked toward the alley to the west.
    

    

    
      Although he had not returned to the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion in several days, he still had no intention of going back now.
    

    

    
      Shen Tian had already returned to the residence. Even if he was now merely a human puppet, the entire Prince’s Mansion still felt deep distress for him. On that day, with so many eyes watching, the Demon Suppression King could not conveniently punish him.
    

    

    
      But if he returned to the Prince’s Mansion now, there was no guarantee the infuriated Shen Jingxiao would not take action against him.
    

    

    
      Without Lin Qingcang as his trump card to rely on, and with Tantai Yuxian not suitable to expose lightly,
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou still felt it better not to provoke Shen Jingxiao for the moment, lest he suffer a beating for nothing.
    

    

    
      His assigned residence was located in the very heart of the capital, though slightly secluded—not the most bustling district.
    

    

    
      At this hour of the afternoon, few people walked the streets. Not even a passing carriage could be seen.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou stepped out of the alley entrance and walked into the long bluestone street. The alley was narrow, the ground clean without dried leaves. Stone walls flanked both sides, wide enough for only a few people to pass. Beyond the tall walls, flourishing birch trees extended their branches, casting cool shade.
    

    

    
      After taking only a few steps, he finally found his “official residence.”
    

    

    
      A red-lacquered gate, guarded by two stone lions; red walls and green tiles with an antique charm—much quieter than the courtyard he had stayed in at the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou took out the key from his breast and was about to unlock the gate, but in the next moment his gaze sharpened—there were people inside.
    

    

    
      Not just one.
    

    

    
      But two.
    

    

    
      Soon, however, he sensed both of their auras felt somewhat familiar.
    

    

    
      Neither of them seemed to be hiding.
    

    

    
      “So His Majesty is this idle? Coming to a subject’s residence just to scare people?”
    

    

    
      “But how did he know I would come here?”
    

    

    
      “Could it be because of that Qilin Thumb Ring? But I already tossed it into the Sumeru Ring… can it still be sensed somehow?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou felt a bit speechless. Countless thoughts flashed through his mind in that instant. His movement paused slightly, then returned to normal as he walked in calmly.
    

    

    
      In the central courtyard, a tall flourishing birch tree grew.
    

    

    
      Below it were a stone table and stools, and to the side a pond, a gentle stream, an arched bridge, and a small flowered rock terrace. Though the area was not large, its environment was pleasant and complete.
    

    

    
      With a glance, Shen Yanzhou felt it was suitable for hiding people.
    

    

    
      And at this moment, in the shade beneath the birch tree, two figures sat there. A pot of tea from who-knew-where rested before them. A dignified, noble-looking middle-aged man leisurely drank tea while a slightly plump man stood respectfully beside him.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde and Wei Gong.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou had basically confirmed their identities.
    

    

    
      Still, his expression revealed nothing unusual. He walked forward with a cheerful smile. “Two honored guests arriving before the host himself.”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde’s lips curved with a faint smile. He set down his tea and said, “Forgive the disturbance, Shen Qianhu.”
    

    

    
      “How could I? Even if I did mind, the two of you are already here.”
    

    

    
      “Well then, what brings you this time? Asking about the progress? Or whether I’ve obtained evidence of Shen Jingxiao’s crimes?” Shen Yanzhou said casually as he sat down without hesitation.
    

    

    
      He did not care that the man before him was the sovereign who ruled the world. He directly picked up the teapot, poured himself tea, and drank at his leisure.
    

    

    
      Beside them, Wei Gong’s eyelid twitched as bitter amusement rose in his heart.
    

    

    
      Perhaps only Shen Yanzhou dared to behave so freely before the current emperor. Even Crown Prince Xia Chongming would bow and behave strictly.
    

    

    
      But Shen Yanzhou was clever enough to likely guess their identities.
    

    

    
      Was he truly this casual? Was he really unafraid of His Majesty—or pretending not to recognize them?
    

    

    
      “Neither.”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde looked at Shen Yanzhou’s relaxed manner, and his smile grew warmer.
    

    

    
      He even personally picked up the teapot to refill Shen Yanzhou’s cup.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s heart thumped faintly, though his face stayed calm as he rubbed the teacup. “If it’s neither of those, then is it some other arrangement?”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde did not answer, only smiled gently. “Are you not curious how I knew you were here?”
    

    

    
      “Likely the Qilin Thumb Ring.” Shen Yanzhou shrugged.
    

    

    
      “And you never thought about throwing it away?” Emperor Mingde asked.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou replied, “Not worth it. I still need to survive in the capital. I’ve already offended plenty of people—no need to invite more trouble. If you have business, just say it.”
    

    

    
      “With such an ability to assess the situation, no wonder the major case of the Chilin Guards has shown no progress recently.” Emperor Mingde sighed.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou’s heart skipped. His Majesty had personally come to urge him.
    

    

    
      Did he truly believe Shen Yanzhou had a way?
    

    

    
      The capital was already filled with rumors that Emperor Mingde had pushed him out to take the blame. Even Shen Yanzhou himself had started to suspect it.
    

    

    
      But from his understanding of Emperor Mingde—and the development of the original plot—His Majesty was not a cruel ruler who would deliberately use a promising prodigy of Great Qian as a scapegoat.
    

    

    
      Still, the mind of an emperor was not easy to fathom.
    

    

    
      Especially now, when everything had already deviated from the original storyline.
    

    

    
      “Yes. Pulling out one weed drags out all the mud. Even if I have the intent, I lack the strength. Under the Son of Heaven’s very gaze, the capital hides so many filthy horrors. I am merely a small Qianhu— even the Demon Suppression King wants to get rid of me.”
    

    

    
      “The Bureau of Immortal Inspection seems eager to recruit me, but they simply want a share of the profits from the Southern Border case. No one cares about this investigation.”
    

    

    
      “Even going to the new brothel to scout out clues got me summoned by my superior the next day. In this vast capital, what can be investigated and what cannot isn’t for a small figure like me to decide.” Shen Yanzhou sighed deliberately, testing Emperor Mingde’s attitude.
    

    

    
      It seemed His Majesty truly cared greatly about this case.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde said nothing.
    

    

    
      But Wei Gong’s eyelid twitched again. He felt that last part was deliberately said for him.
    

    

    
      After all, the Chilin Guards were under his command—though not every matter passed through his hands.
    

    

    
      Most things he left for Liu Ci to handle.
    

    

    
      It seemed Shen Yanzhou had encountered quite a bit of obstruction regarding Chunshui Pavilion.
    

    

    
      “Yes. Those who pay lip service but act otherwise number beyond count. Even the closest at one’s side may thrust a knife from behind at any time—let alone enemies lurking in the dark.”
    

    

    
      After a moment of silence, Emperor Mingde nodded slightly.
    

    

    
      Was this directed at the Empress?
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou remembered clearly—in the later part of this capital arc, Emperor Mingde would fall into conflict with the Empress over long-standing grievances and even take action against the Cui Clan behind her.
    

    

    
      During that time, he would push sweeping reforms throughout Great Qian, aiming to overturn a thousand-year structure, only to be betrayed by many he trusted. Coupled with Beiyu’s unrest, this emperor—praised as a wise ruler—would eventually die in the Hall of Cultivated Mind.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong would then step down as commander of the Chilin Guards and vanish. Though the original story never explicitly stated, hints implied he buried Emperor Mingde’s clothing and crown in an unknown courtyard within the capital.
    

    

    
      This loyal old eunuch then left for the northern territories and became a monk in Beizhou……
    

    

    
      Returning to the moment, Shen Yanzhou felt slightly emotional. Those events lay far ahead. By the time Great Qian truly faced upheaval, he would already have the strength to protect himself absolutely. Not invincible, perhaps—but few could threaten him.
    

    

    
      By then, the rise or fall of Great Qian would have nothing to do with him. There would be no need to cling to any thigh—for he would be the greatest thigh.
    

    

    
      “Do you have confidence in this case?”
    

    

    
      Seeing Shen Yanzhou quiet, Emperor Mingde lifted his tea, blew gently, drank, and asked.
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou shook his head bluntly. “I don’t want to die.”
    

    

    
      “What if I support you from behind?” Emperor Mingde asked with a smile, unconcerned by his answer.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou seemed to fall into thought. This was clearly a choice—continue serving as Emperor Mingde’s hidden blade, or continue muddling through.
    

    

    
      If he refused, Emperor Mingde likely would not trouble him.
    

    

    
      But if he wished to regain His Majesty’s “favor,” he would inevitably be drawn into the matter.
    

    

    
      “But if it comes to that… many people may die. I do have a way to force the snakes in their holes to show themselves, but it may not be accepted by the world. I might even carry heavy infamy.”
    

    

    
      “Of course, I don’t care about any of that. I only want to say that if everything is exposed, I must have someone who can truly protect me—no matter what happens.”
    

    

    
      After a moment of silence, Shen Yanzhou looked at Emperor Mingde seriously.
    

    

    
      He had always had a method—but it was heaven-defying.
    

    

    
      If the Demon Suppression King Shen Jingxiao refused to reveal flaws, then Shen Yanzhou would make him reveal flaws. Attack when the enemy retreats; and even if nothing worked—he could simply frame Shen Jingxiao the same way the latter framed others……
    

    

    
      The first stage of the second realm of the True Explanation of Primordial Unity, the process of True Liquid Transformation, required absorbing and refining all kinds of chaotic energies. In essence, Shen Yanzhou could achieve the effect of the Northern Sea Heaven-Transforming Human Pill Technique—only far purer, without suppressing desires or inner fire.
    

    

    
      But such a method required Emperor Mingde to trust him completely.
    

    

    
       Otherwise, if he failed to lure the snake out of its hole and was instead arrested as the so-called “true culprit” to appease public anger and stabilize court unrest, he would truly become a clown.
    

    

    
      “Do you need my guarantee?” Emperor Mingde seemed to know what Shen Yanzhou was thinking, the smile at the corner of his lips deepening.
    

    

    
      This child was indeed like him—brilliant, quick-witted. With only a few words, he had already guessed his intentions.
    

    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded.
    

    

    
      “Is that Qilin thumb ring not enough?” Emperor Mingde asked with a laugh.
    

    

    
      “Not enough. I don’t even know what it can be used for.” Shen Yanzhou said.
    

    

    
      “Very well.”
    

    

    
      “Then close your eyes.”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde seemed to consider something before he spoke with a smile.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou froze for a moment, but he did not ask further, guessing that Emperor Mingde simply did not wish for him to see his methods. He then closed his eyes directly.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde raised his fingers slightly. He ignored Wei Gong’s utterly shocked expression at the side and began murmuring incantations. A strand of golden, dazzling radiance—like the imperial dragon qi—burst from his fingertips. As he gestured, four brilliant characters appeared in the air: “如朕亲临”.
    

    

    
      In the next moment, as if a faint dragon’s roar echoed, and with Emperor Mingde’s soft command of “go”, that strand of gold light abruptly merged into Shen Yanzhou’s brow and vanished.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde’s face seemed to turn pale for a brief instant, but he quickly steadied his breathing, took a deep breath, and returned to normal.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong, who stood by, looked slightly worried and wanted to step forward to support him, but Emperor Mingde waved him off.
    

    

    
      “Open your eyes.”
    

    

    
      “From today onward, if you encounter a life-or-death crisis, this strand of power will save your life.”
    

    

    
      “In the vast Nine Provinces, there should not be many who can harm you.”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde spoke gently.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou indeed felt something unusual. He opened his eyes and touched his brow. A moment ago, an indescribable warmth had entered him and melted away within.
    

    

    
      Even when he used the power of the True Explanation of Primordial Unity, he could not detect any trace of it, not knowing where it had been hidden.
    

    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    

    
        This made his emotions somewhat complicated. Emperor Mingde was truly generous. Shen Yanzhou had thought he would bestow some treasure or some secret scripture. He had not expected him to grant a life-saving method instead.
    

    

    
      A life-saving method left behind by the ruler of the Great Qian Dynasty far surpassed the three strands of life-bonded sword qi of Tantai Yuxian.
    

    

    
      He remembered clearly that Emperor Mingde, cultivating with imperial dragon qi and the destiny of the Son of Heaven, had long broken through the First Rank of martial dao. Within the capital of the Great Qian Dynasty, with the blessing of national fortune, he stood innately invincible.
    

    

    
      Even those of the same rank would have to behave obediently upon entering the Great Qian capital.
    

    

    
      “However, I have one small request.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou recalled the instructions of the princess consort Yu Chenyu. Even with his thick skin, he felt slightly embarrassed to ask for more at such a moment.
    

    

    
      Hearing this, both Wei Gong and Emperor Mingde were stunned.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong’s expression was speechless, but remembering Shen Yanzhou’s true identity, he could only endure.
    

    

    
      After all, the one beside him was his own father.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde’s expression remained gentle, not minding in the slightest. He asked, “What else do you want?”
    

    

    
      Although he could not yet acknowledge Shen Yanzhou, as a father, he had owed the child far too much over the years. Shen Yanzhou taking the initiative to ask for something instead made him feel relieved, as if given a chance to make amends.
    

    

    
      “In the course of investigating this case, I may sometimes need to leave the capital. This is not me taking your benefits and running.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was a bit concerned the emperor might overthink.
    

    

    
      A round trip to Fanzhou took seven to eight days.
    

    

    
      Moreover, since evidence and flaws from Shen Jingxiao’s side were required, the Southern Border would likely be involved as well. He might even have to sneak over there.
    

    

    
      “A trivial matter.” Emperor Mingde said softly.
    

    

    
      “That’s good.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou finally relaxed completely.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde and Wei Gong did not stay long. The two left the residence one after the other, and upon entering the alleyway on the other side, were about to disappear.
    

    

    
      “Hm…”
    

    

    
      But Emperor Mingde seemed to notice something, glancing toward the other end of the alley, slightly surprised.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong noticed as well and whispered, “The daughter of the Divine Martial Marquis, her name is Zhao Qingchan.”
    

    

    
      “The one Crown Prince Xia Chongming often mentions before me?” Emperor Mingde nodded faintly and withdrew his gaze.
    

    

    
       Wei Gong said, “The crown prince is not young anymore, yet he still has no princess consort. He admires Zhao Qingchan greatly…”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde said mildly, “His mother does not look favorably upon that already-declining Divine Martial Marquis Residence.”
    

    

    
      Wei Gong fell silent.
    

    

    
      “The Demon Suppression King and the Divine Martial Marquis seem close. It appears they intend to form a marriage alliance.” Emperor Mingde said.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong whispered, “The Marquis’ daughter seems more interested in His Highness Yanzhou. She even came all the way here…”
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde did not speak. He simply walked ahead on his own. The alley ahead was a dead end, but his figure gradually faded like drifting light.
    

    

    
      Wei Gong quickly followed and vanished.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Within the residence, Shen Yanzhou looked at the still-warm tea and pondered Emperor Mingde’s true intentions.
    

    

    
      Why was he treating him so well? Was it truly because of this case?
    

    

    
      “So strange…”
    

    

    
      Knock, knock, knock…
    

    

    
      A knocking interrupted his thoughts. He released a faint sense of divine perception and saw Zhao Qingchan standing at the door, dressed in a plain long robe, without cosmetics, her dark hair secured by a single jade hairpin. Her features were beautiful and refined, her posture elegant and ethereal.
    

    

    
      “Zhao Qingchan? Why has she come looking for me?”
    

    

    
      Ever since his false heir identity had been exposed, Shen Yanzhou had had no contact with her.
    

    

    
      Before leaving for Hidden Moon Mountain, he had considered using her to pull the Divine Martial Marquis to his side.
    

    

    
      But now, that was clearly impossible.
    

    

    
      With the true heir’s return to the capital, the Demon Suppression King would not dare act rashly, and the downfall of the Divine Martial Marquis Residence was still far in the future.
    

    

    
      Persuade them? Tell them Shen Jingxiao intended to rebel?
    

    

    
      “Senior Sister Zhao?”
    

    

    
      “What brings you here?”
    

    

    
      With that thought, Shen Yanzhou shook his head lightly, walked over to open the door, and showed a surprised expression.
    

    

    
      “I went to the Daoist Courtyard looking for you, but learned you weren’t there. The prince’s mansion said you hadn’t returned for several days, so I thought you might be here with the Chilin Guards. After asking around, I finally found you.”
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan’s skin was as fair as snow, her lips glistening, her gaze pure. As she spoke, a faint, elegant fragrance drifted from her.
    

    

    
      One of the three famed beauties of the capital—she was indeed flawless.
    

    

    
      “Do you need something?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan lightly bit her lip and looked toward the courtyard. “Are you free now?”
    

    

    
      She noticed the tea cups on the stone table, still retaining some warmth.
    

    

    
      “I’m free now.” Shen Yanzhou stepped aside for her to enter.
    

    

    
      Truthfully, he was not very interested in Zhao Qingchan anymore. Though she appeared ethereal, she was actually a woman with ambition and a strong desire to restore the glory of the Divine Martial Marquis Residence.
    

    

    
      The Divine Martial Marquis Residence was indeed one of the top noble houses of the capital—but only at its peak.
    

    

    
      Rise and decline—this was a law even powerful dynasties could not escape, let alone noble families.
    

    

    
      There were only a handful of thousand-year aristocratic clans within the Great Qian Dynasty.
    

    

    
      Aside from the three ancient cultivation clans behind the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, only a few like the Cui Clan of Hejian and the Chen Clan of Tianshui remained at the top.
    

    

    
      If the others continued to decline, in a few generations they would be devoured by rival clans.
    

    

    
      In a thousand years of Great Qian history, countless nobles had vanished.
    

    

    
      Though the Divine Martial Marquis Residence still appeared glorious, hidden issues had long existed. Otherwise, the Divine Martial Marquis would not seek a marriage alliance with the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion over the other aristocrats.
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion lacked the foundation to swallow their house; instead, a strong alliance could be formed.
    

    

    
      “You had guests just now?” Zhao Qingchan asked, noticing the still-warm tea.
    

    

    
      “Two honored guests.” Shen Yanzhou said casually, with no intention to explain.
    

    

    
      “Have you been very busy lately?”
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan sat down on the stone bench, gently brushing aside her long hair as it fell over her chest. Beneath her plain robe, her figure was slender and elegant like a lotus emerging from water—naturally refined.
    

    

    
      “Senior Sister Zhao, if you came only to exchange idle words, then there’s no need.”
    

    

    
      “Saying meaningless things is not your style.” Shen Yanzhou smiled.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan stared at him. Shen Yanzhou was indeed different from other men. Students of the Dragon-Tiger Institute felt honored simply to speak with her.
    

    

    
      But someone like him—who was indifferent even when she visited him personally—was a first.
    

    

    
      Even the crown prince Xia Chongming, future ruler of Great Qian, treated her politely.
    

    

    
      “Do you dislike me that much?” Zhao Qingchan asked involuntarily.
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      “Then why does it feel like you don’t want to see me? Back at the city gate, I greeted you and you ignored me.”
    

    

    
      “Perhaps I didn’t notice.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan sighed. Before Shen Yanzhou’s identity was exposed, he had not acted like this—at least he had seemed somewhat interested in her.
    

    

    
      “Senior Sister Zhao, speak of the real matter.” Shen Yanzhou looked at her, tapping the stone table with his long fingers.
    

    

    
      “The Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion intends to form a marriage alliance with the Divine Martial Marquis Residence.”
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan was silent for a moment before speaking. She had indeed come with a purpose.
    

    

    
      Even after meeting the true heir and learning his reputation did not match reality, her father still wished for the alliance.
    

    

    
      But she herself was unwilling.
    

    

    
      Aside from believing Shen Tian unworthy, she also faintly sensed something wrong with the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, though she could not pinpoint what.
    

    

    
      “I know. Wasn’t that the plan from the start?”
    

    

    
      “But at the start, if they had not brought back the true heir, the one to marry you would have been me—the false heir.” Shen Yanzhou said indifferently.
    

    

    
      “You sound almost pleased about that…”
    

    

    
      Hearing his tone, Zhao Qingchan felt a wave of helplessness.
    

    

    
      “I was merely a false heir. If I truly married into the Divine Martial Marquis Residence, I would surely be dealt with afterward. I hardly expected to ‘embrace a beauty’ in the end.” Shen Yanzhou said casually.
    

    

    
      Hearing him call her a beauty, Zhao Qingchan’s mood inexplicably brightened.
    

    

    
      “Then why didn’t you fight for it?” she asked.
    

    

    
      “Fight for what? Marriage with you? I’d have to be insane to willingly drag heaps of trouble onto myself. In the end, I’d only gain another pointless enemy. Do you think the Divine Martial Marquis would willingly marry his daughter—whom he treats like a golden leaf—to a false heir?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan knew he was right and could not refute.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was clever. Otherwise, he would never have maintained the role of the false heir for so many years or risen to his current position.
    

    

    
      Something offering no benefit but inviting endless trouble—how could he possibly accept?
    

    

    
      “Am I beautiful?”
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan was silent for a moment, something clear and bright flashing in her gaze as she looked straight at Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      “Naturally beautiful.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou could not speak falsely on this matter.
    

    

    
      Wu Ruyue and Zhao Qingchan each had their own charms. The one thing they shared was exceptional beauty—the kind that stirred possessiveness in a man with a single glance.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was a man. He was no exception. He, too, had once imagined waking with power in his hands and beauties draped over his lap.
    

    

    
      But he was also clear-headed—he would not let his lower body override his reason.
    

    

    
      Receiving the answer she wanted, Zhao Qingchan’s lips curved slightly. On her cool, austere face, that expression carried a faint, unexpected allure.
    

    

    
      She rose from the bench, took a few steps forward, and approached Shen Yanzhou directly. With a slightly lofty posture and tone, she asked, “Do you dare to marry me?”
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      A gentle breeze swept through, making the birch trees in the courtyard sway softly. Shen Yanzhou still sat on the stool, composed and calm, ignoring the lofty gaze Zhao Qingchan cast down upon him.
    

    

    
      “What benefit is there in marrying you?”
    

    

    
      After a moment, he lazily picked up his teacup, not to drink, but to toy with it between his fingers.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan’s tone remained steady as she said, “You can have me.”
    

    

    
      “And then?” Shen Yanzhou asked.
    

    

    
      “In the imperial capital, countless men covet me. Even the Crown Prince wishes to take me as his consort. Do you not wish to have me?”
    

    

    
      “To possess everything about me?”
    

    

    
      Her tone was calm yet confident.
    

    

    
      That confidence stemmed from her absolute belief in her own allure.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou smiled faintly, set the cup down, and began to carefully and seriously scrutinize her—her pure, flawless, and exquisite face, her dark brows like distant mountains, her refined nose, her lips rosy without rouge, her slender, snow-white neck, her porcelain-like skin, and her graceful, curving figure. Even though it was hidden beneath a plain robe, it was still clear that her chest was not modest.
    

    

    
      “There is no affection between us. To take such a risk merely to obtain your body—I don’t think that’s a reasonable bargain.”
    

    

    
      He withdrew his faintly appreciative gaze and spoke evenly.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan did not lose heart. Her voice remained confident as she replied, “Do you think I’m not worth the risk?”
    

    

    
      “No, I mean you’re not worth giving up an entire forest for.” Shen Yanzhou waved a hand, clearly signaling that their talk was over.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan froze, not immediately grasping his meaning. When she did, she frowned. “You’re worried that after marrying me, you won’t be able to frequent brothels and courtesan houses as before?”
    

    

    
      She almost wanted to laugh.
    

    

    
      How insatiable must he be? Which of those women in those brothels could possibly compare to her?
    

    

    
      “No, I simply think you would get in the way of my interactions with other women,” Shen Yanzhou said bluntly, his tone plain and straightforward.
    

    

    
      He had no interest in political marriages.
    

    

    
      Playing around was fine, but why shackle himself with a chain? That would only bring endless unnecessary trouble.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Even with Zhao Qingchan’s composure, she couldn’t help but falter for a moment.
    

    

    
      Did she truly have no charm in Shen Yanzhou’s eyes? He had rejected her again and again.
    

    

    
      “Shen Yanzhou, don’t regret this.”
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan still had her pride. Her eyes grew calm once more as she turned to leave.
    

    

    
      She had already lowered herself so much—coming to him on her own initiative, needing only his word to seal the matter—and yet he still refused.
    

    

    
      To her, this was nothing short of trampling upon her dignity.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou raised an eyebrow slightly. “You won’t hold this against me, will you?”
    

    

    
      “I’m not that petty.”
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan took a deep breath. Beneath the plain robe, her ample chest rose and fell.
    

    

    
      “Wait.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou suddenly seemed to think of something.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan halted and turned back, saying coolly, “Feeling reluctant now that I’m leaving?”
    

    

    
      “A little.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded. Possessiveness—no man could escape it. Upon seeing a beautiful woman, one naturally wished to claim her.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan seemed about to sneer but restrained herself, her eyes calm as she looked at him.
    

    

    
      “Why don’t you wish to marry into the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion?” Shen Yanzhou asked instead.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan had thought he meant to explain himself, but when she heard the question, her brows furrowed slightly. “I don’t think much of Shen Tian. Moreover, I believe this marriage will drag the Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence into an abyss of no return.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou narrowed his eyes slightly.
    

    
      In the original plot, Zhao Qingchan had never said such a thing. Back then, when the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion rebelled, the Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence was also executed to the last. She hadn’t been that resistant to the True Heir, Shen Tian.
    

    

    
      Of course, the current course of events had already deviated far from the original storyline.
    

    

    
      That Zhao Qingchan would think this way wasn’t impossible—she was indeed intelligent enough to notice details others ignored.
    

    

    
      “In that case, why not turn to the Crown Prince, Xia Chongming? If he marries you and you become the Crown Princess, wouldn’t that be better? You’d be the future mother of the nation,” Shen Yanzhou said.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan’s tone stayed even. “Being the Crown Princess isn’t as enviable as it seems. Anyone who’s witnessed the Empress’s methods would understand. Moreover, if I became the Crown Princess, the Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence would undoubtedly be swallowed by the Cui Clan of Hejian, which stands behind the Empress.”
    

    

    
      “My father and the clan elders would never wish to see that happen.”
    

    

    
      Political marriages required far too much consideration—family backgrounds, the balance of power afterward, and the shifting tides of the future.
    

    

    
      In Zhao Qingchan’s eyes, what the Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence needed most at this moment was a young man with no strong background but boundless potential—someone who could marry into their house.
    

    

    
      And clearly, Shen Yanzhou was the ideal choice.
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Shen Yanzhou nodded thoughtfully before asking, “Qi Haoran, the hostage prince of Qi, is still a royal son. He’s deeply infatuated with you. If he were to marry into the Marquis’s household, wouldn’t that be exactly what you need?”
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan’s brows knitted tightly, her gaze turning cold. “What kind of woman do you take me for, Shen Yanzhou? Any random man would do?”
    

    

    
      Her tone brimmed with displeasure.
    

    

    
      Indeed, calling her proud and high-minded was no exaggeration. She wouldn’t settle for ordinary men. Even if forced into marriage for political reasons, she would see it as a reluctant compromise, a helpless concession.
    

    

    
      Though Qi Haoran was talented, he was still inferior to Shen Tian. At least Shen Tian bore the additional identity of being the disciple of the Sword Immortal of the Ten-Thousand-Mile Sword Court.
    

    

    
      Qi, after all, was but a small vassal state on the frontier. The title of “prince” sounded impressive, but if he truly were so noble, why would he be sent to the Great Qian Dynasty as a hostage?
    

    

    
      “What a clear-headed realist you are,” Shen Yanzhou said, tapping his fingers lightly on the stone table.
    

    

    
      Emperor Mingde had tasked him with this case, clearly expecting results.
    

    

    
      As of now, his strength wasn’t sufficient to guarantee smooth progress through the plans ahead.
    

    

    
      He needed more negative emotions to grow stronger.
    

    

    
      And among all in the imperial capital, the best sources for such emotions were Qi Haoran—and that still uninvestigated Ye Xingchen.
    

    

    
      Clearly, Zhao Qingchan was the best way to stir emotions from Qi Haoran.
    

    

    
      To watch the woman he idolized, the goddess he dreamed of, being… taught and humiliated—
    

    

    
      Tsk…
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou inwardly despised himself for such thoughts, yet his body acted honestly. He stood up, approached Zhao Qingchan, and said with interest, “I’m a normal man. Since you’ve come to me of your own accord, if I keep refusing, that would be unreasonable. But I will not marry you, nor will I marry into the Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence.”
    

    

    
      “Heh, so you’re only interested in my body.” Zhao Qingchan mocked openly, her gaze calm.
    

    

    
      “That’s the only thing about you that still interests me,” Shen Yanzhou replied bluntly.
    

    

    
      “What do you really want to say? If you don’t wish to marry me, then stop wasting my time,” Zhao Qingchan said coldly. She was calm and rational; she would never surrender her body until she achieved what she wanted.
    

    

    
      “I’m saying we can make a deal.”
    

    

    
      “I can guarantee that even if you go through with the marriage, once the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion encounters trouble, you and the Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence will both retreat unscathed—and even profit from it,” Shen Yanzhou said.
    

    

    
      “Why should I believe you?” Zhao Qingchan looked at him, her eyes filled with doubt.
    

    

    
      “Because no one knows Shen Jingxiao’s ambitions better than I do. And no one knows better what he intends to do.”
    

    

    
      “Heh, trying to get something for nothing? Do you expect me to trust you on mere words?”
    

    

    
      “What if I add this?”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, a flash of light appeared in Shen Yanzhou’s palm—a simple yet ancient thumb ring engraved with a qilin pattern.
    

    

    
      He didn’t yet know what it was, as it hadn’t appeared in the original story.
    

    

    
      But Zhao Qingchan, being a renowned scholar and talented woman of the Great Qian Dynasty, well-versed in all manners of knowledge, and having accompanied her parents to royal banquets and palace events many times, would surely recognize it—or at least grasp its significance.
    

    

    
      As expected, the moment Shen Yanzhou revealed the qilin-patterned ring, Zhao Qingchan’s beautiful eyes widened, her pupils trembling slightly.
    

    

    
      “How could this be in your hands?”
    

    

    
      She couldn’t hide her shock, her tone losing its earlier calmness.
    

    

    
      The Purple Qilin Thumb Ring—an item said to belong solely to the royal family of the Purple Qilin Dynasty. It was once part of a complete set: the Purple Qilin Armor, Ring, Sword, and Thumb Ring. Three of them had long been destroyed.
    

    

    
      The only surviving piece—the Purple Qilin Thumb Ring—was known to be in the possession of the ruler of the Great Qian Dynasty himself, Emperor Mingde.
    

    

    
      And now, that ancient ring appeared in Shen Yanzhou’s hand.
    

    

    
      “Now, do you believe me?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou did not linger on the display. With a simple motion, he withdrew the Purple Jade Qilin-patterned Thumb Ring back into his Sumeru Ring.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan fell silent.
    

    

    
      Why would His Majesty entrust such a precious relic to Shen Yanzhou? In a sense, it even symbolized the personal authority of Emperor Mingde himself.
    

    

    
      Was it mere favor—or something else entirely?
    

    

    
      “You truly have many secrets hidden within you.” Zhao Qingchan exhaled softly before sitting back down again.
    

    

    
      Since Shen Yanzhou had Emperor Mingde as his backing, what he said earlier now carried far more credibility.
    

    

    
      “Do you believe me now?” Shen Yanzhou asked with a faint smile.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan hesitated slightly, but after a moment, she nodded.
    

    

    
      “The tea’s empty…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou looked at his empty teacup.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan still appeared reluctant, but she stood up, picked up the teapot, and found that it, too, was empty.
    

    

    
      “The kitchen for boiling water is that way.” Shen Yanzhou gestured.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan pursed her lips. What did he take her for—a maid to order around?
    

    

    
      Still, she said nothing more. She picked up the teapot and walked toward the kitchen.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou watched her elegant, graceful figure from behind, considering that despite the size of his estate, he truly lacked a few proper servants.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan was proud and aloof by nature—but that could be slowly worn down.
    

    

    
      Before long, Zhao Qingchan returned with a steaming teapot, her expression calm as she refilled his cup.
    

    

    
      “Can we talk about the deal now?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou lifted the tea, taking a sip. It was still a bit too hot. Indeed, no one was as considerate as Wu Ruyue.
    

    

    
      “You may speak.” Zhao Qingchan sat opposite him.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Dragon-Tiger Institute, Confucian Courtyard, Loft of Vast Righteousness.
    

    

    
      A group of Confucian students sat at their desks, heads buried in study. Qi Haoran was among them, but his expression was distant, his thoughts still adrift in the absurdities of the previous night at Chunshui Pavilion.
    

    

    
      “Senior Sister Zhao…”
    

    

    
      After a moment, Qi Haoran collected himself and turned his gaze inward to his Literary Heart, which now appeared dimmer.
    

    

    
      He didn’t mind much—his Literary Heart could be rekindled, but unless he dispelled the demons of his heart and severed his delusions, he could never break through to the Fifth Rank of the Confucian Path and enter the Realm of Governance.
    

    

    
      “The expenses at Chunshui Pavilion were heavy. Brother Zi’an paid that night—it cost nearly a thousand silver notes.”
    

    

    
      “Father’s people haven’t yet sent over this year’s study stipend. I’ll need to find a way to earn silver through calligraphy and painting…”
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran sighed inwardly.
    

    

    
      He thought the key to dispelling his inner demons and illusions might lie within Chunshui Pavilion.
    

    

    
      Only when his obsession with Senior Sister Zhao truly faded could he see his true heart.
    

    

    
      Yet, the memory of that night still lingered vividly in his mind.
    

    

    
      As he thought so, a graceful figure approached from outside the Loft of Vast Righteousness. Many of the scholars reading within couldn’t help but lift their heads to look.
    

    

    
      “Senior Sister Zhao.”
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran’s heart stirred slightly, a strange feeling he couldn’t describe welling up within him.
    

    

    
      Upon reaching the Sixth Rank, Literary Heart Realm, one became immune to illusions, so he was certain that the woman he’d seen that night at Chunshui Pavilion hadn’t been using illusion arts, but rather a lifelike transformation technique.
    

    

    
      Still, she hadn’t truly been Zhao Qingchan. Her expression, bearing, and aura—none could truly imitate the real one.
    

    

    
      “Junior Brother Qi, you’re here? I’ve been looking for you.”
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan seemed to be searching for someone. Her gaze found Qi Haoran in the corner, and her delicate face blossomed into a gentle smile as she walked toward him.
    

    

    
      “Senior Sister Zhao, what brings you to me?”
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran was momentarily dazed. Zhao Qingchan rarely sought him out on her own—it was usually he who approached her first.
    

    

    
      He quickly stood, meeting her halfway, his face bright with an eager smile.
    

    

    
      The surrounding students looked on enviously at the sight.
    

    

    
      “I’d like you to walk with me for a bit—are you free?” Zhao Qingchan asked softly, brushing a strand of hair aside. A faint fragrance rippled through the air around them.
    

    

    
      “This…”
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran’s heart trembled. Even with his years of scholarly discipline, he couldn’t help but show his delight, afraid that a delayed response might make her change her mind. He hurriedly said,
    

    

    
      “I’m free—of course I’m free. Where would Senior Sister Zhao like to walk?”
    

    

    
      “Let’s just walk around the Confucian Courtyard.”
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan said as she turned to lead the way outside.
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran followed quickly behind, though he dared not get too close, maintaining a courteous distance befitting a gentleman.
    

    

    
      “Is something troubling you, Senior Sister Zhao?”
    

    

    
      Though he had read countless classics, Qi Haoran wasn’t dense. He could tell Zhao Qingchan was not in good spirits—there was something weighing on her mind.
    

    

    
      For her to seek him out specifically to accompany her for a walk—didn’t that mean there might still be hope for him?
    

    

    
      After all, she had always known about his feelings for her.
    

    

    
      The stagnant pool of his heart rippled once more.
    

    

    
      “There is something troubling me. The Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence still insists on marrying me to the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion…”
    

    

    
      “But I don’t wish to marry there.”
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan sighed softly.
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran clenched his fists. Naturally, he too didn’t want Zhao Qingchan to marry there. Political marriages held no true affection.
    

    

    
      He had met the True Heir, Shen Tian, before—an ordinary-looking man, hot-tempered, no better than a street ruffian. He was utterly unworthy of Zhao Qingchan.
    

    

    
      “Is that what troubles you, Senior Sister Zhao?” he asked, though he already knew the answer.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan nodded, her gaze distant. “I’ve lived my entire life for the Marquis of Divine Might’s Residence, and now I can’t even control my own marriage. I wish to escape this cage, yet I don’t know where I could go once free.”
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran wanted to say she could go with him to the Kingdom of Qi—but as a hostage prince, even he couldn’t freely leave the imperial city.
    

    

    
      The words caught in his throat and faded away.
    

    

    
      “It’s my incompetence. I can’t help you right now, Senior Sister Zhao.” Qi Haoran felt powerless, his fists clenched tightly.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan looked at him and smiled faintly. “I don’t blame you. You’ve been good to me all these years, helping me often at poetry gatherings. Your kindness is enough.”
    

    

    
      Frustration welled up in Qi Haoran’s chest. He couldn’t help but ask, “Then what do you plan to do, Senior Sister Zhao? Will you follow your family’s arrangement?”
    

    

    
      “I don’t intend to. For now, I’ll take things one step at a time.”
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan shook her head, then suddenly added, “I’ve spoken with Shen Yanzhou.”
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran froze, discomfort flickering through him. Why would Senior Sister Zhao go to Shen Yanzhou?
    

    

    
      “He’s in the height of glory now—so young, yet already dual Sixth Rank in martial cultivation, the most outstanding of his peers, and the youngest Thousand-Household Commander of the Chilin Guards, with limitless prospects.” Zhao Qingchan seemed to know his thoughts, her tone calm as she spoke.
    

    

    
      Jealousy surged in Qi Haoran’s chest. Though he knew she spoke the truth, hearing her praise another man so highly before him filled him with bitterness.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou…
    

    

    
      He gritted his teeth, his fists creaking.
    

    

    
      “Do you think he can help you, Senior Sister Zhao?” Qi Haoran asked.
    

    

    
      “He’s the adopted son of the Demon Suppression King. If he himself brings up the marriage, it might be ruined altogether…” A faint smile curved Zhao Qingchan’s lips.
    

    

    
      But Qi Haoran thought that smile looked bitter—born of helplessness.
    

    

    
      Still, it wasn’t a bad idea. If Shen Yanzhou stirred up the matter, perhaps other noble families in the capital would secretly act to obstruct such a powerful alliance.
    

    

    
      “If Shen Yanzhou agreed so easily, it must be with ulterior motives,” Qi Haoran said, his heart trembling as he sensed what might come.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan nodded, her voice calm. “Indeed. I agreed to it—I accepted his pursuit.”
    

    

    
      Boom—
    

    

    
      The words hit Qi Haoran like thunder. His ears rang; his vision blurred red.
    

    

    
      Did that mean that from now on, Shen Yanzhou and Senior Sister Zhao would be considered a legitimate couple?
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran’s heart quivered violently, as if about to shatter.
    

    

    
      The woman he admired and loved had accepted another man’s pursuit—even if it was out of helplessness…
    

    

    
      “Senior Sister Zhao, you don’t like him, right? You even despise him, don’t you?” Qi Haoran took a deep breath, forcing himself to remain calm. He needed to confirm her true feelings.
    

    

    
      Zhao Qingchan nodded, her tone tinged with complexity. “Yes, I do dislike him—but I have no choice but to agree, at least on the surface.”
    

    

    
      Qi Haoran drew another deep breath.
    

    

    
      He would find a way.
    

    

    
      Once he broke through to the Fifth Rank, the esteemed Confucian scholar who favored him would accept him as a disciple, granting him entry into the Hanlin Academy.
    

    

    
      When the upcoming imperial examinations arrived, he would earn his title, pass with distinction, and with the prestige of the Hanlin Academy behind him, he would have the standing to propose marriage to Senior Sister Zhao.
    

    

    
      She must have come to him today to say this deliberately—to give him a chance, to entrust him with hope.
    

    

    
      “Senior Sister Zhao, I’ll do everything I can to break through to the Fifth Rank—and claim first place in the examination.”
    

    

    
      “For now, you’ll have to bear this grievance a little longer.” His eyes burned with determination as he made his vow.
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      Negative emotions from Qi Haoran +23 +27 +31…
    

    

    
      Not long after Zhao Qingchan returned to the Dragon-Tiger Institute, Shen Yanzhou also went back to the Daoist Courtyard. His senior sister, Luo Qiushui, was still frowning in deep contemplation, deducing and calculating, seemingly unaware of his return.
    

    

    
      He walked over, sat down beside her, and picked up a freshly washed, aura-filled fruit to take a bite.
    

    

    
      It was sweet, juicy, and refreshing.
    

    

    
      The young Daoist nun sat cross-legged on a square bluestone slab beside the pond. Her clean, fair face was as delicate as fine porcelain, still carrying a trace of baby fat. The oversized Daoist robe fluttered slightly in the wind, giving off the impression of a disciple secretly wearing her master’s robe.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou did not disturb her.
    

    

    
      A moment later, the little Daoist nun opened her clear, watery eyes. She first furrowed her brows in thought, then softly sighed before looking at Shen Yanzhou with her cool, serene voice:
    

    

    
      “Junior brother, have you been at the Chilin Guards these past few days?”
    

    

    
      “Mm. There have been quite a few cases in the capital lately. Many required me to take charge and oversee the situation, so I’ve rarely come by.” Shen Yanzhou nodded, rubbing his temples with a weary expression.
    

    

    
      He certainly couldn’t say he’d been spending time in the brothels instead.
    

    

    
      “But you have a heavy scent of rouge and peach blossoms on you,” the little Daoist nun said. Her watery gaze was calm yet penetrating, as if she could see straight through the heart.
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      “I’ve had to interact with victims’ families, many of whom are women. Perhaps the fragrance rubbed off from them,” Shen Yanzhou replied evenly.
    

    

    
      He had clearly already cast the Dust-Cleansing Technique—so how could Luo Qiushui still smell it?
    

    

    
      The little Daoist nun lightly averted her gaze, choosing not to expose him. Instead, she said gently, “Junior brother, though you are a banished immortal, blessed with talent far above ordinary men, you must not become complacent. Cultivation is like rowing upstream—if you do not advance, you fall back. To indulge in women will damage your vital essence.”
    

    

    
      “Senior sister’s advice is sound. I will certainly be more cautious in the future.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded, then shifted the topic. “How has your deduction progressed these few days?”
    

    

    
      “I’ve developed some ideas. But based on the might of the divine art you described, I fear it could only be used once one reaches the First Rank.”
    

    

    
      “Such heaven-shaking divine arts naturally require immense power. Without First-Rank cultivation to sustain it, one could never manifest its full might.”
    

    

    
      “At my current realm, I cannot yet cast it,” she admitted, her tone tinged with confusion.
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou hadn’t expected Luo Qiushui to actually gain insights from his words.
    

    

    
      “True divine arts are not easily grasped. The systems we have today in the Daoist sects are merely lesser techniques—far from being worthy of the name ‘divine art’…”
    

    

    
      “Senior sister, don’t be disheartened. Since it is a divine art, it must naturally stand above the ordinary. If it could be created in just a few days, wouldn’t that make all the Daoist forebears blush with shame?”
    

    

    
      He spoke naturally, nodding solemnly, gently coaxing her.
    

    

    
      Luo Qiushui thought for a moment. Indeed, he had a point. She seemed to have trapped herself in a dead end, believing that to “reverse yin and yang” one must have limitless mana to sustain it.
    

    

    
      But perhaps… she could drastically scale down its power so that it could be cast at a lower realm.
    

    

    
      “Junior brother’s words are indeed reasonable.”
    

    

    
      “Take a look—see if it has reached even one ten-thousandth of the effect you described.”
    

    

    
      Luo Qiushui nodded. Her slender, jade-like finger pointed, and a streak of light shot into Shen Yanzhou’s brow.
    

    

    
      “This is…”
    

    

    
      “The simplified version you’ve developed over the past two days?”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou was momentarily startled. Then he felt torrents of information flooding his mind—intricate Daoist patterns, countless formulae interweaving, shining like a constellation of stars, before simplifying into a series of mantras and seals.
    

    

    
      Though he didn’t fully understand them, he could grasp the essence of what they meant.
    

    

    
      “The Minor Art of Reversing Yin and Yang.”
    

    

    
      The corner of Shen Yanzhou’s mouth twitched unconsciously. He had only been speaking casually, and she had taken it seriously enough to actually deduce and develop it?
    

    

    
      Who was the real banished immortal here?
    

    

    
      Moreover, she had passed it to him so openly and freely that he could master it instantly without even studying.
    

    

    
      It was as if she had open-sourced her research results—allowing anyone to improve upon them.
    

    

    
      But in truth, no one besides her could perceive those complex Daoist patterns.
    

    

    
      Even Shen Yanzhou, though he could learn it, could not see the construction of the runes.
    

    

    
      It was like being able to play a game—but even if the developer handed you the source code, you could only stare blankly.
    

    

    
      Luo Qiushui’s way of creating and deducing Daoist arts was completely unlike that of any sage before her.
    

    

    
      Her method gave Shen Yanzhou the impression that if she wanted to create something—even a physical object—she could find a way to make it real.
    

    

    
      “Not bad. Senior sister truly is brilliant. Though it’s far from the power I envisioned, one can already see the budding form of it.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou calmly glanced at his internal panel:
    

    

    
      【Techniques: The True Explanation of Primordial Unity (Incomplete, Second Realm 1/16)】
    

    

    
      【Name: Shen Yanzhou】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: Selfless Sword Heart (Fragmented, Minor Accomplishment 1/4), Grand Ascension of Five Emperors, Immovable as the Mountain Art, Dragon-Seizing Force…】
    

    

    
      【Daoist Arts: Void Escape Art (Can Be Perfected), Concealment in the Void (Can Be Perfected), Five Elemental Method (Can Be Perfected), Minor Art of Reversing Yin and Yang (1/4, Can Be Perfected)…】
    

    

    
      【Realm: Fifth Rank in the Martial Path; Fifth Rank in the Daoist Path】
    

    

    
      【Available Basic Points: 0 (379.33/100)】
    

    

    
      He could clearly sense a new Daoist art appearing in his mind—and it was one that could be further perfected.
    

    

    
      With enough basic points, he could even evolve it into the True Art of Reversing Yin and Yang.
    

    

    
      Just who exactly was his senior sister?
    

    

    
      In other words, the Minor Art of Reversing Yin and Yang she had deduced truly was a simplified version that connected directly to the Grand Dao.
    

    

    
      “Does junior brother see any flaws that need correction?”
    

    

    
      Unaware of his thoughts, Luo Qiushui looked at him with bright, hopeful eyes, as though sincerely awaiting his guidance.
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou sighed inwardly, heart aching slightly. Still, he spent 1 point of basic attributes to carry out the next deduction.
    

    

    
      In that instant, countless images and insights of the divine art poured into his mind.
    

    

    
      He saw an immortal standing within the boundless void. With a casual wave of the hand, heaven and earth changed color, sun and moon lost their light, order collapsed, everything turned chaotic—as though returning to the primordial age of creation.
    

    

    
      “Perhaps senior sister can consider approaching it from this perspective.”
    

    

    
      Shen Yanzhou nodded slightly, his expression calm. Meeting Luo Qiushui’s expectant gaze, he lifted his sleeve, and in that moment, the Primordial Qi within his body surged, transforming into a vast tide of spiritual energy racing through his meridians.
    

    

    
      Whoo—whoo—whoo—
    

    

    
      At once, a black gale swept through the courtyard. The trees trembled, bricks and tiles rattled as if they would be torn apart. The rolling black winds rose like dragons, soaring into the heavens.
    

    

    
      Even though the courtyard was warded with formation patterns, they could not contain those ascending black dragons. The clear sky above suddenly darkened, heavy clouds pressing down like a collapsing city.
    

    

    
      The entire district around Vermilion Bird Street dimmed at once.
    

    

    
      Pedestrians and merchants on the street felt an oppressive, suffocating weight descend upon them. Thunder rumbled faintly within the massing clouds.
    

    

    
      “It’s going to rain! Hurry home and bring in the laundry!” someone shouted.
    

    

    
      Vendors began to pack up their stalls.
    

    

    
      But the next moment, everyone on the street—whether cultivators or common folk—felt a wave of dizziness and unease. Their vision blurred; the world itself seemed to flip upside down. Some even felt themselves floating midair, their sense of up and down completely reversed.
    

    

    
      Across the river, cries of alarm erupted.
    

    

    
      People stared wide-eyed as one side of the river remained bright and clear, while the other was shrouded in dark clouds—day and night reversed, stars and moon swirling chaotically, a sight both magnificent and terrifying.
    

    

    
      “What’s happening?”
    

    

    
      “Are we under attack?”
    

    

    
      Inside the Dragon-Tiger Institute, chaos erupted. Elders and disciples from all branches stared toward the Daoist Courtyard in shock.
    

    

    
      There, waves of black clouds surged, transforming into dragons that broke free from the formation barriers and soared skyward.
    

    

    
      In some areas, radiant light flared as the defensive formations tried to resist the twisting, reversing force—shaking violently under the strain.
    

    

    
      On the ground, many could no longer stand steadily.
    

    

    
      This distortion and reversal brought with it an imbalance of power—gravity flipped, the Five Elements twisted, limbs and body suddenly disordered, making it difficult even to control one’s own movements.
    

    

    
      Even within the Martial Courtyard, several elders with formidable willpower barely managed to maintain their balance without collapsing to the ground.
    

    

    
      At the same time, in the Bureau of Immortal Inspection within the capital, several white-bearded elders in feathered robes and star crowns were suddenly alarmed—Gu Chengyun of the Gu Family was among them.
    

    

    
      “The heavens are in chaos, the Five Elements distorted, day and night reversed—who is casting such a spell?” The Deputy Sacrificers were all shocked.
    

    

    
      Without anyone needing to issue orders, several Great Immortal Officers from the Bureau immediately set out, rushing toward the direction where the celestial changes had erupted.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, within the Daoist Courtyard, Shen Yanzhou was already finding it difficult to stop himself.
    

    

    
      He had originally intended only to demonstrate the Minor Art of Reversing Yin and Yang before Luo Qiushui, to observe its power. He hadn’t expected that the very first attempt would cause such a tremendous disturbance.
    

    

    
      “Worthy of my junior brother indeed.”
    

    

    
      “With just a casual display, you’ve gone in a direction I hadn’t anticipated. The power is far greater than what I deduced myself—and you came up with this in just a few breaths.”
    

    

    
      “Is this truly the difference between a mortal and a banished immortal?”
    

    

    
      Luo Qiushui clearly hadn’t thought too deeply about it. Her clear, liquid gaze remained fixed upon Shen Yanzhou, as if wanting to memorize every one of his gestures in order to verify and refine her own deduction.
    

    

    
      Hummm!
    

    

    
      A ripple of energy surged through the courtyard, and in an instant, several figures appeared.
    

    

    
      Besides the two Vice Deans of the Daoist Courtyard, Pu Chengjun and Fang Wendao, the Vice Deans from the Confucian Courtyard and Martial Courtyard had also arrived.
    

    

    
      The Great Scholar Fang Jinhan stared at Shen Yanzhou in astonishment.
    

    

    
      The Martial Courtyard’s Vice Dean, Lin Qi, looked equally grim—he hadn’t expected that the commotion would once again be caused by Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      “What’s going on here?”
    

    

    
      Pu Chengjun and Fang Wendao both demanded.
    

    

    
      They were deeply shaken—having sensed the change in celestial phenomena, they had rushed over, thinking an enemy was attacking. Who would have thought it all stemmed from Shen Yanzhou’s own courtyard?
    

    

    
      “Junior brother is creating a new art, demonstrating it for me. Do not disturb him.”
    

    

    
      Luo Qiushui cast a cool glance at the Vice Deans as she spoke.
    

    

    
      “L-Little Grandmaster Uncle is… creating a new art?”
    

    

    
      The two were stunned. Such a heaven-altering divine art—was it truly created by Shen Yanzhou himself?
    

    

    
      Previously, when he had asked them for the cultivation methods of the Void Escape Art and Concealment in the Void, they had reluctantly handed them over out of respect for his status and seniority—never expecting he would actually master them.
    

    

    
      After all, they themselves had spent years studying those high-grade arts without success.
    

    

    
      Yet the very next day, Shen Yanzhou had already performed them outside the city gates.
    

    

    
      To master a high-grade art in one day—
    

    

    
      The two were utterly crushed. They had once considered themselves prodigies; otherwise, they would never have risen to the position of Vice Deans of the Daoist Courtyard. But compared to Shen Yanzhou, their brilliance was but fireflies before the moon.
    

    

    
      And now, witnessing him create a divine art—one that could alter the heavens and reverse day and night—surely this was at least of the First Rank!
    

    

    
      “Little Grandmaster Uncle is truly a banished immortal…”
    

    

    
      Pu Chengjun and Fang Wendao were completely convinced, speechless with awe.
    

    

    
      The Great Scholar Fang Jinhan was likewise dumbfounded. Though not of the Daoist Path, he could still sense the magnitude of the art. In the Confucian tradition, to alter the heavens required at least the level of a Sub-saint.
    

    

    
      Even he, a Great Scholar of the Third Rank, Realm of the Saintly Word, could not hope to achieve such a feat.
    

    

    
      Lin Qi fell silent as well. An indescribable feeling rose in his heart before he quietly turned and departed, saying nothing further.
    

    

    
      “Do not panic.”
    

    

    
      “It is merely our Little Grandmaster Uncle, Shen Yanzhou, deducing and creating a divine art.”
    

    

    
      “Inform the elders to calm the students. As for the envoys from the Bureau of Immortal Inspection, simply tell them the truth.”
    

    

    
      Pu Chengjun and Fang Wendao turned to the other approaching elders, stepping outside the courtyard to intercept them.
    

    

    
      Such an uproar was bound to draw the Bureau’s attention—but who would have thought this was merely Shen Yanzhou creating an art?
    

    

    
      “Senior sister, did you see it clearly just now?”
    

    

    
      Ignoring the commotion outside, Shen Yanzhou turned to Luo Qiushui, retracting his power as he asked. His wide sleeves fluttered elegantly, his manner calm and detached—indeed, he now seemed the very image of a transcendent immortal.
    

    

    
      Having already put on the act, he could only maintain the bearing of a so-called “banished immortal.”
    

    

    
      “I saw it clearly.”
    

    

    
      “Thank you for your guidance, junior brother.” Luo Qiushui nodded, her eyes still sparkling with admiration.
    

    

    
      “As long as senior sister saw it clearly. If not, I can demonstrate it again…” Shen Yanzhou said.
    

    

    
      “No need. Seeing it once is enough.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      Outside the courtyard, Pu Chengjun and Fang Wendao exchanged glances, their hearts complicated.
    

    

    
      The circle of geniuses—clearly, they were not part of it.
    

    

    
      Negative emotions from Pu Chengjun +6 +6 +6…
    

    
      Negative emotions from Fang Wendao +8 +8 +8…
    

    

    
      Though Shen Yanzhou hadn’t done it deliberately, he had still harvested quite a bit of negative emotion from the incident.
    

    

    
      Even within the Dragon-Tiger Institute, many elders could not help but feel envious and secretly bitter.
    

    

    
      The Great Qian Dynasty was vast, teeming with talent. Only the most extraordinary geniuses from each province—one in hundreds of thousands—could even enter the Dragon-Tiger Institute and meet these elders.
    

    

    
      To them, such geniuses were the bare minimum.
    

    

    
      But before people like Shen Yanzhou and Luo Qiushui, all those so-called prodigies were nothing more than cabbages on the roadside.
    

    

    
      As Shen Yanzhou withdrew his art, the darkened sky gradually brightened again. The black clouds and dragons dispersed, restoring the daylight as if nothing had happened.
    

    

    
      On the streets below, the vendors who had rushed to gather their laundry were dumbfounded to find the sky sunny again, muttering curses under their breath.
    

    

    
      Heaven itself: “…”
    

    

    
      Only those who had just experienced the world’s inversion and sensory confusion felt a lingering dread as they gazed toward the Dragon-Tiger Institute, realizing that a Daoist master must have cast some great divine art.
    

    

    
      Several Great Immortal Officers from the Bureau of Immortal Inspection arrived at the Daoist Courtyard, but were stopped by the elders before meeting Shen Yanzhou.
    

    

    
      As fellow Daoists, they immediately understood what the celestial phenomenon had signified.
    

    

    
      “Grandmaster Uncle Shen is truly gifted beyond comprehension…” the Great Immortal Officers sighed, then departed to report back.
    

    

    
      Word of the incident spread quickly. Though not Shen Yanzhou’s intent, his status in the Dragon-Tiger Institute soared higher than ever—surpassing even many elders.
    

    

    
      In certain aspects, he had become the true representative of a genius.
    

    

    
      Students from every division could not forget the sight of the heavens darkening, the world turning upside down, their minds spinning, the Five Elements in chaos—unable even to stand upright.
    

    

    
      And all because Shen Yanzhou had merely created an art.
    

    

    
      If he were to fully unleash it—how terrifying would that be?
    

    

    
      His former arrogance in the Martial Courtyard, his disregard for rules, even striking elders—were now seen as youthful boldness and unrestrained elegance.
    

    

    
      Even his infamous days as a wastrel in the capital had become reinterpreted as “a gentleman concealing his brilliance.”
    

    

    
      Thus the saying proved true—
    

    
      Once he entered the gates, great scholars would arise to defend his every word.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Night fell.
    

    

    
      On Linchuan Street, near the headquarters of the Chilin Guards, within Ningshi Alley.
    

    

    
      Having moved into a new residence that very day, Shen Yanzhou had returned from the Daoist Courtyard by afternoon.
    

    

    
      He had no desire to return to the Demon Suppression Prince’s Mansion, unless he needed to see the Princess Consort.
    

    

    
      For now, only the matter concerning Princess of Beiyu, Ji Ningyun, might require him to sound out Princess Consort Yu Chenyu’s intentions.
    

    

    
      That great manipulator—hidden behind the scenes through much of the story—was likely about to make her move.
    

    

    
      After blowing out the lamp, Shen Yanzhou lay down with his clothes still on. His eyes had barely closed when his heightened spiritual senses detected a figure vaulting over the outer wall.
    

    

    
      He was slightly surprised. Now that he was famous throughout the capital—and after showing off at the Daoist Courtyard that afternoon—he was practically known to all under heaven.
    

    

    
      Who would be foolish enough to attempt an assassination at such an hour?
    

    

    
      Sensing carefully, Shen Yanzhou closed his eyes again, his breathing steady, pretending to sleep soundly.
    

    

    
      Before long, he heard the door gently creak open. A faint night breeze drifted in, and even the moonlight seeping through the window lattice was suddenly blocked.
    

    

    
      The room fell into complete darkness.
    

    

    
      Then came the rustling of something falling to the floor—followed by his warm quilt being lifted, letting a chill wind slip in.
    

    

    
      “Hiss…”
    

    

    
      “Aunt Ran, are you a dog or something?”
    

    

    
      Unable to stand it any longer, Shen Yanzhou opened his eyes, staring at the bulging silk quilt before him.
    

    

    
      “Mmm… then I’ll be gentler…”
    

    

    
      “Who told you to pretend to sleep and ignore me?”
    

    

    
      “A little punishment.”
    

    

    
      The alluring, sultry voice of Ran Yi murmured through the quilt.
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